
Prodigals 

 

VI. 

She had hoped that somehow the overall balance of the war would change 

immediately; almost expecting the forces Pūrvavideha had contributed at such a cost 

that day to make a difference. But despite the best efforts of the SCI propaganda 

agencies, the situation continued to deteriorate, and it was not to the SCI’s want of 

effort. War material production rose and rose as the colonial council mandated larger 

and larger sections of colonial industry to participate in the war effort. The Saraswati 

Shipyards were expanded and launched warships at an increasing rate, their 

acceleration flares becoming a common sight in the night sky. Technological 

development also accelerated at unprecedented speeds, to the point where every batch 

of warships fresh out of the docks were designated as a new generation, making the 

previous obsolete. It was also around that time when Chandrika first became familiar 

with the names of the vast director AIs whose contributions are now undeniable to 

humanity: Gilgamesh, the naval strategic advisor of the SCDF Joint Admiralty; the 

trifecta of political administrators of the SCI: Enlil of Earth, Ishtar of Venus and 

Marduk of Mars; and many more besides. According to her correspondences from Sol, 

they were the only ones keeping human society smoothly operational in an age of vast 

military crisis and daily technological innovation. G.N.’s first Pūrvavidehan Squadron 

was soon joined by successive waves of reinforcements, and Chandrika saw more 

friends leave for the front. 

 

Even so, it was not enough. Sanctioned informational releases from the front showed 

the foe to be some sort of multi-species coalition, half a dozen discrete civilizations 

that coordinated their disparate warships and ground forces with uncanny purpose. 

The initial scale of the Ophir attack was quickly surpassed in consequent assaults, 

where dozens to hundreds of ships traveled into the system to attack and destroy 

colonies and their defenders. Initially outnumbered, the SCDF countered with an 

increasing technological advantage that steadily increased the number of their tactical 

victories. When the SCDF was able to for the first time able to intercept and destroy 

an enemy fleet before it could devastate the colony of Tien Chi in December 2267, 

Chandrika rejoiced with rest of civilization. Popular opinion was filled with optimism 

then, proclaiming that the end of the beginning was here; but the enemy showed no 

sign of hesitation and the number of attacks continued to skyrocket. The optimism 

was replaced with a hushed horror when a leaked strategic report concluded that the 

pattern of alien fleet movements and outposts indicated that they had not even 

finished relocating their strategic base forward, to bring the full scale of their military 



to bear against the Human Sphere. Even as reports of successful interceptions 

continued to stack, they were practically drowned out by more and more enemy fleets 

that did manage to break through the SDCF cordon and lay waste to the colonies 

behind them; killing with planetary bombardment and invasion troops. Against the 

absolute volume of the deluge, the Joint Admiralty had hoped that the increasing 

proportion of successes would catch up, but this seemed less and less the case at every 

report of atrocity that hit the interplanetary data-net. 

 

In January 2268 Chandrika looked at the title of the latest war headline: “What did we 

ever do to them?” The colony of Arcadia, a second-wave world known for its 

xenophobia and heavy garrison has been attacked, killing countless millions. The 

SDCF was overstretched and had nothing but a token presence. The heavy orbital 

defenses, funded by the colony’s own pockets since the Penglai-Arcadia war, had not 

stopped an alien taskforce from penetrating planetary space and conducting several 

orbital strikes, blowing a hole in the planet’s defenses before landing their deadly 

invasion troops. Thankfully, they had been stalled by Arcadian ground forces and the 

battle for the planet was still raging by the report’s cutoff time.  

 

It was shortly after then, she remembered, that the increasingly powerful but 

embattled SCI declared the controversial “Recenterment” program, officially ending 

the previous expansionary colonization phase which has all but halted during the war. 

Not only would be no more waves of colonization, but many colonies would be 

abandoned. Not only the devastated ones where there was simply no resources to 

spare for reconstruction, but also the newer ones on the more lightly defended worlds 

which were lucky enough not to be attacked so far. The refugees and relocated 

colonists would be moved onto the larger and more established colonies, where 

defense can be concentrated to protect these key worlds. Being the most prosperous 

and most successful of the third- (and now last-) wave colonies, Chandrika was not 

surprised that Pūrvavideha was chosen to be the latter. 

 

Her mother, still lazing around the house on paid leave, looked over her shoulder and 

said, “They’re going to raise our taxes, aren’t they?” 

 

Several times Chandrika took her mover out of the city, braving her slimming 

electricity quota to visit the plains where the fields of monolithic refugee housing 

blocks were taking shape. Construction robots and human overseers labored over 

strict deadlines, even as the first shiploads of refugees were already en route to the 

system. She had heard that in order to obtain more inhabitable land, the Colonial 



Council had broke out the decades-old terraforming techniques that father had helped 

develop to clear away the native lifeforms. Leaning against her cooling car, she 

silently watched the buildings go up until several times after nervous patrols 

approached in intimidating-looking military hovercraft and shooed her away. 

 

Chandrika heard little news about G.N. or the 1
st
 Pūrvavidehan Squadron through the 

information blackout. Reading about the ferocity of the latest series of battles, she 

expected the news of his death to come at any time, the one thing that the SCDF did 

reveal in their FTL dispatches back to civilian agencies. One year after he left, 

Chandrika had almost stopped worrying about him, even though the situation of the 

war has hardly improved. The SCDF finally had the ability to strike at systems that 

served as alien staging points for their raids, several of which ironically contained 

inhabitable planets which have been earmarked for future settlement by the SCI. The 

first news of these counterattacks came during the waning months of 2268, and a 

second wave of optimism swept through the populous. Finally, humanity was hitting 

back! But more and more staging points continued to be discovered by SCDF scouts; 

systems not remotely habitable to humanity which have nevertheless been occupied 

by the hardier members of the alien coalition. The number of attacks did not abate and 

continued to escalate. They were taking less the character of raids and more of 

full-blown offensives, containing the biggest alien warships humanity has ever 

encountered. The only blessing was that alien military technology remained a few 

generations behind – the SCDF was relying more and more on the advanced designs 

of their warships to maintain its precarious edge, meaning that the AIs were taking 

over more and more of the day-to-day operations of the fleet. The latest warships to 

come out of Saraswati only needed a few crew – the smaller ones were automated 

entirely. This seemed to be the only comfort for the people of Pūrvavideha, where 

parents and siblings were spared the tears of sending off their best and brightest in the 

same massive ceremonies where Chandrika last saw G.N.  

 

Chandrika had hoped that nothing else would happen for the year, but the hopes were 

shattered one day when the dreaded warning came – an enemy fleet was en route to 

the planet. 

 

By this point, everyone in New Bangalore was well-drilled, ever though none of them 

had wanted to be. Following the semi-panicky crowd along the road, Chandrika and 

her mother proceeded to the deep-shaft shelters that would protect them from any 

orbital bombardment. Being relatively out in the suburbs, she was glad to be among 

the early ones to get there, a nondescript, walled-off bunker which contained the 



elevators. Armed Pūrvavidehan guard units guided them into the small bullet-lifts that 

would take the people hundreds of meters underground into an 

environmentally-sealed and well-supplied complex. 

 

Chandrika was initially put off by the Spartan bareness of the well-lit bunker, but she 

was distracted when Rajeev sent her a message through her terminal; he was already 

here. 

 

“I hope this doesn’t last long.” She said to him via chat. There wasn’t the space or 

transport to physically meet.  

 

“True. A quick death is preferable to coming back to a destroyed home.” Rajeev had 

grown increasingly quiet of late and the change in his voice wasn’t lost on Chandrika.  

 

“Well,” she tried to keep the tension out of her own voice, “At the rate of the attacks 

Pūrvavideha was lucky enough only to be targeted this far into the war, no?” 

 

“I suppose.” 

 

Chandrika looked around the big habitation room. People she largely didn’t know 

were huddled in little groups, sitting down in government-issued mats that denoted 

the boundaries of their private space when there was none, clutching the belongings 

that they were advised to bring. Compared to them, she and her mother were taking it 

well. 

 

Hours passed and with no news, the mood did not improve. Many people she could 

see were from the affluent middle-class suburbs of New Bangalore, products of the 

third-wave colonization program. She knew on the whole that they were a group of 

people long used to their indisputable right to wealth and private property. Huddling 

like outworlder refugees in their colorless tenements, Chandrika sympathized with 

their however temporary plight. She tried to imagine herself as a refugee, deprived of 

her cozy family house, her neighborhood and her friends. After a few minutes, she 

went and gave her mother a hug. 

 

Resolved not to give in to melancholy, Chandrika flipped on her terminal and invited 

Rajeev and everyone she could find online to a game of Hungry Hungry Memes. 

 



Her chronometer announced that it was night; that and the volunteer workers who 

were handing out food and blankets to those who lacked them. It looked if it was 

going to be a long stay in the shelter. The ground was hard and the people around her 

were still making noises, but eventually she managed to fall into a dreamless sleep. 

 

Chandrika awoke slowly the next day but there was no use even pretending that it was 

all a dream – she wasn’t even sleeping in a bed. She had heard that there were much 

more luxurious bombardment shelters reserved for Colonial Council members and 

senior bureaucrats, but she also realized how bizarre a time it was to be jealous of 

them – on a planet currently under attack by the aliens, the fact that she was still alive 

was good news in and of itself. Furthermore, there was no sign of panic or disorder, 

which probably meant that the SCDF in Pūrvavideha was even winning the fight. 

Therefore the mood that morning was in general light and expectant. People spoke of 

their willingness to stay in the shelter for a few more days and a genuine bravado 

started to develop among the displaced Pūrvavidehans around her. 

 

“After all these years the poor people are finally personally experiencing a bit of hope. 

Isn’t it a good thing?” Chandrika’s mother said to her over cups of hot tea. 

 

 “Yes.” Chandrika agreed. “It’s wonderful.” But she wasn’t feeling it. 

 

The all clear pronouncement came over the public channels later that day. Chandrika 

couldn’t forget that moment when every terminal in the room went off, and the 

expression on all those faces as the people lifted their little data assistants to check it. 

A while afterwards soldiers marched down to evacuate the room in an orderly manner, 

braving a storm of enquiries about the condition “up there” as they told people not to 

leave their belongings behind. When one of them let slip that “Basically, everyone is 

safe,” the cheers and laughter was deafening. When Chandrika and her mother 

stepped off the elevator at ground level, it was already night. There was no smoke and 

no fires, and the neighborhood was untouched by violence or inhabitation. For one 

instant it seemed to Chandrika that she was looking at a ghost city and everyone had 

died, but the flood of jubilant citizens behind her quickly dispelled the illusion, and 

together they soon filled New Bangalore again with light and sound. In the night sky 

the surviving warships of the SCDF stood brief vigilance with their propulsion flares, 

powering back to their patrol routes outsystem. Chandrika saw several people throw 

salutes up at the air. It wasn’t all champagne, a sober part of her mind told her, the 

people will count their losses later. 

 



But that night the people of New Bangalore had won a victory of sorts, and they had 

remarkably little to show for it. 

 


