-Transmission Lost-
Epilogue: Signal Received
by Havoc

“In your life, you meet people. Some you never khabbout again. Some, you wonder what happened
to them. There are some that you wonder if they thuek about you. And then there are some you
wish you never had to think about again. But yoli do

- Unknown

S

“It really is an incredible story, Mr. Squier. Wha you say to some of the people who question
the authenticity of the details, or those who miggnf you've betrayed your species?”

Jack shifted in the chair he was seated in, thehhglare of the stage lights making him slightly
uncomfortable. This wasn't his first time in frarita camera, but it was his first time being imtrof
an audience as large as this one. He knew thantkizview was going live across all of human space
and it was probably being picked up and rebroadwast delay in parts of the Ascendancy and the
Nuretan Empire as well. He resisted the urge tewipthe fine sheen of sweat that had to be gatieri
on his forehead on the hot stage. He had thoughh#hmight get asked questions like what the
reporter had just put to him, so he did have sonsgvars ready.

“Well, David, | know a lot of the story seems indii@e,” he began. “I mean, most of the people
who will be watching this can remember the begigrohthe war. | definitely can. To some people, it
might seem unbelievable that a human and an Adeanbecome friends, let alone go through some of
the stuff that | experienced.” Jack brushed a Haauk through his sandy blonde hair, and he trigd no
to scratch his face. The caked-on makeup the nktstaffer had pasted on him for the cameras was
really starting to itch. “But it all happened jie way I've said it, and somewhere out thereds th
paperwork to prove it. I'm sure it's all classifibdit hey, it's written down in some Ascendancy
database somewhere.

“As far as the second thing goes? You're gonngplilas out, but fuck those guys. | can see
where they're coming from, yeah. | used to betlilean. Hell, | think we all were at some point, and
sure, we had good reason to think that way. Nob®dyguing that first contact was handled well, on
either side.” Jack leaned forward in his seat. “Buthe most part, we're all alike, you know? Teher
are terrible humans out there, too. We've seerthleae past few years, with some folks that | thiek
can truly call traitors. But | think the good showalutweigh the bad. Our differences are culturai, n
moral. As humans, we see slavery as inherentlylhadhere was a time on Earth when it was all the
rage. That's changing in the Ascendancy, now. Tahbdut that. They're setting aside something that's

been a part of their culture for thousands of ybearsause they see the value in letting it go.rikthinat,



as humans, we can set aside a fifteen-year gradget tsomething good out of it.” He sat back again,
crossing his legs. “So, no, | think if anyone israging our race, it's those people who refuseeto s
reason and acknowledge past errors.”

“So you think our similarities with Ailians shoulte enough to cancel out the early days of the
war? Thousands of colonists were killed or enslamatose first border conflicts, after all, befave
even were sure of what was out there.”

Jack shook his head. “Don't get me wrong. Nothilgever cancel out the hurt and pain that
was experienced when this all started. But agatts, think about what's happened more recently.” He
laid a hand out with his palm open as he contint&g:ve all been in the same boat. Both of our
peoples were attacked from within. We both lostlmmmeworlds. Okay, yes, Lirna was under rebel
control for barely more than a month, and we'vey qudt now been able to retake Earth, but we still
have a shared experience. It was shared expetfileackt me move past my own misgivings and
prejudice. | think a lot of humans see it the savag, now. That's what we should get out of thigl an
it's the best right that can come of so much wré&specially when you consider that the whole
rebellion was ultimately a proxy war on the parttod Pteryd.”

“l see,” the interviewer said. “Well, you do have@ique perspective on things, certainly. And
certainly you've been an outspoken supporter oélirence since your return to human space. One
question that I'm sure is on our viewers' minditrigpw: The Ailian you spent so much time with
during your time in the Ascendancy, Aria. Have ywer spoken with her since leaving, or has she ever
tried to contact you?”

That question left Jack quiet for a while. Wherfihally spoke again, his voice was much
softer than before. “Have we spoken? No. Has sheteied to contact me? I'm not sure. | don't know
that any attempt to contact me would have beeressful. Communication lines throughout the war
have been shaky, at best. Still are. And she iat mast | assume she is, still in their militanyan elite
unit. I've certainly tried to contact her, but fing the means to do so is extremely difficult. Eertain
she's tried to do the same, but | came here becdinss wishes for my own safety, because of whe sh
is. I know she wouldn't try to reach me if she thioit would put me in danger. | have to believat i
she hasn't been contacting me, it's because sbkiad out for my best interests.” He managed to
smile. “A lot of us have relatives, friends, or aamqtances in the military. I'm lucky in that | leamy
sister, who's stationed here on Cerelis now. Buereryone is that lucky. Thousands of familieséhav
to go months or even years without hearing fronr flheed ones. That's the definition of strengtyhti
there, isn't it? To be able to withstand the wamg stress of not knowing?”

“Forgive me for saying so, but for all you knowgestould be dead. Killed in action.”



Jack resisted the urge to stand up and punch thenghe face. “I...suppose that's true. | try not
to think about that. Some days are harder tharrsitbeat | try to stay optimistic. I'm sure there ar
families all across your viewing audience who aealithg with similar things.”

“Indeed, that's something that we can all undedstard appreciate.” The reporter shuffled his
stack of notecards. “One final point. With the mg&cactories on Earth and in the Outer Coloniethef
Ascendancy, military and political leaders haveamted that the Pteryd have begun their final
retreat, and that the war is officially coming toend, some news that | think everyone has been
rejoicing over these last few weeks. They've afsmanced that human, Ailian, and Nuretan
representatives will be coming together on Earth faw days for a formal ceremony, in a symbolic
handing-over of the planet back to humanity.”

Jack nodded. “I'm aware of that. | think it's aagretep in the healing process.”

“Rumor has it that you've been offered an invitatio that ceremony, considering that you were
the first human to return from the Ascendancy, alsd in light of your contributions to public
discussion on human-Ailian relations. No pun ineshccertainly. Can you comment on that?”

He chuckled politely, even though the joke had hmetty ill-made. “| wouldn't say | wabe
first. More like one of the first.” Jack cleared lthroat. “But, uh, yeah. | was invited. | suppbtkeo.

I'm as eager to see Earth as anyone else, and res honor to be invited.”

“Well, we hope to see you there. Thank you for yibome today, Mr. Squier.” The reporter
turned in his seat to face the camera. “And thankall for joining us this evening. My guest hagie
retired Lieutenant Jonathan Squier, a former piiithh the United Nations Navy and a former prisoner
of war. His new book itn the Den of the Enemy: My Time in the Ascendam@ilable now in
bookstores. Good night, and thanks for watching.”

Fkkkkk

Jack heaved a weary sigh as soon as he walked fnotfit door of his apartment. He was
relieved to be home, since it had been quite thg ttay for him. He'd been up early in the mornimg f
a meeting with his publisher, and then it had ba&féto work for a few hours before going in for his
television interview. Ever since arriving on Cesehe'd gotten back to the kind of work that hevkne
though he kept a lot closer to home now than hebledoke. He was a cargo pilot yet again, though
now he restricted himself to planetary shipmentg.@s much as he still loved space travel, he had
learned quite the lesson about what could hapspeclly during a time of open war. Luckily for
him, he didn't really have to do that kind of warkymore. Since he had never formally been fired by
the company he'd previously worked for, he had chome to several months of back pay at the

hazardous-duty rate, which had left him with qaitédy sum of money, enough to buy a handsome



apartment in the capital of Cerelis. Along with theney he was now about to receive as the result of
completing his memoirs, he was in a comfortableasion, but he wouldn't have felt right about not
working, so he still hauled freight every now ahdrt to keep busy.

Though he really desired to be living someplace,elack had to admit that Cerelis wasn't bad
at all. The planet was basically the same as Eastlar as size and climate went, though it washmuc
more heavily-populated that it once had been oowtoof the influx of refugees because of the war.
As the headquarters of the United Nations, it was the most important planet in human space,
especially while Earth had been in rebel handst frfzale for lots of interesting news and there was
always something exciting going on. Since Cerehs @& lot deeper in human space than Earth, the war
had fortunately been kept away for the most panickwJack was just fine with. He'd seen enough of
that to last him a lifetime. He liked staying onr@es, all things considered.

Another plus of living on Cerelis was that it hdibaed him to reconnect with his family, a
relationship that he had allowed to lag in the wakhis retirement from the military. Upon getting
settled in his new life, he'd made the decisioggek out his parents and siblings. Prior to leavimg
that ill-fated cargo run, his mother and father badn living on Earth, his brother on Mars, and his
sister had been in the UN Navy. He'd found hiesiftenny, almost immediately. In the aftermath of
the loss of Earth and the retreat of their militlosces, she'd found her way to an assignment on
Cerelis, which was where Jack and she had reusitedly after his arrival. She'd given him the news
that his parents had made it off and were refugeeanother planet, and they'd come to Cerelis once
they'd heard he was safe there. Bad news had gothe form of being informed that his brother had
been killed when the rebels had taken over theofetbie Sol system. He'd been an executive with a
mining company on Mars, and hadn't survived the lismeiment that rebel forces had subjected that
planet to. In all, though, he was glad to have ls#a to come back together with most of his family
And, for him, that family included another membemnn

“I'm home!” he called as he closed the door belmimal Jack walked into the living room of his
apartment, looking around. Even after five yedrs,place still seemed kind of new to him. It was no
at all like where he had lived during his time amh. Instead of sandy stone, the walls were méde o
clean, white-painted wood, and the floors were laoft carpet instead of smooth rock.

“Hey!” a voice answered him. Jack looked to a counctine living room, where the speaker was
seated. A smiling face was beaming at him. Shedads-skinned, black-haired, and emerald-eyed, and
had been watching television when he came in.értithe that they had been together, his adopted
daughter Brooke had grown into just as beautifgdang woman as he had suspected she would when

he'd met her. The former slave looked almost ngthke the tired, beaten-down girl that he hadtfirs



known. She had just turned eighteen, or near endugdy had never been able to figure out what her
exact birthday was, but had settled on the daydreyived on Cerelis as a satisfactory date to use

Jack hadn't intended on adopting Brooke at firstdHold her that once they returned to human
space, they'd work together on reuniting her wehreal family, or at least finding out where they
were for an eventual reunion. But over the monthsecame clear that records of where she was born
or who her parents were just didn't exist, so dfterfirst year he decided that he was as close to
father as she could ever hope for. That had beenaith her, so he had taken the formal steps of
adopting her, and since then had raised her likeansts his real daughter.

“Hey,” Jack said, taking a seat on the couch nexietr. “How was your day? School go
alright?” Needless to say, Brooke had been wayriokim formal schooling owing to her early life, but
she had proven to be very smart and dedicatedhathdaught up faster than he would have thought
possible. Now she was on track to graduate highdadong with other teens her approximate age.
College had been an idea they'd both talked abotiBrooke had expressed a desire to follow in his
footsteps and become a pilot. She wanted to j@riNivy and fly fighters or helicopters, and Jack wa
behind her all the way. He wasn't about to tellwikat she could and couldn't do. She'd had enofigh o
her life dictated to her already.

“School was fine, daddy,” Brooke said. He still gaittle thrill when she called him that. He
would have been just fine if she'd continued cgllwm “Jack” for the rest of his life, but “daddiad
a nice ring to it that he never would have antit@da“Seems crazy that finals are only a few months
away. | never thought I'd ever get to go to schonl¢ch less graduate.”

“l know.” Jack reached over and squeezed her skauitin proud of you, you know? You've
done good. Real good.”

“All thanks to you.” Brooke smiled at him, then ke back to the television. “I was watching
your interview on TV, daddy. That reporter was @ioti asking you all those dumb questions at the
end.”

Jack snorted with laughter. “Yeah...Yeah, I'm used by now. They're just looking for the
dramatic angle. Hopefully that was the last intewwi have to do for a while.”

“That's notreally the title of your book, is it?”

He looked up at the ceiling with a sigh. “The pabér thought it had a better ring to it than the
title | wanted. | was going to call Rinal Flight, or something less...I dunno...less cheesy. But th
publisher thought that title didn't has as muchgbwihHe chuckled. “I didn't even really write itrfo
anyone in particular. Just...something | felt hagting, | guess. | needed to tell my story.”

“Can't wait to read it,” Brooke said. She lookectoat him. “You don't talk a lot about the stuff



that happened back then. Stuff | wasn't arouncefoyway.”

“Yeah. Some of it's pretty painful to think abouldck took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“Bad memories...Good memories that make me feel batke slumped a little and closed his eyes.
“It's a lot to keep inside. | guess that's why oterthe book. Easier than talking about it.”

The two of them were quiet for a while, and they@dunds in the living room were the noises
from the television. The news had just ended, avd there was some special-interest show going on
about some crazy fad diet that a celebrity was ptorg. Something about Ailian tea being the secret
to longevity. Jack wasn't really paying attentiontt He was lost in thought. Talking about the koo
had dredged up a lot of memories, and a lot ofghtaiabout the ceremony he was supposed to be
attending on Earth. He wasn't sure he really watdem. He knew what to expect: a bunch of
politicians, ambassadors, military officers, antiébaties talking about how this was a turning poin
for the whole of populated space. There would peasentatives from every major world in the
colonized galaxies, from each of the three newlig@ispecies. As much as Jack agreed with and was
enthusiastic about the need for such showings @ie@tion and friendship, he just didn't want teena
to face it. Seeing Ailians in person again woulkenhim think about Aria.

Jack thought about the last time he had seen leereidembered it like it had been only a few
days ago. He'd never forget the frenzied terr@schping the royal palace on Lirna with Brooke, and
then seeing Aria being brought out on a stretdiardye-blackened fur matted and stained with blood
She had looked near to death. They had shared wdegs, one last kiss, and then she had made him
leave. Neither of them had wanted it, but bothheint had known it was to keep him safe. As long as
the rebellion was going on, she would be a tamyetdtribution because she killed the rebel leduer,
own mother. As long as Jack was with her, that dondke him a target as well, and an easier one to
get to. Jack would have been in constant dangdrAga would have been in constant danger from
trying to protect him. Returning as deep into hurgpace as Cerelis put him far enough away from the
rebellion that his safety was as good as guarang®bone less thing for Aria to fret over. Butttha
didn't make the pain and worry of being separatech fner any better. He hoped that she had made it
through the war alright and was still alive, bthe.fact that he hadn't heard even a whisper frem h
made him fearful, and angry, and about a millidmeeotemotions that all collided to make him feel
absolutely miserable.

“Why are you so quiet, daddy?”

Jack gave a start and opened his eyes again, gunigrhead to the side to see Brooke watching
him. His daughter looked concerned, somethinghbdiad seen in her face many times over the last

five years. He often went into quiet moods likettiNever anything sour or brooding, just melanatoli



but it was certainly understandable that she'd deigd about him.

“Just...thinking,” Jack said. “I'm okay, it's just.

“You're thinking about her again.” This was a sta¢@at, not a question. Brooke knew very well
how close he and Aria had been, and had knowrnofoegime, now. When she and Jack had first met,
he had described Aria just as a good friend, bubafse when the deceased Empress, Kri'a Solan |V,
had used his and Aria's relationship as a tooktp hally support for an alliance with humanityrye
few people on Lirna and in many other places inAbeendancy had not heard of them. Brooke, as a
general rule, was not very fond of Ailians owingher life as a slave, but she had liked both Engpres
Solan and her successor, Li'ren Amani, so she wapathetic on some level to how her father felt.

“Yeah...,” Jack admitted. He sat up on the coueaining forward with his hands clasped over
his knees. “I probably seem like a moron for dwegjlon it so much. Five years have gone by. | haven'
heard from her at all.”

Brooke scooted over a little and put a hand orfdtéer's knee. “You're not a moron,” she
assured him. “I think about my parents every dayly have fuzzy memories, but it's still there.dAn
haven't seen them in fifteen years or more.” Shesged his knee. “I'm sure you'll...get to see her
again, someday.”

“Sometimes I'm not so sure,” Jack muttered. “I fded | would have heard from her by now. |
get dark thoughts, sometimes. Maybe she just fagout me. We didn't know each other that long,
after all...She could have moved on, found sometse..Or hell, maybe she's dead, like the reporter
said.”

“You don't really believe that,” Brooke said immatily. She put an arm around his shoulders.
“You don't believe it for a minute.”

Jack was quiet again for a few seconds, then fifedlgave a weak smile. “No...Not really...But
still.” He chuckled a little. “But it's easier fone to think that. How fucked up is that? Thategsier
for me to believe she's dead than to believe angtiise?”

“Pretty fucked up,” Brooke said, smiling as welheél'smile went away quickly as she hugged
him. “It just means you still love her a lot, tlsadll. It's just your head trying to get some ctesior
you. It doesn't make you a moron, or a bad pemoanything bad at all. It just makes you a regular
person who doesn't know anything for sure.”

He hugged his daughter. “You're a pretty smart,l&atido,” he said. “Guess | got at least one
thing in my life going right for me. | couldn't havound a better daughter if I'd made one myself.”

Brooke let go of him and sat back. “What are yoingado do next? After you go to that

ceremony, anyway. What's the next step?”



Jack leaned back again, stroking his chin as medst# at the ceiling once more. “I think |
want to go back to Lirna,” he decided. “I want twkv for sure. There was no way | could go back
while the war was still going on. Now that it's dognto an end, travel will probably start back up
again. We'll be allies, so it shouldn't be too Harda human to go to the Ascendancy. Especiatigesi
some of the former slaves never came back, statiedrss there. | want to go back to Aria's family
home. Find her, or find what happened to her. Makibeys won't be like they were before, but atieas
I'll know.” He smiled. “It would be nice to at Idasee some of them again.”

His daughter nodded. “I think you should do thatl don't know if I'd want to go with you,
but...maybe.” She looked at the floor. Jack didl@me her. He knew that the vast majority of her
memories of life in the Ascendancy were terriblesrt had only been during the last few months of
her life as a slave that she had found some mea$geod treatment in the service of the royal fgmi
She had already said, when Jack had first goteimthtation to the ceremony on Earth, that she had
no intention of going. Earth was no home to hemamny

Jack got up from the couch. “How about some dinhlee?asked her. “My cooking is getting
better. | thought I'd try my hand at spaghetti gwi Sound good to you?”

Brooke brightened up. “As long as you don't setrtbedles on fire like you did last time. The
kitchen still smells like smoke...”

“I'll do my best,” Jack promised, laughing as hdke&d towards the kitchen.

Looking out of the window of the shuttle was enotigimake Jack feel some kind of happiness
again. The journey from Cerelis to Earth had takearly two days, and that whole time he had been
poring over updated records of what Earth lookkel iow. He had seen pictures from the war, sent
back by human and Ailian intelligence sources, iamde of it had looked very good. Cities in flames,
buildings ruined, and countryside burned by theg®s of battle. To his surprise, when he arrived, h
found that it was not all desolation and destructis he had been expecting. Some of the major
civilian areas still looked the same as they hadmwime'd left. Not all of them, though. Large swathe
of Europe, Africa, and North America, where the oni&y of military centers had been located, had
been virtually wiped off the map. But other patth eemained. Asia had been largely untouched;esin
those countries had been mostly civilian and intalsand the rebels had taken care to presensetho
valuable resources as much as they could. Southiganeas in the same situation, and Australia was
fine as well. Melbourne was his destination, and W location of the ceremony that was to be held.

His shuttle was packed with dignitaries and othhenpnent civilians from Cerelis and several

other important human worlds. Jack was recognizechdst of them. A lot of them had seen his



interview several days prior. Most of them had kivrds for him, polite expressions of support for
him and words of encouragement. He was startirigeioglad that he had come. He felt like he was
returning home, even though he had no plans cdntésg his life on Earth. Even so, coming here felt
like a victory. He felt like he had made some cibmition, however small, towards making this happen.

Upon landing at the spaceport on the outskirts eflddurne, he was met by a small contingent
of UN troops acting as an honor guard. Most ofgeple on his shuttle were not actually going to be
part of the ceremony, but were just going to bepsenattendants for the symbolic handing-over. He, o
course, was different. He was escorted from theitensite to a waiting vehicle, inside of which was
Earth's newly-reappointed ambassador to the UN#tns Assembly, Jonas Fisher. Fisher had been
on Cerelis when Earth had fallen and so had escdgatth at the hands of the invading rebels, but he
had resigned his position and joined the Navy witlow to not return to his old job until Earth was
back in human hands.

Once Jack was seated in the vehicle and they weterway, the ambassador extended a hand
to him. “Welcome back to Earth, Mr. Squier,” heepel him warmly. “It's an honor to shake your
hand. I've seen you on the news broadcasts afiesstiand of course I've read your book.”

“Already?” Jack inquired, slightly amazed. He tadbk ambassador’'s hand. “Heh...You must be
a quick reader. It's only been out for a few daysl please...just Jack is fine. I've heard 'Mr. i8du
enough to make me sick of the words.”

“Jack, then.” Ambassador Fisher shook his handlyirthmanaged to acquire an advance copy.
| couldn't put it down. A fascinating tale. I'm sut'll be an inspiration to generations of our pledo
come. You'd make quite an ambassador yourselsuim@.”

“I don't know about all that,” Jack said, reddenghightly. “I just survived. Nothing really
special about it.”

“Now you're just being modest.” Fisher pulled aaciffom his pocket and lit it, rolling down
the window on his side of the vehicle in deferetachis companion. “You know, it might seem petty,
but of all the things that Earth has been throlngisé¢ past five years, I'm glad that Cuba made it
through alright. Nothing as good as a Cuban cigaineé afternoon. This is the first I've had sirfoe t
planet fell.” He took a puff and blew the smoke ofithe window with great relish, then looked at
Jack. “You ready for the ceremony?”

Jack shrugged. “I guess,” he said. “I'm not reallye what to expect.”

“Ah, the usual for this sort of thing,” Fisher tdhiim, waving a hand dismissively. “Some Ailian
dignitaries will be there, some Nuretan represergst and of course a lot of UN people. They hdven'

even told me who will be there. Security stuffulegs they're still a little worried about it, bum Inot.



The planet has been swept time and time again gimees retaken.” He smirked. “A little paranoianca
be forgiven, though, | suppose.”

“Even paranoid people have enemies,” Jack said avetimirk of his own. “I forget who said
that.”

“Kissinger, | think,” Fisher said. “Another wiseysag from another turbulent point in Earth
history. Eh, who cares? This is supposed to beppyhaccasion. We'll leave the paranoia to the peopl
who make paranoia their profession.” He slappe# dadhe shoulder. “So anyway, you don't need to
do too much. There's a big reception hall typeudiding near the center of the city that we're gdor
the ceremony. You'll be in the receiving line fdnem the foreign dignitaries come in, sort of néar t
front with me. Shake hands, say a few greetings) the ceremony will begin. Like | said, nothing
major.”

Jack nodded. “Fine.” He looked out of the windowlesrest of the ride passed in silence,
gazing at the buildings of Melbourne as the vehi@degeled through the streets. Just from looking at
this city, he wouldn't have been able to tell thatajor battle had been fought on the planet. Pigba
why they picked it to be the sight of the ceremdviych easier to have a joyful occasion if the segitti
was placid.

Jack tugged at his collar as he stood in the raggiine at the reception hall. As much as the
ambassador had talked down the formality of thexg\hings were looking very formal, indeed. Jack
had brought his best suit with him, and he stidked underdressed compared with the rest of the
attendants. Of course, there were military offidbese, clad in their best dress uniforms, and rabst
the politicians and ambassadorial officials werame suits of a much more expensive cut than his.
He wasn't used to wearing fancy stuff anyway, mateshe'd retired from the military. He had made
one concession to formality, however. Pinned tddpgl were a miniature version of his “wings of
gold”, the badge that all fighter pilots wore oeittuniforms. Even though he had never seen combat
in the cockpit of a fighter, he had worked har@#on them, and wearing them made him feel just a
little bit like he belonged in the room with all thfese people.

They had been standing in line for nearly half aarhApparently there had been some delay
with the arrival of the Ailian and Nuretan delegats, so they'd had to wait while it was preparesl. H
hoped it wouldn't be too much longer. He was stgrto sweat despite the air conditioning in thenmpo
and he didn't want it to soak through his shirt anid jacket. That wouldn't look good for the teteon
cameras that were present in the building. Visminsold drinks were starting to dance through his

head, and he hoped that the first part of the temepiouldn't take too long, so that he could viké



bar and relieve the cottony feeling in his mouth.

Finally, the doors near the front of the line opkaad the UN Marines stationed there snapped
to attention as the first wave of dignitaries camé he first to come in were the Nuretans. Inftloat
of the line were a bunch of people in civilian drésat he, of course, didn't recognize. He shoek th
hands politely. For some of the people in the rangiline, it was their first time meeting any bkt
aguatic aliens in person. Most of them were sligtgller than the humans, and their green skin
glistened in the lights of the reception hall. Whoere of them came to Jack, however, he had a éiaish
recognition.

“You are Jack Squier,” a female voice, bubbly ioeat, said as the person came before him.
Jack looked up to see that he was face to faceanithretan in a dark blue military uniform. She was
slightly taller than him, had long, feathery whitar, and brilliantly neon eyes.

Jack had to search his brain for several momeritsdbe recognized her. “I remember you!”
he said suddenly. “General...General Soumaremt?ig/e met on Arbaros.”

General Kalma Soumaren nodded. “Correct,” she &hid.took his hand, her slick-looking skin
feeling smooth and slightly chilled against his oWram pleased to see that you made it home safely
You have been well?”

“Uh, yeah,” Jack said. “Pretty well, | guess. Gdodee you made it through the war alright.”
He remembered that General Soumaren was the lehttex Nuretan Imperial Marines, the elite
fighting force of the Nuretan Empire. She had bidencommander of the mission to liberate Lirna
from the rebel forces, and had been at the palaesWwack had made his escape during the battle.

“l did,” she confirmed. “Not without close callsf course. How nice to see you again.” She
nodded to him, and then continued down the linek %@uld have liked a few more minutes to talk
with her, but of course it couldn't be helpedotiked like there were still a few more people to go
through the line.

He hadn't been expecting to see someone he knéh& meceiving line. From what the
ambassador had told him, the dignitaries arriviegersupposed to have been relatively minor in
prominence. To have seen someone of General Sonsatature made it seem just that much more
formal. Jack felt even more out of place, now.

The rest of the Nuretan delegation came throughebeiving line, and Jack was introduced to
quite a few of them. He tried to pay attentionteit names, but there were so many of them that he
knew he'd never be able to remember them all. @redluretan delegation was all inside the
reception hall, there was a brief pause while firepared to receive the Ailian representatives. Whe

the doors opened again, there was somewhat opased hush that fell over the humans in the line.



As the first person in line arrived at Jack, he sdw. “Jack, what a delightful surprise!”

The hair on the back of Jack's neck stood on et &aw who was talking to him. “L-
Li'ren...I" he blurted out.

Empress Li'ren Amani, the ruler of the Ailian Asdancy, was standing before him, resplendent
in rich robes of blue and gold. The Ailian leadeaimed down at him, her ruby red eyes shining as she
beheld him. Jack couldn't believe that she woultidre. If General Soumaren had been a surprise to
see, this was an absolute shock. The rest of tedvirg line seemed just as surprised as he was. Th
blue-furred Ailian waved her tail, seeming to fismime sort of amusement in the astonished expression
on his face.

The sound of someone's throat clearing was heattdmdack, and he felt a little nudge as
Ambassador Fisher kicked his foot. “Uh, | meanhg”stammered. Jack gave a polite bow. “It's...very
nice to see you again, Empress Amani. | wasn't@xpethat you'd be here.”

“Likewise,” Li'ren said. Her eyes were twinkling twisomething that Jack couldn't figure out.

“| felt that | should attend. Humans contributednsach to aiding our people in retaking Lirna. | Wbu
have regretted not being present for this histoeiemony.” She looked to her left, where the next
person in line was approaching. “I think you wéhnember my consort?”

Jack turned his head to see who was stepping avéhe was nearly floored by what he saw.
Another Ailian, taller than Li'ren and appearingo®several years younger, had just finished grgeti
the person to Jack's right and was turning hentaie to him now. She had fur of pale orange, black
striped, and her robin's egg-blue eyes were baginta widen as she perceived the human. Her pointy
ears were pricked forward in amazement.

“Brother?” the young woman said, seeming to scgroelieve her eyes. Then her face broke
into a smile and she grabbed his hands, clasparg tharmly in her own. “Brother!”

“Sami?” Jack could feel emotion starting to wellinpide of him. He smiled back at her,
unhesitatingly stepping forward and hugging onthefAilians he remembered most fondly of all. “Oh
my god, it's so good to see you! It's been too .lohg/ords failed him further, as he was chokedoyp
the happiness at seeing her.

Sami placed a hand on his head, which of coursaybeame up to her chest. Realizing that
people were staring, Jack stepped back and lookeduver. She looked different, and not just because
she was five years older than when he'd seen $ieillaough she was dressed in a midriff-lengtht shir
and ankle-reaching wrap skirt, as typical of Aili@omen, the garments were much richer than he
recalled ever seeing her wear. They were of a teepcolor trimmed with gold, matching Li'ren's

robes, and she also wore several thin strandsldfagound her neck. What Jack found most intriguing



of all was the adornment she bore on her naveingls but elegant piercing of gold and sapphire tha
he recognized as an Ailian bonding gem.

“Well,” Li'ren said, “I can see that you rememback other very well, indeed.” She sounded as
though she was barely restraining laughter. SebimigAmbassador Fisher was looking very confused,
Li'ren nodded to him. “You are Earth's Ambassadonas Fisher, correct? | am very pleased to meet
you, Ambassador. | would also like to introduce Rgyal Consort, Lady Sami Me'lia. As you can see,
Jack and Sami are old friends.”

“In-Indeed...,” Ambassador Fisher stammered. Heerabered a few seconds late who he was
talking to, and he bowed to the both of them.

“So, you two?” Jack asked, looking between Li'rad &ami. “I'm happy for both of you. You
were such good friends back then. | knew that yould/be good together.”

Li'ren's cheeks fluffed out a little, though shecifly smoothed them down again. “Quite,” she
said. She gazed at Sami fondly, and her voice gréitle quiet. “Sami has been here for me when |
needed someone most. | do still grieve for Kréémost every day...but | would not give up Sami for
the whole universe.” Sami took her hand. “I think'&would want me to be happy, and | am very
happy.”

Jack had about a million questions that he wardexsk, but for the moment it appeared he
would have to wait to ask them. Just then, an Ailizale clad in the formal uniform of the Royal
Guards bypassed the line, stepping up to Li'redés SM'lady...,” he said, in heavily accented but
recognizable English. “Forgive me...Commander gayhust keep going...”

“Ah, of course,” Li'ren said. She looked down three| seeing that it was starting to back up
while she was standing in front of Jack and theaswsador. “| am forgetting myself, Sergeant. Please
inform your commander that we shall be moving alehgrtly.” She turned back to Jack, while the
Royal Guard sergeant looked nervously over hislgleou‘l am certain that we will have time to speak
again later, Jack. | am sure there is much you evike to talk about. It has been marvelous toysme
again.”

Before Jack could respond, another Royal Guardaliersind walking with a purpose, came up
the line. She was walking imperiously, with greatharity, and she came to a halt next to the satgea
“Is problem, m'lady?”

The voice was enough to make Jack freeze complstiélin place. His heart began hammering
the inside of his chest like a snare drum, anddred at the woman who was now standing near to
him. He was strangely almost afraid to look at bat,he forced himself to turn his eyes towards the

Ailian. She was focused on the Empress, but fak daerything else in the room seemed to go silent



and vanish.

She was tall, taller than anyone else in the raamd, her black uniform was immaculate,
unadorned apart from the silver, circular insigméar her collar that denoted the rank of commander.
The left side of her face was lined with a few tHaint scars, visible underneath her black-dyed fu
and over her left eye was affixed some sort oftpatade of a reflective, black metallic materialeTh
right eye was piercingly yellow, flecked with golhd glinting from the bright lights in the rooms A
Jack looked at her, he saw her glance at him, dhéme ambassador, before her eye snapped back to
him barely a second later.

He swallowed, a huge lump in his throat making feel like he was suffocating. The Ailian
woman's muzzle opened a fraction. He could feestsi@rting in his eyes. He saw her remaining eye
begin to glisten as well, and her tail droppeddadiloosely behind her long legs.

“Aria...”

In a flash she was down on her knees, and Jacthtide strong, familiar, comforting arms
wrapping around him and tugging him into her emérdte could hear murmurs from those in the
receiving line, but he didn't have a care in thelevfor them. His arms went around her as well hed
clutched at her like she was a precious jewel. fTlips met and he felt the rumble of a low growl as
they kissed each other for the first time, oncdaragiheir time apart seemed hardly to have made a
difference in that instant. They both trembled asm@mbination of relief, sadness, joy, and passion
washed over them all at once. Tears were flowiagljr from both of them, and he could hear Aria
purring through her quiet sobs. Her tail wrappesbad his body, holding him possessively, blanketing
him with its soft warmth. Jack lost track of howdpthey held each other before breaking the kiss,
leaning back slightly from each other as they gaaexleach others' eyes.

“I didn't know if I'd ever see you again...,” Jas&id hoarsely. He was holding her hands in his,
now, unable to reach up and wipe the moisture th@cheeks for fear of losing her if he let go. “I
hadn't heard...I didn't know...I was afraid...” blscame aware, out of the corners of his eyesstimae
of the news cameras in the room were focused an,that all he cared about right now was the face of
the woman he had never stopped loving for five year

Aria leaned forward to him, and her cheek brushgadrest his, her nose nuzzling at his neck as
her purr grew louder. “Jack...,” she whispered. Bhsed his cheek and then lifted her head. She was
smiling wider than he had ever seen, her feline fuit wide into an expression of utmost happiness
Then her smile faltered, and she hung her headgshwerders shaking as she cried. “I so sorry...\Want
send word so many times...but could not...I makesmworried...”

“Commander Me'lia has spoken of little else beyasaghting to visit Cerelis for the past week,”



Li'ren said, breaking the veil of silence surroungddack and Aria. “I very nearly had to have Admira
Te'rou threaten her with the brig to keep her atost.” The Empress chuckled.

“She would have broken out,” Jack said. He putradhanderneath Aria's chin and lifted her
head back up. “I'll forgive the worry. As long asuypromise | never have to leave you again.”

Sniffing, Aria began to beam again, her tail wavinedpind her. She pulled him in close against
her. “Never,” she vowed, just before their lips maete more.

S

Nearly a week had passed since the ceremony oh whdn Jack and Aria walked down the
ramp of the small Ailian vessel. The last seversdaad been a lesson in patience for the both af.the
Aria had wanted to take military leave immediatélyt unfortunately she'd had some duties to attend
to before that was possible. Luckily, those dutiad involved accompanying Empress Amani to
Cerelis, where talks were to be held to formalipeananent alliance between the Ascendancy and the
United Nations. Jack and Aria had spent as mucé &mpossible together when she was not carrying
out her assignments as the leader of the RoyaldSuar

During their time together, Aria had a lot of sexito tell him about how the final days of the
war had played out. He learned what he had suspémt@ while already: that the rebellion had mpstl
been driven by the Pteryd, who had recognized tbeigg divisions between the Ascendancy and the
Outer Colonies decades before they became appardrtad approached numerous prominent figures
in the Outer Colonies, including Aria's mother. ¥lmiad made promises of autonomous rule for the
Ascendancy in exchange for letting them use tleeritory to stage attacks against the Nuretans and
humanity, with the ultimate goal of expanding therfZd Combine to encompass the entire known
universe.

The rebellion had been almost completely suppressedgh several key figures had yet to be
captured. Admiral Selina Kris, who had taken owethe rebellion's leader after the death of Ara'lan
Me'lia, had been captured in the last days of theamd was awaiting trial on treason charges omél.ir
along with a number of other senior officials freine Outer Colonies. Several human generals and
numerous other officers who had supported the lieheh human space were missing, and they were
presumed to have taken refuge somewhere in theteesm@as of human space or even in the Pteryd
Combine. The same was true of Tara Shi'ala, tharAddvisor who had served Ara'lana. She was
almost certainly among the Pteryd, beyond the re&@istice for now.

Once Aria was free from her responsibilities, shd horrowed a small ship from the
Ascendancy Navy and gone off with Jack to spendesmmch-needed time together. The voyage had

taken them off into the border areas between tleddancy and human space. When they exited



hyperspace, they landed on a planet that was fantdiboth of them, though it looked somewhat
different now. Both of them were hit with a wavenafstalgia as they emerged from their ship onto the
grassy plains of the planet where they'd first ke forested skyline had changed slightly. Signs o
civilization could be seen among the trees beybedtains, with low buildings dotting the landscape
and the faint hum of flying craft sounding off imetdistance.

“So you colonized it,” Jack said, walking a litthays from Aria as he breathed the oxygen-rich
air. He looked up at the sky, where the sun hadmsgthe stars were beginning to show themselves in
the orange-and-pink tinged sky.

“Yes,” Aria said. She was dressed more casually g#iee normally did, wearing a green top
with a short black skirt, appropriate for a vacatibhe top stopped just above her lower belly, and
revealed the freshly acquired red gem she wor@liignrsomewhere to acquire an Ailian bonding gem
on Cerelis had been a chore, but the proper apiplicaf funds to a skilled jeweler had produced the
desired results. “One year ago. Was going to be,liag then war end before they finish. Colony,
now.” She came over to where Jack was, and theyosat on the grass together.

“It feels weird to be back here,” Jack said. “Welndt...nice. | like it when we're not trying to
dodge predators and climb mountains.”

Aria laughed. “Is nice, yes.” She took a deep ltreaud let it out peacefully. “So quiet. Will not
want return to Lirna.” Jack had decided that heldidne going back to the Ailian homeworld with
Aria. She had her responsibilities with the Royab@ls, and he had no such responsibilities where he
lived. Brooke was independent enough that she daltkel care of herself quite well on Cerelis, anel sh
was eager to graduate and begin life on her owrdithgt have any reservations about leaving his
adopted daughter, knowing that she was ready.for it

They spent a while sitting on the grass with eatlem listening to the sounds of the alien
environment. Jack slid over so that he was up agaima, and she reached over and pulled him into
her lap. She nestled her furry muzzle againstapet his head, her tail curling around both ofnthas
they enjoyed being close to each other. She psokly, and he let the subtle vibration spread uigio
his body, her warmth keeping away the slight dhilim the cool breeze blowing by.

“So what did the Ascendancy decide to name thisgifd Jack finally asked, as he realized that
he had never bother to inquire before.

“Ah, yes!” Aria said. She stroked a finger along bheek. “Ailian tradition to name planet after
first ship which land there.” She hugged him, gelitaugh passing through her body. “You ship crash
little before mine. This planet name in AilianSba'lai-ran”

“Sha'lai-ran'...,” Jack repeated. His old ship had beenStas's EyeHis Ailian had improved



since leaving Lirna, and he knew that the plametiae translated literally to “gaze of the sun”. Not
exact, but fitting for a species that came fromdhsert, and close enough. He liked the way it
sounded. “Good name. | bet my old boss would berexhthat one of his ships founded a colony.”
“Mm...,” Aria murmured. She kissed the top of hesad. “Glad to be here with you. Glad to be
anywhere with you.”
Jack leaned back against her breast, closing ks &yd smiling. He felt like he was home

again. So long as they were together, he couldffie¢iway anywhere.



