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ONE | Strangers

“War comes when we find each other so strange that we fear we are strange ourselves.”

—The Book of Nolad

––––––––

The war would continue forever. 

Somar felt it to the root of his being. As he led his platoon of Esool warriors into the torn wreckage of the human warship, he could feel the war twisting and spiraling, like the tendril of a vine slowly choking the life from the tree sustaining it.

The fact that the vine itself would also die was apparently no consequence.

Somar was weary of war. It had been several years since he had touched natural soil, since he had drunk from flowing streams. The vat of water in his chambers kept him alive, and revitalized him, but it did nothing for his soul. It kept his flesh moist and helped him regenerate when wounded, but it did nothing to salve the growing unrest in his heart.

The humans would never give up. They would never surrender.

He had a theory about the humans. His direct knowledge of them was limited, but what he did know was that they were a decidedly linear species. They lived their lives as if each day past was a tiny death from which they had barely escaped. They lived as if their lives were a swiftly draining pool of water. And they did everything in their power to forestall the inevitable moment when their pool of days ran dry.

The Esool knew that death was inevitable, and embraced it, despite being long-lived by human standards. They were content to leave behind thousands of progeny—a strong forest that would in turn propagate and grow. The bits of memory that survived in the Esool genes would keep men like Somar alive for eons, if only as stories sung along the banks of clear, cool streams, under a sun-brightened sky.

But the humans ...

Humans fought as if death itself were the enemy. They fought as if they could somehow be victorious over it. They fought with medicines and machines. And they fought their enemies with fierce strength and desperate ardor.

To humans, Somar observed, an enemy was the servant of death, and by defeating the enemy one could continue to live and fight another day. Perhaps one could live forever, if all of one’s enemies were finally defeated.

For humans, it was important to keep the fight going, and to never surrender.

Somar’s people also had the will to fight, but for very different reasons. The disputed worlds were the only hope for the Esool. The Esool lightrail—their only means of traveling between stars—was not as advanced as that of the humans. It required sacrifice. To travel into the deepest regions of space was to risk everything, with no assurance that one would return to the home world. 

But the Esool home world was old, and there were many Esool planting their roots there. The resources that kept the Esool alive, that allowed them to propagate, were beginning to dwindle as the soil and water were forced to serve more and more life.

Conservation efforts has been profound. Millenia ago the Esool saw the coming crisis, and enacted measures that had allowed for their continued growth. Thousands of years had been added to the life of the Esool, and during that time they pondered the stars, looked above and wondered if they could possibly survive the cold, black void and find worlds what would let them begin again.

It was a demand of genetics. It was impossible to resist the urge to spread and grow. And their conservation measures—new by Esool standards—would make it possible to live in greater harmony with their colony worlds. The home world could lie fallow for a few seasons, and recover. 

From what Somar had learned, the humans were facing similar challenges. Their own home world had become so over crowded, their resources had become so overused, the humans had no choice but to move out among the stars, and find new worlds to settle. And, like the Esool, they had developed faster lightrail technology, but with a greater reach and fewer limitations. Their lightrail was powerful, and it gave them the means to not only reach outward, but to easily reach back. With it, the humans could reach to the stars, and pull the rest of humanity along at a pace that far outmatched the progress of the Esool.

They were able to spread quickly among the habitable worlds closest to them, and then branch into the further reaches of space. Which meant that as the Esool reached upward to find nourishment in other soils, they soon discovered that humans were already there.

Inevitably, this led to conflict. 

Each race sought out the colony worlds as if it were a genetic imperative. Each fought to the death, because the colonies meant survival. Each suffered gross tragedy and pain for the right to be the soul species to occupy a world.

If only we could learn to work together, Somar thought. What wonders could we accomplish if we were allies instead of enemies?

“Captain Somar,” Commander Vemchek called over the comms. “The humans have taken a defensive position on the bridge. We have thus far been unable to breach the chamber.”

“Are there alternative entrances to the bridge?” Somar asked.

“There is a service crawl space that runs along the perimeter of the chamber. We have secured it, but breaching their interior will have a high cost. The humans are heavily armed. They are trapped in the chamber, but could easily defend it for several weeks.”

“Unlikely,” Somar replied. “Humans are not like the Esool. They require daily sustenance. In a few days they will become desperate for food and water, unless they have stores on the bridge.”

“What is your command?”

Somar thought about what he knew of humans, and their ironic willingness to fight to the death for just the slim chance of avoiding death altogether. They would hold that position until the last man starved, Somar believed. And while the Esool had limitless patience and great longevity, there were operations that required them to be elsewhere. They could not afford to wait out the humans.

“Keep men posted on those entrances. I will be there momentarily.”

“Yes, Captain.”

It took several minutes to navigate to the bridge from his current position. Debris covered the corridors, and some sections were open to space entirely. Somar’s containment suit kept him protected, as well as moored to the floor plating in zero gravity. By the time he reached the post of Esool guards outside of the bridge, he could see humidity gathering inside the glass visor. The human EVA suits were climate controlled, keeping down excess humidity. For the Esool, however, moisture was always welcome, though it did sometimes make it difficult to see.

“Report,” he said to the Commander.

“Captain, we are conducting sweeps of the rest of the vessel. It appears the only survivors are on the bridge. Our engineers have disabled their communications and computer access, so they should not be able to call for help or initiate a self destruct.”

Another amazing aspect of humans. They were self-preservationists beyond anything Somar had ever seen, but they could instantly turn that off under the right conditions. They were willing to die for the right cause. It was admirable, actually. But Somar never could understand the trigger. What caused this self-sacrificing behavior in a species so driven for self preservation and individual survival?

“Are we capable of communicating with them?” Somar asked.

“We can link to their communication system,” the Commander said.

Somar nodded and the Commander had his engineers engage the ship’s communication systems. When it was ready, Somar spoke. 

“Humans, this is Captain Somar of the Esool. We have secured your vessel. We do not wish to cause you further harm. If you will surrender, I can promise you that you will be treated for any injuries and you will be kept safe on our vessel. We will provide for all of your needs while you are incarcerated.”

“Get bent,” a voice replied.

Somar raised his eyebrows and looked to the Commander, who seemed as perplexed as he did. 

“I apologize,” Somar said. “I am unfamiliar with human colloquialisms. Do you acquiesce to your surrender?”

“We have plenty of molecular disruption disks,” the voice replied. “If I see so much as a twig come through that door we will turn you into atoms!”

Again Somar looked to his Commander, then replied. “But, all matter is comprised of atoms ...” Somar began.

“We will kill anyone who comes through that door!” the human shouted.

Somar shook his head slowly. This was always the way of humans. In clear defeat, the Esool would surrender. It was the custom of the Esool to treat their enemies with honor and respect, and so no Esool would fear being captured. They would face any charges or consequences for their actions with full confidence that justice would be served. And they had little fear of death, because their genes would continue on in their own forests. 

Humans—it simply was not the way of humans to accept surrender. Which made every battle grueling and heart breaking. 

Somar signaled for the comms to be turned off. He turned to the Commander. “Gather food and water and bring it here. Use available materials to create a neutral zone in this spot. Perhaps four meters. Leave the food and water and retreat to the edge of the neutral zone, and then signal the humans that we have left provisions.”

“They will not trust us,” the Commander replied.

“No, they will not,” Somar said. “But they will die without sustenance. I would prefer we keep them alive long enough to convince them that surrender is the better option.”

“And if they will not surrender?”

Somar said nothing, but left to attend to other details.

TWO | Leverage

“Power over another comes when you offer your enemy what they want most.”

—The Book of Nolad

Somar was utilizing the quarters of the human Captain. He sat at the Captain’s desk and used an Esool interface to send his report. He was sending an impulse sequence, which would reach the Esool homeward much faster than spoken or visual communications, as the patterns and impressions required far less bandwidth than video or audio transmutations. And, as they had discovered early in the war, these communications were also far more secure. Humans simply could not interpret them. 

The limitations of light speed prevented real time communication at any rate, which was unfortunate and, at times, inconvenient. But there was something peaceful about composing impulse sequences, letting his meaning and emotions translate into the subtle patterns of light that resembled sunlight dappling through tree leaves. 

At this moment, however, he would very much like to speak with someone directly—someone who might offer him advice about this situation. Admiral Norchek, perhaps. 

Norchek was his superior, but also his mentor, and his friend. He had been a good teacher and guide for Somar for most of his life. He was skilled at military strategy, and equally skilled at diplomacy. When the conflict between the Esool and the humans began, Norchek was among the first to fathom the brutal sense of self preservation that every human possessed. Their first encounter with a sentient alien species had not gone well, and it was Norchek who had eventually determined why.

But Norchek was not here, and could not provide any wisdom or insight directly. The best Somar could hope for was to find wisdom in the source that Norchek himself would turn to.  

Somar called up the Book of Nolad on his screen, and let the impulses wash over him. The wisdom of Nolad, their greatest prophet, was often enough to calm Somar, and to recenter him. It was a book of peace and wisdom, but many passages had been dedicated to the discussion of war and strategy. Nolad saw war as being a macrocosm of the inner struggle of every Esool. By understanding it, one could understand the battle within, and achieve peace. And indeed, Somar had often found peace among the impulses of the Book of Nolad. 

But not today. Not in this moment.

Right now, war was not a peaceful thing, but ugly and painful. And on the bridge of this vessel there was a group of humans who would die before they would allow themselves to be taken prisoner.

This was common among the humans, but it was not universally true. There were many human prisoners on Esool vessels and colony worlds, and a great number of them had surrendered when it was clear they were defeated. Typically, however, the surrenders came after great loss on both sides. The humans fought hard to remain free—it was perhaps the most valued aspect of life for any given human.

But freedom was the one thing Somar could not grant, at present. There were too many objectives to consider. 

The comms chimed. “Go ahead,” Somar said.

“Captain, we have established the neutral zone and relayed this information to the humans, but as yet they refuse to open the door. They fear it is a trap.”

“Can you establish a video link? Perhaps show them the neutral zone and your position?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Do so. And Commander, the maintenance crawlspace ... prepare shaped charges.”

“Yes Captain,” the Commander replied.

Somar stood from the human Captain’s desk and stood before the window. At present, this vessel was adrift within visual range of a nebula that spiraled in hues of purple and red. It was quite beautiful, actually, and a rare sight. Both humans and the Esool spent much of their time in space flitting from waypoint to waypoint on the lightrail. The human lightrail network was advanced enough that the humans rarely spent much time floating stationary in space. It seemed almost as if the only time human vessels remained in any way still was during combat.

And yet, unlike Esool vessels, human vessels seemed built to be stationary. Everything about them was designed to give a sense of stability, of place. Perhaps, with all their movement from star to star, humans were not so unlike the Esool in their desire to find one place in which to lay down roots. A common trait that, rather than bring humans and the Esool closer together, was somehow driving them to war. 

Somar turned from the window. He had pressing matters to consider. The maintenance crawlspace could provide a means of gaining entry to the bridge, but it would be a bloody and violent affair. At best, once the charges ignited they could expect a few seconds of disorientation before the humans opened fire. In return, the Esool would use their superior vantage point to return fire. The result would be many needless deaths on both sides. 

There had to be another way.

The comms chimed again. “Go ahead,” Somar replied.

“Captain, this is Lieutenant Riggar. We have discovered something I believe you will want to see for yourself.”

“Very well,” Somar replied. “I am on my way.”

For one of his Lieutenants to summon him was unusual, which meant they must have found something very interesting indeed.

Somar used the tracking system in his containment suit to guide him through the human vessel to Riggar’s location. He found Rigger and several men mulling about a small container, using the scanners in their suits to take readings.

“Report, Lieutenant.”

“Sir, we found this as we swept the vessel.” He indicated the container, which now Somar could see resembled the stasis pods humans used for long-term space travel. Humans would put themselves into cryogenic stasis during lengthy stretches of near-light-speed travel on the lightrail, and awaken upon arrival at a colony world or other waypoint. Or, in the case of the Blue Collars who worked as crew and personnel on the colony vessels, they would awaken for their shift, do their work, and re-enter stasis as the next shift awoke to take their place. In this way they could spend long stretches of time in space with a sizable crew, and still maintain a balance of ship resources.

It was a clever strategy, but an odd technology, and one the Esool would never have thought of. Esool were long-lived, by human standards, but beyond that they also required fewer resources to sustain themselves, and were quite at peace during the long stretches between the home world and a new colony world. Humans became bored and restless, as was discovered while observing prisoners. They craved constant stimulation and activity. They needed something to accomplish. 

Esool, on the other hand, could be content with simply sitting and contemplating for long periods of time. It was the nature of the Esool. Peace at least. Patience during long periods of wait. 

Though Somar had to admit, the notion of closing his eyes in one instant and opening them to a world light years away, with seemingly no time having passed, was intriguing. He might wish to try it some day. Perhaps he should obtain one of the human stasis pods and bring it back to his ship for study.

The container before them certainly matched the configuration of other stasis pods the Esool had encountered, with one exception. It was very small. 

“Is there anyone inside?” Somar asked.

“The pod’s external computer system verifies that there is a human child within, approximately six earth years old. Female. She is in very good health.”

“Should we awaken her?” one of the men asked.

“Do we have that capability?” Somar asked.

“Yes, Captain. It is a simple procedure.”

“At present,” Somar said, “there is no atmosphere within this vessel. We would require some form of air lock and a containment suit.”

“There is an air lock in the shuttle bay of this vessel,” Lieutenant Riggar said. “However, we have no containment suits that would fit such a small human.”

“Perhaps the humans have one for her,” Somar said. “Begin a search.”

“Is our intention to awaken her and take her prisoner?” Riggar asked. 

“I believe that she may provide a means for coaxing the humans from their bridge,” Somar replied.

“A wise plan,” Riggar said. 

“That remains to be seen,” Somar replied.

THREE | Air

“If the enemy cannot see, they cannot fight. If the enemy cannot stand, they cannot fight. If the enemy cannot breathe, they cannot fight.”

—The Book of Nolad

Somar watched as they carried the small pod into the air lock, sealing the door and pressurizing to an Earth-normal atmosphere. Lieutenant Riggar and two of the other men prepared to activate the pod’s systems and open it. One man was holding the small containment suit that was found after another sweep of the human vessel.

As this played out, Somar thought about how to leverage this to entice the humans to open the door to the bridge. They must surely have realized that Somar and his men would find the girl. They had said nothing. This seemed unusual for humans, in Somar’s experience. 

The pod opened, and Riggar and one of the other men reached in and gently lifted the girl out. She was waking, but seemed groggy and disoriented. “Mommy?” she asked, her voice coming through the open comms in Riggar’s suit.

Somar spoke. “Hello. My name is Somar. I am the man on the other side of the glass. Do you see me?”

The girl looked up, frightened, but nodded. 

“We do not wish to harm you. We would like you to put on the containment suit. Do you know how?”

She nodded. “Yes,” she said. “My mommy made me practice.”

Somar smiled. “Good. That is a good thing to practice. What is your name?”

“Christina,” the girl said. 

“Christina,” Somar repeated. “It is a lovely name.”

“Thank you,” Christina said. She seemed confused and still a bit groggy, and perhaps would have been more afraid if not for the lingering effects of stasis. 

“Christina, I must confess that we are invaders on this vessel. Do you know this term?”

She shook her head, which was obscured slightly as she slipped on the containment suit.

“It means that we are Esool. We are at war with you humans. It is unfortunate, but true.”

“Esool are the bad guys,” Christina said. 

Somar nodded. “We are not bad people,” he replied. “But I can understand why you would have been told such a thing. Did your mother teach you what to do if you encountered an Esool?”

“I’m supposed to do what you say and be brave,” Christina said.

Somar smiled. “I believe you are very brave,” he said. “Your mother would be most proud of you. And I promise you that we will do nothing to harm you. But we may need your help.”

Christina had shrugged into the suit, and now Riggar helped her fit the helmet into place. Once it made contact with the suit, a series of automated systems booted. Oxygen flowed, puffing the suit slightly, and small panels lit up on the chest, arms, and helmet, all providing biodata and suit performance data. 

“What do I have to do?” Christina asked, cautiously.

“I have not yet decided. But I believe that I will ask you to speak to the people on the bridge.”

“I’m not allowed on the bridge,” Christina said.

Somar smiled. “I believe that this once they will make an exception.”

Riggar and the others guided Christina closer to the door of the air lock, and as the system engaged and the pressure was vented, they waited for the door to open.

Suddenly, there was an immense jarring—enough of a force to knock Somar forward against the airlock door as system alarms sounded in his ears.

He regained his footing and opened a channel to all hands. “Report!”

“Captain,” Commander Vemchek replied. “There has been a detonation in the crawlspace! The shaped charges we placed were detonated when the humans used some sort of sonic device to attempt to create an egress from the bridge. The device detonated the charges. The hull has been breached in this section. My men report multiple breaches and considerable damage throughout the vessel.”

“Have there been any casualties?” Somar asked.

“Three of our men were killed in the explosion. One is adrift outside the vessel, and is attempting to use suit thrusters to navigate back. We do not know the casualty rate for the human, but we suspect there were many injuries.”

“Can you reach them through comms? Ask them if they require medical assistance.”

“They are refusing communications,” Vemchek said.

“Captain!” 

Somar turned, and for the first time saw that the damage to the vessel extended well beyond the bridge. Somehow the explosion had caused the outer door of the airlock to open. Lieutenant Riggar and one of the other men were hanging on to handholds just inside the air lock. The other man and Christina were nowhere to be seen.

“Christina, can you hear me?” Somar asked.

There was a long pause, and Somar felt his heart sink. And then, “I ... I’m floating! I’m floating!”

“Yes,” Somar said, relieved. “Do you know how to work the thruster controls for your suit?” he asked.

“Yes,” Christina said.

“Do so now,” Somar said.

There was a pause. “They aren’t working,” Christina said. Her voice warbled with fear.

“Captain,” one of the men said. His voice was soft and quiet, strained. “This is Corporal Malek. I was with the girl ... when we were blown from the air lock. I can see her suit, and ... it has taken damage.”

“Can you retrieve the girl?”

“I cannot,” Malek said. “My suit is ... losing containment. I believe I have sustained mortal wounds. Life support is dwindling. I will not ... survive much longer.”

Somar bowed his head slightly. “I understand, Malek. I grieve for you. I will tell tales of you to your forest.”

“Thank you, Captain. I am ... honored to have served with you.”

Somar checked the display in his own suit, and saw Malek’s avatar blink and then go dark—an indication that his suit was no longer registering life signs. 

The loss of at least four men was troubling. There had been many deaths since this war began, and many stories that Somar would have to tell upon returning to the home world. But he was forced to put that burden aside for the moment. Saving Christina was of the utmost importance. She might be the key to convincing the humans to surrender peacefully. 

Beyond that, however, she was an innocent in all of this. Her life had so much potential, and it had yet to be expressed. Somar could not allow her to die, if it was within his power to save her.

“Christina, can you hear me?” he asked.

There was a pause before the answer came. “Yes,” Christina said, her voice small and quiet. She was clearly very afraid. 

“You are being very brave,” Somar said. “And I would like for you to continue to be strong. I am coming to retrieve you. Can you hold on until I reach you?”

There was another pause, and when Christina spoke her voice was strained and frightened. “It’s hard to hold on,” she said.

“I know,” Somar replied. “And I will hasten my approach as much as possible. Hold on as tightly as you can.”

“Ok,” she said, her voice trembling.

“Captain,” Riggar said, “are you certain you should put yourself at such risk? I believe I am able to navigate to her position, and I am already within the airlock. I have access to the shuttle bay beyond.”

“It must be me,” Somar said. “She is frightened. We have developed a rapport. And if we are to continue building trust, we will need her to feel as safe and protected as possible.”

“I understand,” Riggar said. “How may I assist?”

“Get the door to open enough for me to pass and to bring her back.”

“Yes, Captain.” And with that, Riggar ordered the others to help him widen the gap between the door and the frame. It took considerable effort—human technology was solidly built, and could withstand quite a bit of force. But in short order the gap was wide enough for Somar to pass through.

“Continue working,” he said as he entered the air lock and used the suit’s maneuvering thrusters to propel himself in Christina’s direction. 

Somar passed from the air lock and out into the shuttle bay. He was careful to avoid the jagged metal of the outer door, which had been torn and twisted from its frame. He saw Malek floating serenely, drifting away from the airlock door, but otherwise motionless. Ahead, he could see the lights of Christina’s suit, illuminating a series of handholds on the wall where she was loosely moored. 

Somar adjusted his trajectory and gave the suit’s thrusters a one-second burst. His progress was slow but precise. It would not do to collide with Christina, and risk knocking her loose before he could secure a hold on her. Nor would it help his mission if he were to damage his own containment suit during the rescue. There were many dangerous obstacles in his path to Christina, including floating debris and jutting metal. 

Not all of this could have come from the explosion on the bridge, Somar realized. This section of the ship must have taken damage from their earlier attack. This would explain why the outer air lock gave way from impact by the compression wave of the explosion on the bridge. 

“I’m tired,” Christina said, and indeed her voice sounded groggy.

Somar had no way to monitor the systems of her containment suit, but he feared her current weariness might be a sign of damage to the environmental controls.

“I have nearly reached you,” Somar said. “Please continue to be brave and strong, and keep your grip. It will not be long now.”

Christina said nothing, and Somar risked another burst from his thrusters, increasing his speed as much as he dared. The floating debris was thicker here, and the danger was greatly increased. 

Somar was nearly within reach of Christina when she suddenly began to drift away. Her grip had slipped, and she was flailing wildly.

“I let go!” she cried. “I let go of the wall!”

“It is alright,” Somar said. “Please be calm. I can still reach you. Can you become still? I am nearly there.”

“I ...” she started, and he could hear her breathing heavily in the comms. 

She was moving away at a speed greater than Somar would have expected. Perhaps she had accidentally kicked the wall as she failed to reclaim her grip. Though, as he studied her, he could see that there was no spin to her drift. She was moving in a straight, slow line away from the wall, as if propelled.

That was when he noticed the hole in her suit.

At approximately waist level, there was a small tear in the left side of her suit. It may have been sealed by the position of her body as she clasped the wall, but when her grip had loosened the escaping air functioned much like a thruster, pushing her away in the null gravity of the shuttle bay. 

The leak also explained her weariness. The environmental systems of her suit were functioning as they were meant to, but as the suit leaked air they could not compensate. She was suffering form oxygen deprivation. 

It was imperative that Somar reach her quickly. He engaged the suit’s thrusters for a full two-second burst, and sped toward Christina’s floating form at a great speed.

As he reached her, he once again engaged thrusters, pushing against his own momentum to slow himself so that he would not harm her with the impact. It worked well enough that he was able to wrap an arm around her waist and pull her closer to him.

“I have you, Christina.”

“I’m scared!” she cried, her adrenaline overcoming the oxygen depravation for the moment.

Somar said nothing. Her fear was entirely justified. At present, she was losing precious oxygen to the void, and he had no way to seal the tear in her suit. In addition, there was a mine field of floating debris between him and the air lock. And even if he could navigate that at speed, the air lock itself was damaged beyond repair. There would be no way to create an atmosphere for Christina, so that she could breath while he repaired her containment suit. 

If he could not think of a solution soon, Christina would suffocate in the void of this shuttle bay.

FOUR | Mine Field

“Unseen dangers are a great threat. Look carefully into those dark places where they may be hiding. Choose your path based on the light of knowledge, and correct your course as your wisdom grows brighter.”

—The Book of Nolad

Somar held a hand over the tear in Christina’s suit, twisting the fabric as much as he could, hoping to at least slow the leak and give her more time. Like the Esool containment suits, human suits were self-healing, to a degree. Given time, they might repair even the largest tear. But time, sadly, was the one thing Christina did not have.

“Captain,” Riggar said over the comms, “we have been monitoring your situation. There is a human shuttle to your right, about nine meters. Can you reach it?”

Somar looked in that direction but saw only darkness. The lights of the shuttle bay were not functioning, either as a result of their attack or because of some system failure following the explosion on the bridge. 

“I do not have a visual on the shuttle,” Somar said.

“It is there,” Riggar assured him. “If you engage thrusters at full strength, you should reach it in approximately fifteen seconds.

“Understood,” Somar replied. And without hesitation he engaged his thrusters and pushed for the shuttle. He managed to avoid larger chunks of floating debris by temporarily adjusting thruster direction and then correcting course. He watched the readouts of his suit, noting that thruster fuel was diminishing at an alarming rate.

There were several small impacts, and Somar held Christina close to help block her from as much of the floating debris as possible. Their path was dimly lit by the lights mounted above the faceplate of his helmet, which showed flitting bits of metal and small objects that floated between the two of them and the distant shuttle, which was still shrouded in the cavern-like darkness of the shuttle bay.

And then, after a long and stressful flight, Somar saw a glint of light reflecting from the glass canopy the shuttle’s control deck. They were close. But not quite close enough.

Somar’s containment suit emitted a series of alarms to warn him that thruster fuel was near depletion. He turned off the thrusters and let momentum carry them forward, but this created a delay and a bit of lag in adjusting to avoid debris. They took more hits, some of which were harder than he would like.

Worse, the hits were slowing them, or veering them off course. At this rate, with all of the adjustments for correction, they would not have enough thruster fuel to help them navigate to the air lock of the shuttle.

Their best chance was for Somar to commit to a course and deplete remaining fuel to reach it. 

He scanned ahead, looking for the air lock entrance in the dim portion of light that reached the shuttle from their position. It took a moment, but he found it, and with only a tiny flit of the thrusters he had them aimed at it. There were several large chunks of debris floating ahead. One was a particularly jagged hunk of metal that gave Somar pause. Colliding with that could tear open his suit and end this before he could reach the shuttle. 

There was nothing for it but to try, and hope that he could somehow avoid it in flight.

He activated full thrusters, and they picked up speed, moving through the cavern of the bay as their cone of light lit the maze of dangers before them. 

The large object loomed closer with each second, and as they came within a meter of it Somar braced for impact, lifting his legs to use the soles of his boots to provide as much protective shielding as he could. It was an awkward position, and difficult to maintain in the stiff containment suit, which tended to force one to keep limbs extended. But it was the only option at the moment, and the only means of shielding they had. 

Somar’s left foot caught on a jutting piece of the jagged debris, sending them spinning. He briefly readjusted thrusters to compensate and put them back on course, and as they regained their momentum the fuel finally gave out. The alarms silenced, their purpose expired. And into the oppressive silence they traversed the final gulf.

FIVE | Breathe

“You and your enemy share the same air. You walk the same soil. You draw life from the same sun. How, then, are they your enemy?”

—The Book of Nolad

It was only just enough. 

With painful slowness they eventually bumped into the shuttle, and Somar engaged magnetic clamps in his boots to hold them to the surface of the shuttle bay floor. 

He maneuvered to the air lock door, opened it, and brought Christina inside.

She was quiet, and the panels on the outside of her suit indicated her oxygen levels were extremely low.

Somar closed the air lock and activated the environmental controls. He removed Christina’s helmet the instant the system indicated that pressurization was complete, and then removed his own helmet.

Her lips were blue, and her complexion was pale. Somar had little direct experience with humans, but he had read medical reports that said these were signs of hypoxia. Unlike Esool, humans did not store a reserve of oxygen in their cells. Without a constant supply of oxygen, they could quickly suffer brain damage. Too long without it and they would die.

“Captain,” Riggar said over the comms. “Our sensors show you have reached the shuttle and activated systems.”

“I have,” Somar replied. “But Christina is in need of medical attention. What do we know of treating humans for hypoxia?”

“Captain, this is Medic Gallar. I will walk you through the procedure for cardio pulmonary resuscitation.” 

“Quickly,” Somar replied “I believe her condition is critical.”

Gallar described the procedure as Somar did his part. He adjusted her head as described, opening her airways, and then placed his mouth on Christina’s, and blew air into her lungs. 

After several moments, Christina coughed, and began crying. Somar reported this to Gallar. 

“This is our intended result,” Gallar replied. “Most welcome.”

“My gratitude, Gallar. Christina owes you her life.”

Christina was huffing and breathing heavily. “Mommy,” she cried, and tears streamed down her temples and into her hair.”

“Breathe slowly, Christina,” Somar said. “Allow yourself to become calm.”

“I want my mommy!” she said, her voice quiet but filled with fear.

Somar said nothing, but checked the readouts of her suit to verify that she was in good health. He stood then, and surveyed the shuttle. 

From the air lock, they could enter either the cargo bay or the shuttle’s crew and bridge compartment. He studied the controls for initiating pressurization shuttle-wide, and engaged the atmospheric systems. There was a hiss as the rest of the shuttle matched pressure and atmosphere with the air lock, and a green light illuminated above the door to the shuttle’s interior. 

Somar turned to Christina, who was hugging her knees to her chest despite the bulk of her containment suit. “We must use this shuttle to return to my crew.”

Christina said nothing, and Somar worried momentarily that she may have been injured after all. When he noticed her weeping, however, he remembered that humans tended to need a time of adjustment after traumatic events. He had no experience with human children, but it was possible their reaction might be more emotional than that of the adults. He would let her have whatever time she needed, for the moment. 

He opened the air lock door and moved cautiously into the interior of the shuttle, choosing to enter the crew and bridge compartment directly.

The shuttle had a rather spacious seating area, to enable ferrying personnel to and from a planet’s surface. This space could be converted to additional cargo space quickly and easily, primarily by folding the cushioned seats into the compartment’s floor. That was the current configuration, and Somar had a clear view of the half-circle of controls that comprised the front of this space. To his right, he could see the pilot’s station.

The limitations of faster-than-light travel included a disruption of digital technology, and to compensate for this the Esool had developed manually controlled flight systems that required very fast-paced adjustments to a series of levers and valve controls. It required precision, and constant adjustment. And while all Esool military personnel were trained in at least the rudiments of flight control, it took a very specialized training to master it. 

Humans dealt with the issue in a much stranger, but admittedly much more elegant way. The controls were hybridized, with digital controls for routine flight after exiting the event horizon of lightrail travel, when computer technology would once again function properly. But these controls could be overridden by a set of manual controls that resembled a webbing of cables and copper fittings. There were levers and valves, just as on Esool craft, but the bulk of piloting was a whole-body experience. Human pilots were like dancers, becoming one with the vessel and guiding it with precision by the movements of their bodies.

It was a beautiful but incredibly complex system of control, and Somar had no  hope of mastering it in the short time he was given. 

Thankfully, however, he would not have to. This vessel had been disconnected from the lightrail for several hours now, and any residual effects from the event horizon would have faded. The digital systems would be fully operational. If Somar could operate those, he could pilot the shuttle with little trouble.

“Mommy says I’m not supposed to play in the shuttles,” Christina said from behind him.

Somar turned and saw, with some relief, that she was no longer crying. She looked a bit worse for wear, and there were dark circles under her eyes, but she otherwise seemed in good health. 

“Fortunately she has said nothing to me on the subject,” Somar said, smiling. It was an attempt at human humor, but it did not seem to register with Christina. 

Somar turned to the shuttle’s controls. “This is Captain Somar to Commander Vemchek.”

“I am receiving you, Captain.”

“Do any of our men have experience in piloting a human shuttlecraft?” 

There was a brief pause. “No, Captain. I apologize for the deficiency.”

“No need, Commander. I knew that it was unlikely. I am attempting to engage flight control for a shuttle at this moment. I intend to dock with our own vessel, where I will acquire an Esool shuttle and return. Do you have anything to report regarding the humans on the bridge?”

“Yes, Captain,” Vemchek replied. “I fear the situation is much more grave, with the damage caused by the explosion. Several humans were killed or injured badly. Some have expired in the interim. There are approximately six human survivors on the bridge, and they are refusing to allow us entry.”

“You have explained that we will not harm them, upon taking them prisoner?”

“I have, Captain. And I have received the anticipated response.”

Somar sighed. Humans could make things so difficult. If only they would surrender, their hopeless and dangerous situation would end, and they would be made comfortable aboard the Esool vessel. Their imprisonment would be more like asylum, in which they would receive medical care, food, rest ... instead, they would fight to the death to avoid losing their freedom.

“Captain, we just received a communication. The humans say they have initiated self destruct!”

“What? How? Systems were disabled, were they not?”

“Apparently there is an engineer among the humans who is quite skilled. She has bypassed our system lockouts.”

“How much time do we have?” Somar asked. 

“The humans tell us we have fifteen minutes to withdraw and leave them, or we will all be destroyed.”

This was far from an optimal scenario. “Very well,” Somar said. “Begin evacuation procedures.”

“Yes, Captain,” Vemchek said.

“My mommy is an engineer,” Christina said.

She had quietly moved up beside Somar as he sat at the controls of the shuttle. He looked down at her now. “Your mother?” Somar looked from her to the display in front of him. He used the computer to call up a crew manifest. “What is your mother’s name?”

“Doria,” Christina said. 

Somar looked, but saw no Doria on the manifest. “That name is not listed,” he replied. 

Christina stood on her toes to look at the screen. She pointed at one line and said, “There she is. Andrews. That’s our last name.”

“Last name?” Somar asked, confused. 

“Yes. Don’t you have a last name?”

Somar shook his head, not quite understanding, then said, “Commander Vemchek, can you verify that the engineer on the bridge is  ...” he looked at the manifest again, “a Lieutenant Andrews?”

“Doria Andrews,” Christina said.

“Ask if she is Doria Andrews,” Somar said.

“Yes, Captain,”  Vemchek replied. After a long moment, he replied, “Sir, Lieutenant Doria Andrews is present. She’s asking how I know her name.”

“Tell her that her daughter, Christina is with us. Tell her to shut off the self destruct, and I will happily reunite the two of them.”

There was another pause, and Vemchek replied, “Sir, I apologize. She says that the self destruct cannot be disengaged. The systems were too badly damaged, and the bypass has made it impossible.”

Somar thought about this. “The explosion breached the vessel in that part of the ship?” he asked. 

“Yes, Captain,” Vemchek replied.

“Commander, continue with the evacuation. But please relay the following message to the humans.”

SIX | The Value of War

“The value of war is in its ending. For only then do we see that the enemy we fought was our brother all the while.”

—The Book of Nolad

As predicted, the shuttle was extremely difficult to maneuver. The digital controls could operate the craft with precision and with instant translation from input to navigation, but they were not a familiar system to Somar. He struggled to direct the shuttles movement as precisely as possible, as quickly as possible, to align with the sundered and torn hole near the main ship’s bridge. 

Commander Vemchek had returned to the Esool vessel with most of the men. Lieutenant Riggar and six other men had remained behind to assist in the rescue attempt. 

Upon hearing that Christina was alive and well, and being cared for by the Esool Captain, Lieutenant Andrews had convinced the human crew to surrender. Somar assured her they would all be conveyed safely away, and no harm would come to them. 

The humans doubted him, and some were vitriolic in their response. But Lieutenant Andrews had been convincing. The power of a mother’s love for her daughter might well have saved all of them, in Somar’s estimate. 

Time was running short. Of their fifteen minutes, only five remained. The Esool aided each human in bounding across the gap from larger ship to the human shuttle, and then followed suit. Somar engaged the shuttle’s flight controls and pushed them away from the human vessel as quickly as he could.

Suddenly a human put a hand on his arm. 

The Esool guard each weapons, but Somar held up a hand, forestalling any weapons fire. 

“Please,” the human said. She was female, and she took off her helmet. 

“Mommy!” Christina said, and rushed up to her, hugging her.

“We don’t have much time,” Lieutenant Andrews said. “I can pilot us out of here much quicker.”

Without hesitation, Somar stood and moved out of her way. 

She sat and worked the controls, engaging systems that Somar had only guessed over earlier, and using some of the manual controls to push the shuttle into a full-speed dive away from the human ship.

The timer counted down to zero, and Somar looked at one of the displays on the shuttles large dashboard of controls. He saw the explosion start as just a few series of flashes all over the vessel, and then slowly those lights expanded and replicated, until finally the entire ship disintegrated, sending molten scraps of metal outward into the void. 

Andrews worked the shuttle controls, dodging some of the high-speed debris, and leveling off some distance away before setting course for the Esool ship.

“Captain Somar,” Andrews said.

“Yes?”

“You promised me that Christina would be safe and cared for, if we surrendered.”

“Indeed,” Somar said. “I have given my word. We intend no harm to any of you.”

She thought about this. “But we’ll be prisoners.”

“Yes,” Somar replied. “Your freedom will be limited.”

“That ... doesn’t sit well with us,” she said. 

“No, I suspect it does not. But it is my belief that it is a temporary circumstance. This war ... for half a century we have fought each other, over the right to colonize the worlds we find. But I believe there is another way. There are many among us who believe we can end this war, and work together. My good friend, and my commander, Admiral Norchek, is one of those. I have complete faith in him.”

“And you?” Andrews said. She stopped working the controls, allowing the docking systems to engage as the shuttle came within range of the Esool vessel.

“I, too, believe that this conflict is unnecessary. We have much more in common than we might first have thought.”

“You’re not what I was expecting,” Andrews said, shaking her head and hugging Christina close to her side.

“Nor you,” Somar replied. “And that, perhaps, is the best cause for hope.”

He looked down at Christina, who had refused to leave her mother’s side during all of this. 

“Or, perhaps, it is the second best cause for hope.”

The Esool vessel guided the shuttle into the bay, and upon landing the humans were escorted to a holding area, where they were treated for their wounds, and given a chance to rest. 

Stuff at the End of the Book

This is the very first short fiction I’ve written in the Citadel universe, and it almost never existed. 

When I wrote “Citadel: First Colony,” it was kind of an experiment. Or a frustration. One of those. But for the most part, it was me trying to get a grip on story that I was developing alongside my brother-in-law and one of my good friends. We were thinking of producing a web-based television series, and this was our chance to brainstorm and explore ideas that had floated in our heads for years. 

We met at cafes and coffee shops a few times to brainstorm the story and the world surrounding it, and these were wonderfully productive meetings. I had tons of notes and ideas jotted down, and I took these with the intention of writing a treatment for the series. 

But that’s where things went hinky.

The thing was, even with all our discussion, I still didn’t feel like I knew the story. I mean, we had a log line (“It’s like LOST meets Battlestar Galactica!”), and we had some rough character sketches for an ensemble cast, plus copious detail about the technology of the whole thing. But what I didn’t have was a vital piece we needed for the treatment—the story itself.

So I decided to do what came naturally. I started writing it.

To that point, I had written books and short stories and scripts, but I wasn’t really “efficient” with any of it. I didn’t have a process for producing stories on a regular basis. I was too impatient, and too lazy. But somehow, the Citadel story stuck with me, and I managed to plod though it and get it done. It took two years.

Today, I think about that and it makes me want to throw up in my brain a little. Because two years to write a first draft. That’s ... it’s just ... blaaaarrrg! 

But that’s where I was at the time. It’s the skill level I had. Without a process and a work ethic in place, that was what I was able to produce. And you know what? I’m glad. Because getting through that taught me a lot. For starters, it taught time that if I stuck it out, I could definitely do the work. And it taught me that I wasn’t nearly as prepared for a career as an author as I thought I was.

The short version is that the first book took two years to write, and then there was a long hiatus, followed by me finally writing the second book, which also took a couple of years to write. But by the third book I had made a momentous decision—I was going to get my act together, develop a daily writing habit, and figure out how to turn out more than one book every two years. 

And that’s exactly what I did.

I wrote the third book in less than a month, and had it edited and ready to go to print in no time. It had it’s typos and flaws, but it was written, dammit. And it was good. And, more importantly, my trilogy was finished.

And wow, did it feel good.

Ok, all that said and all that aside—you can read the full story of that in the Author’s Note in “Citadel: Omnibus.” But what about this story?

At that time in my writing career, I was just starting to treat “writing books” as an actual business. I was applying all the marketing and business savvy I’d ever learned to this stuff. And I knew I needed to start getting some traction with readers, to build a mailing list and start gaining a fan base for the work. One of the techniques recommended to me was to write short fiction based on my work and use it to garner interest from potential readers.

So I started writing a short story based on one of the characters from the books—Captain Somar, the Esool who ends up leading a ragtag bunch of humans who survive a crash landing on an alien world. 

I knew I wanted to write a prequel. And I knew I wanted to talk about Somar’s role in the war between humans and the Esool. Beyond that, it was all “make it up as I go.”

I’m actually good with that. I’m a pantser—a discovery writer—so making it up as I go is pretty much just “the job.” But the problem was, I had books to write. I was starting my Sawyer Jackson series, and I had ideas for the first two books all sketched out. And with my day job as Creative Director at a software company, I had to be judicious about my morning writing and editing time. 

So, basically, even with my spiffy new process and work ethic for churning out books fast, I didn’t feel I had time for writing two full-length books and a short story. 

I had started “The Value of War,” and had gotten roughly two paragraphs in, and walked away. I shelved it, thinking that “Maybe someday I’ll get back to it.”

That happened. But not for a couple of years.

So, once again, I found myself writing a Citadel story that took at least two years to complete. Sheesh. 

As fortune would have it, though, I recently started working with a friend who has fantastic marketing chops. I told him that I’ve been focusing mainly on short fiction lately, writing short stories and novellas in an effort to bulk up my catalog, but also generate more revenue, quicker, through short story sales, contests, and a few other avenues. Plus, writing short fiction gives me the freedom to tell any kind of story that interests me, and I can explore ideas faster without having to develop a full story arc. 

The result has been some new fan favorites. In fact, some of the novellas have functioned as “pilots” for work I’ll be expanding in the future. It has turned out to be a very good plan.

But my friend suggested I should write a few shorts in the Citadel universe. And, for some reason, that bugged me.

I knew I had this story sitting there, waiting to be written. It had plagued me. It had taunted me. But there was a problem—I could not remember what he story was going to be.

Which turns out to be less of a problem than you’d think, honestly. Because, as I said, I’m a pantser. The odds were I had no idea what the story was going to be when I started it in the first place. So why not just roll with it? Use the paragraphs I had already written to prime the engine, and then see what story evolves. 

And man, am I glad I did that.

Because honestly, “The Value of War” turned out to be a great little story. It’s perfect as a prequel for setting up Somar, the Esool, the war with the humans, even the rudiments of lightrail travel. It gives a tiny bit of background into Somar’s character that was hinted at in the series. And it sets the foundation for the peace to be brokered between humans and the Esool, which leads to Somar being on that colony vessel when it crashed. 

I like it, in other words.

There will be more shorts set in the Citadel universe, for sure. I have at least four more in mind, though we’ll see how they play out. But given that I can write these quickly, and they give me the chance to visit with some old friends, I’m thrilled to spend the time on them.

My other work isn’t suffering, either. Granted, these days I’m doing this stuff more or less full time, but I still have client work to suck up some of my business hours. This go, though, I have polished my process a bit more, and I’m able to work on multiple projects in a given space of time, by dividing writing, editing, and other duties into pods that can go on my calendar. 

It’s a whole nerdy organizational thing. 

I hope you liked this story. And if this is your first Citadel story, I hope you’ll check out the complete series. You can search your favorite ebook store for Citadel: Omnibus to get the entire trilogy in one volume. Or you can go to my website (kevintumlinson.com) and join my mailing list to get the first Citadel book for free. 

Be on the lookout for more Citadel shorts and novellas. And please, drop by the site and let me know what you think!

Kevin Tumlinson

24 August 2015

Missouri City, Texas

How to Make an Author Stupid Grateful

If you liked this book, there are two things you can do to keep the adventure going and to make yours truly a very happy and grateful author.

REVIEWS

Written reviews on Amazon and Goodreads are like oxygen for authors—we need them to live! So please, if you liked this book, consider reviewing it on both of these sites. 

BECOME A SLINGER

If you liked this book, you’ll probably love the rest of my work, too. I’d love to tell you all about it! Get on my mailing list to hear about new book releases, new blog posts, new podcasts, and any freebies, giveaways, and contests that come along. 

Become a Slinger at kevintumlinson.com.

TELL ME ALL ABOUT IT

I’d love to hear what you thought of the book (or any of my books). And I’m happy to answer questions, offer advice, or just shoot the breeze! Go to kevintumlinson.com/contact and send me an email. I’d love to get to know you!
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GET YOUR SHIP TOGETHER.
"If you like Andy Weir's The Martian and Hugh Howey's Wool, you will love Kevin Tumlinson's Citadel."

AN ANCIENT ENEMY.
A THREAT OF WAR. 
AN UNEXPECTED HOPE.
ALL ON THE WRONG FREAKING PLANET.

It’s been over a century since the terrorist attack that nearly ended any chance for humanity to travel to the stars. Then there was the fifty years of war with the plant-like Esool, the rise of a powerful, cult-like anti-colonization group, and the increasing tensions between the wealthy upper class and the lower working class. 

But we’re getting better.

Except for the part where the first joint colony effort between humans and the Esool results in the colony ship Citadel crashing on the wrong planet, with no hope of returning home.

Now the struggling colony itself led by a former alien enemy, and hidden among them is both the saboteur and the most notorious terrorist history has ever known. Survival will mean pulling together and doing the impossible a few dozen times.

Unless, of course, a brand new alien species puts a stop to the whole thing. 

And the colonists thought it was a rough ride coming down.
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