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  Chapter I


  


  The lights went out, the crowd was still. The main stadium of planet Spiciam was silent, but murmurs arose as the platform in the centre was bathed in pale blue light. The platform quadrants slid apart to reveal a rocket ship. A ‘Vostok I’ model, Vastor noted. He remembered it from the many space travel history courses and exhibitions he had been forced to endure in his youth.


  The large screens on all sides of the platform lit up and started counting down the seconds. Eight hundred thousand voices spoke as one; Vastor preferred to look around him, to let his attention wander elsewhere.


  “Ten.”


  There were people of all ages and appearances. Most were like Vastor: of average height and olive-skinned. After forty years, he was still just another face in the crowd.


  Blast it, he thought as he uttered “six”, this was a time for partying, not sulking.


  The event was organised throughout the Absolem Constitutor. Even the two other main groups of star systems were celebrating. Earth was the place to be, but it couldn’t accommodate everyone. Anyway, the Terran shows cost too much for normal space traders. A normal space trader, that was who he was, and he was proud of it.


  “One.”


  Maybe he’d die unnoticed, but maybe he’d change the world.


  “Lift off!”


  The engines drowned the roars of the crowd, and the rocket broke through the bonds of gravity. It flew up into the sky, leaving the whole stadium illuminated by blue light. In the silence of expectation, everyone craned their necks to see the little dot in the sky disappear in a shower of fireworks; among the cheers that followed, Vastor discerned murmurs of awe. Funny how such a simple thing as fireworks, even packed inside a rocket, still captured man’s imagination.


  The inner ring of the stadium became active as a deejay pumped up the sound and announced the heavily packed programme: break-dancing on hover boards, a game of spaceball between Spiciam’s three greatest teams. Vastor didn’t listen to the rest. It had nothing to do with the celebrated event: two thousand years beforehand, a man called Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin had been the first to fly in space. Two millennia of exploration, discovery and colonisation. As if Gagarin could ever have imagined people playing spaceball in his honour.


  Vastor smiled at his friends, the Szarnus, locked in an airtight embrace, only slightly deformed by Karakal’s bulging baby bump. Simon had bought tickets for the three of them some six months ago. Karakal and Simon seemed to know their lives in advance: even then, they had known their baby would be due in the weeks following the show, not before. Young Parmil would be pleased to have a little brother. Vastor hoped his two-year-old goddaughter was fast asleep and not annoying the baby-sitter again.


  He eyed the drunks around him with disgust. Half were wasted, smiling like monkeys and singing “Yuri Yuri Loves Me” out of tune, the other half were getting high on NOI. He heard Karakal breathe heavily, and saw Simon put his hand on her tummy.


  “Home,” she muttered after half a minute, and her husband nodded, brushing back his long hazel hair. He took his wife’s hand, and led her through the crowd.


  “Coming, Vastor?” Simon asked without looking back.


  “Right behind you.”


  In his rush to the exit, Vastor crashed into someone. As he turned to apologise, a punch caught him on the jaw. Head spinning, his legs gave way under him and he fell, his nose crashing into the ground. His vision blurred; his ears were numb; consciousness drifted away.


  


  Vastor opened his eyes with a start. He had just dreamt of being drowned by a wave in the open sea, and found to his surprise that he was wet. After realising his mattress was made out of concrete, he twisted his head and spotted two Wellington boots belonging to two legs. He followed them up to hands holding a bucket and reached a face bearing a nonchalant expression. In the morning light, it looked very ugly.


  “Awake for good?” the man spat, making Vastor blink.


  “Es, anku,” he replied slowly, putting his jaw back in place. He realised it didn’t mean anything in Absol; the man, however, seemed to understand, and walked over to the next motionless body in the stadium.


  The stadium!


  As memories began to fall back into place, Vastor found the washrooms, ignoring the drunks on the way. In front of a mirror, he spotted a nice bruise beginning to show to the right of his mouth. On the tip of his nose, his olive skin had been replaced by bare red tissue, and it didn’t look good. He cursed despite himself. Must have been a NOI addict: violence was one of the drug’s after-effects, especially among those used to seeing those yellow rivers and purple hills.


  Oh well, it would heal. He wouldn’t file in a report; he didn’t like hanging around the cops anyway.


  


  As Vastor hopped off the bus, he noticed purple lights flashing from the Szarnus’ road. The old lady next door often called the emergency numbers for all sorts of nonsense. What had she done now, tripped on her mangy cat? It wasn’t that he didn’t like her; she did have a certain charm. But old folks had never been his cup of tea. If anything, he hoped he would die before the age of ninety: if he became a vegetable fifty years from now, he’d be dependent. He shivered at the idea.


  There they were: two police constables, talking to a distressed teenage girl. Vastor recognised Parmil’s baby-sitter. Something was wrong, and it didn’t concern the old woman.


  “Mr Iouchtchine!”


  The girl had cried out his name in relief, and one of the constables turned to greet him while the other one put an arm around the baby-sitter and ushered her away.


  “You are Vastor Iouchtchine, Parmil Szarnu’s godfather?” the policeman asked, eyebrows raised.


  “Indeed.” Vastor swallowed and massaged his jaw. “Is there a problem? Do you mind telling me what this is about?”


  “Please come inside, sir.”


  As he walked through the front door, Vastor distinctly heard the constable saying “we have the suspect” in his radio. He didn’t like it, not one little bit.


  


  The Szarnus were nowhere to be seen. As Vastor sat down by the living room table, he heard noise come from Parmil’s bedroom upstairs, but that was all. The police constable settled down opposite, and pursed his lips.


  “Mr Iouchtchine, would you mind telling me what you did in the past twelve hours?”


  “Why? What happened?”


  “Just answer the question, sir.”


  The policeman’s stern look calmed Vastor’s urge to ask, but a deep worry grew inside as he related the facts.


  After hearing the whole tale, the constable asked whether he had any people who could vouch for his story.


  “Of course: Simon and Karakal were with me the whole time, the maintenance man will recognise me, …”


  “You see, sir, there is a slight problem,” the cop said.


  Vastor looked at him with bored eyes. He felt like yelling a big “duh!” at him. Of course there was a problem. But what was it?


  “Mr and Mrs Szarnu seem to have had an accident.”


  “What?”


  Vastor’s eyes were wide open, his bushy eyebrows raised in shock.


  “Their vehicle was found in a terrible state off the A40Q road.”


  He felt his heart sink. The bus had driven by: flashing lights were huddled up against the edge of the road. There was a ditch beyond.


  He covered his mouth with his left hand, and stayed motionless for a while, staring in mid-air.


  “Are they…”


  The constable looked at him with eyes full of compassion.


  “I’m afraid we couldn’t find anything but a few scorched bits and pieces. The vehicle blew up after falling down a ditch.”


  Vastor looked around, searching for his two good friends, eyes welling with tears. This had to be a bad dream. It couldn’t be.


  “You see, sir,” the constable said, “you were seen entering that car with them.”


  Vastor stared at him, and shook his head slowly.


  “We have witnesses who distinctly saw a man of your description enter the Szarnus’ vehicle.”


  “I was in the stadium all night,” he protested, sorrow drowning his surprise. “Go ask those still present at the Planetary!”


  “Just a minute, sir.”


  The policeman put his hand to his ear, and nodded. “Yes, madam, it shall be done. Right away, your honour.”


  Looking at Vastor, he raised his eyebrows and breathed deeply before calling his colleague.


  “That was the instruction judge. Mr Vastor Iouchtchine, you are under arrest for the murder of Karakal and Simon Szarnu.”


  Vastor felt his jaw drop, but could not move. The policeman moved outside his scope of vision, and Vastor’s arms were pulled behind him. After what seemed an eternity, he was pushed forwards. The living room moved away from him, the doorway passed over him and the police car wrapped itself around him before speeding away.



  Chapter II


  


  The galaxy wouldn’t mark it as special, but this was an important day for the young lady who strolled into the spaceport with a proud smile.


  “Good-bye planet Spiciam,” she said to the dark customs offices as she skipped ahead of them. Nothing could hold her back here any more: no more studies at the Prospera School of Space, no more visits to the orphanage of her childhood, no more family.

  Family.


  She broke her pace, and tears came to her eyes. Why had her godfather gone on that last trip, a month before her graduation?


  It was useless: Vastor was dead, and she couldn’t bring him back.


  She suppressed her sorrow, and marched on. She was about to leave the planet for the first time; her godfather would have been proud of her.


  Dead ahead was a sleek v-shaped spaceship, the Astraponta vessel Vastor had bought for her last birthday: the Karakal, christened after a woman of whom she had no memories.


  After saying good-bye to the few who had come to see her off, she embarked on the Karakal, and waved one last time. Outside on Spiciam lay her past: Ma Muriel, her orphanage tutor, sobbing uncontrollably; Fra Hollaban, the Yaofskei priest, smiling gently and wishing her the help of the gods, the curved ‘Y’ symbol on his left hand shining like the sun. A group of people the rest of her crew knew. Their parents, too. She turned to confront the future the Karakal would bring her to, away from the demons of the past.


  


  Inside the ship, she found the twins, Tara and Sam, cross-checking the supplies list one very last time, and they both acknowledged her with a bright “hullo, captain”. Rikar’s dark fingers were playing with the buttons on the control panel, making sure everything was fully operational.


  She went to the command bridge, and found her best friend, Borreli, patiently waiting inside his co-pilot seat in front of the radar and navigation screens.


  “All set?”


  “Aye aye, cap’n,” he answered with a smile. As he studied her, concern showed on his face. “Are you sure about this?”


  She breathed deeply and nodded with her lips pursed.


  “All right then, just give the order,” he said, but she knew Borreli had said it half-heartedly. He was right, of course: she didn’t feel quite ready. But if they didn’t leave now, they probably never would.


  “Start the engines.”


  She stared at the small crowd of friends quickly moving away from the ship. There she was, twenty-six years old in Earth’s so-called ‘Terran years’, about to leave Spiciam and the Rablaor Kan star system at last, in February 1106. It was a dream come true, to lead a life that would reach far beyond the confines of this system, to live among the stars and visit the galaxy. One she would have liked Vastor to witness. She sighed.


  “Something wrong?” Borreli asked.


  She shook her head, and cleared her throat.


  “To all the crew of the Karakal, this is your captain speaking. We shall lift off in thirty seconds. Please find the nearest available seat, and let it activate the security field around you.”


  A few people clapped and cheered inside the ship.


  Rikar’s voice came through the hallway. “About time!”


  “Show ‘em what you’re capable of, muchacha,” Sam shouted from the cargo bay.


  Borreli swivelled on his chair.


  “What is our destination?”


  “Sol system, planet Earth. Let’s start by seeing what we can find at the capital of the Absolem Constitutor.”


  “Sure? You don’t wait to wait a tiny weenie bit?” he asked with a chuckle.


  “No, take her up. For Vastor.”


  “For Vastor and for Parmil Szarnu,” he said.


  The rest of the crew joined in, and Parmil brightened up. Her crew was there for her, and she was embarking on her greatest journey yet.


  


  Here they were, Parmil thought as she joined the others in contemplating the beauty of the space that unfolded before them, five friends yearning for adventure, sick and tired of the world of learning in which they had been immersed. They had known each other for so many years…


  There it was. Easter ‘98, first year at Prospera, right before the end of year exams. It had been a long, tedious morning of studying for Parmil and Borreli, who had become friends right from the start of uni. They couldn’t fully understand the practical side, that was all. As usual, she had called upon her wise and experienced godfather for help.


  “I’m already helping out a few kids your age here. I can’t help you two now, unless you’re ready to learn with them.”


  Vastor’s experience and kindness had led him to giving private lessons to the failing sons and daughters of his many friends. Most of the time, the students Parmil saw at Vastor’s were aspiring pilots without skill and packed with money. On the plus side, it meant Parmil’s education was financed by that of others.


  Borreli, with his inhuman patience and understanding, had no problem whatsoever breaking the ice with them, but she was so introverted by nature she barely acknowledged them most of the time.


  Some things never changed, Parmil told herself. The stars seemed to have no effect on Borreli: he just smiled at the scenery, and concentrated on keeping the Karakal on course.


  She let the Easter memory drift away and looked at the crew. The three others weren’t dumb like the previous rich kids they’d met. The twins weren’t aiming for the Absol Navy any more, and Rikar had surpassed all other Electro students, getting the best grade in both electrical and electronic engineering.


  All five were close friends, and that was what mattered the most. Very close, she thought with a smile, watching Tara rest on Rikar’s lap on some sort of sofa she had never seen before. Maybe Tara had brought it along from her old flat.


  At least Sam wasn’t a jester any more, though she could see him drinking Terran beer. Probably Belgian. He could afford it.


  They had finally decided two years ago how they would operate as a crew, and had been working at it since then, preparing for graduation.


  Leaving Spiciam’s gravitational field, Parmil hoped the team would work well.


  


  As the Karakal blasted off the Europa moon, Parmil logged into the e-banking service to check her crew’s joint account, and bit her lip. She turned to Borreli, who shook his head after seeing her face.


  “How bad?” he asked, concentrating again on his piloting.


  “If it weren’t for the twins, we’d be sinking.”


  “Tonterías,” Sam shouted from where the kettle was hissing. “We’re plummeting down towards the black hole of poverty as we speak.”


  Rikar chuckled and Tara joined in the discussion, but Parmil sighed and stopped listening. In the past seven months, they hadn’t found any easy and profitable trade routes. Passenger ferrying only brought in a meagre cash flow. Not many courier jobs to do, delivery jobs always underpaid.


  And if getting along normally wasn’t hard enough, there were ships that would suddenly start attacking traders if they happened to be alone in uninhabited systems, and the Absol government didn’t even seem to care. They’d complained once, but to no avail.


  Parmil clenched her fists. Space pirates, the worst kind of scum. They weren’t just robbers, they were also murderers, killers without conscience.


  Eyes closed, she breathed deeply and recomposed herself.


  A warm hand touched her bare neck. Opening her eyes, she saw a small hand moving up and down in the air, and followed the arm up to kind, feminine eyes.


  “Hey there, princess. Are you meditating or something?”


  “Sorry, Tara,” Parmil smiled. “What did I miss?”


  “As I said, freight companies like Universal Shipping and Tectonic Corp are safe bets.” Sam seemed to have settled in a comfy chair.


  “I’m going to think you actually thought it through,” his sister replied.


  “Padre Espacio,” he sighed, shaking his head rapidly. “Anyway, I copied the insurance policies and researched their standard pay rates when we were planet-side. Want a peek?”


  Parmil dismissed the idea with her hand, and Rikar made a joke about lazy Spaniards in space.


  She wondered what she could do.


  “I have an idea.”


  The noise around her died down.


  Borreli nodded without turning his head. “Go on.”


  “What if we fought back?”


  There was a cough, followed by a splash and yet more coughing.


  “Gravity generator de mierda,” Sam said while patting his chest, earning the usual disdainful sneer from where Tara sat. “You serious?”


  The liquid disappeared into the floor around the abandoned cup, and Parmil nodded.


  “Raid the raiders, maraud the marauders. Steal what they have, return it to the owners.”


  “That song has been put aside since the Robin Hood of space was disbanded. There is no Society any more, no use dreaming.”


  Sam swooped down, grabbed the cup and pointed it towards Rikar.


  “Harr, my friend is missing a point, I am afraid. Whilst thine humble servant, my dear me, was looking at the job list, I spotted a few very, very interesting bounties.”


  Tara’s eyes opened beyond their sockets.


  “You mean real money is involved?”


  Sam winked.


  “We could make a profit doing this. But I see one major flaw: the ship.”


  “The Karakal? You doubt my ship? It’s perfectly all right, Sam, and has enough weaponry for this kind of combat. We’ve already had to destroy a few ships so far, so we can add a couple more to the account.”


  Parmil got up and moved towards where Rikar was monitoring space traffic.


  “Rikar is right, the Society aren’t as present these days. No one fights back actively; no one heads out to find them. That’s just it: they won’t expect it.”


  She turned towards Tara. “It’s no longer a matter of the Free Trading Society having a ship in every system, open to distress signals, ready to stop fleets from entering Absol space like it did until twenty years ago. It’s a matter of attacking the pirates one by one, in these systems where they now terrorise every civilian ship.”


  Silence followed, and Parmil looked at each one in turn.


  Borreli chuckled and punched a few buttons, activating the autopilot. He took a long, amused look at Parmil.


  “You are completely out of your mind, but stars forbid, I’m behind you a hundred percent. Come here, my girl,” he said and gave her a hug. “I believe in you,” he continued, hands on her shoulders. “We’ll show them, for Vastor’s sake. Plus, the lousy pay put aside, you are the best darned captain I’ve ever met and probably the best friend I’ll ever have.”


  Parmil smiled and nodded gently.


  “I shall do my best to help,” said Tara. “I, too, believe in you. I suppose it’s a bit thin, but it’s my reason.”


  “Don’t worry, we know about you and your fixed ideas, my angel,” Sam said, patting his sister on the back of the head before turning to Parmil. “If you think it will work, then fine by me. As long as there’s more action involved than simple courier jobs, I’m all for it. And did I mention I hate to stay on the surface?”


  “Sure you did. Thanks. And you, Rikar?”


  The engineer looked to the stars, and stayed motionless for a while before returning Parmil’s gaze.


  “Sorry to be such a party crasher,” he said, “but I believe it’s a really bad, rushed idea, and I think you should reconsider before we all end up dead.”


  Borreli swallowed, Tara pursed her lips and Sam stared open-mouthed. Parmil could feel their gaze upon her, waiting to see what would happen.


  Parmil slowly nodded after a while, eyes scanning the ground in shame.


  “I’m sorry.” She sighed. “It was… I just feel like…What’s the point of trade, even space-faring if you’re not safe?”


  “You get the government to act, that’s what you do. You let those with the necessary skills deal with these problems.”


  “But Rikar, the government doesn’t act!”


  Silence followed.


  “All right. Just one try. However, if it goes badly, I’m out of the game. Definitely.”


  Parmil nodded and put her hand on his shoulder.


  “Thanks Rikar. Borreli, set our course towards the nearest uninhabited system. That would be Proxima Centauri, if I’m not wrong. We’ll see what we’re capable of over there.”


  


  Later on, Borreli found himself wondering about what had come over Parmil, and why he had joined her in her enthusiasm. She did have her moments of revelation and genius at times, a desire for adventure, but this time it could get them in serious danger. He trusted her enough to be fully confident they would make it through all right in the end, but what happened in between could go wrong.


  After a while, he pushed his momentary doubts aside. He thought too much, and it was making him doubtful and sad. He just had to go with it, and act.


  He pulled himself together and checked the navigation instruments were fully functional and the ship still on course. Parmil was a good captain. Was it his own feelings he feared?


  


  After spending one day in hyperspace, the Karakal had covered the four light years separating Sol from Proxima Centauri.


  It was such a wonder, Parmil thought, hyper-jump. The way scientists had managed to apply Alcubierre’s theory in order to cut down jump time amazed her. Around –280 EE, scientists managed to create large amounts of ‘exotic matter’. Then came along the Ramiderc era, where Salima Ramiderc created the first ‘hyper-jump’ capable reactor.


  “Parmil,” Borreli shouted. Forgetting her history recollections, Parmil rushed to meet the urgency in his voice.


  “What?”


  “We have a ship on the radar. A Sil at two thousand kilometres.”


  Parmil blinked in surprise before fear got to her too. The Silgarith was a behemoth, with a dual ion cannon setup, electromagnetic pulse missiles and with a crew of more than a hundred. It was a big mean vessel made specifically to disable ships by shutting down the electronic systems and to plunder its victims.


  “Get out of the system. Now!”


  “We can’t,” Borreli said before his Adam’s apple danced vertically, “we’re stuck between the Sil and the star’s gravitational field. If we try to jump now, we’ll be hit and disabled for sure.”


  Parmil’s eyes darted across the bridge, searching for a solution.


  “Outrun it then.” She turned on the intercom to speak to the entire ship. “Tara, 50-millimetre cannon. Sam, close range blasters. Rikar, I need full engine output.”


  The Karakal accelerated and Parmil piloted it along the star’s no-go gravity well.


  “EMP missile coming in fast,” Borreli shouted after ten seconds. “Impact in five.”


  Parmil breathed deeply. The Silgarith knew what was going on.


  “Leave it to the Conquistador,” came Sam’s deep and overconfident voice through the intercom.


  She looked at the screen showing the rear view, and saw Sam’s shots annihilate the missile after two seconds.


  “Space debris,” Borreli swore. “They’ve got reinforcements coming!”


  Parmil blinked, both at the bad news and at hearing Borreli curse. Great, just great.


  “I’ve got five small ships coming from Bernard’s Star, and one medium-sized ship from Sol. By the time we are at a safe jumping distance, they’ll be upon us.”


  “Right,” Parmil said, sighing deeply. “We’ll have to make a stand.”


  Tara shouted from the side of the ship.


  “The 50 millimetre cannon has greater medium-range precision than the Sil’s ion cannon. Parmil, if you get the ship close enough, I can fire at will.”


  “Better yet if you hit the reactors, Taraniña,” Sam said just as his shots destroyed another missile. “Volley coming in,” he gasped a moment later.


  The void behind the Karakal lit up with fountains of sparks as Sam’s shots met the metal-encased packets of disabling energy.


  “Missed one,” Sam yelled.


  Parmil closed her eyes, breathed deeply and prepared for the missile’s impact.


  The Karakal shook violently, but the expected power surge did not follow. Parmil checked the rear-view screen, saw the remains of a destroyed missile float away from the ship. That was close.


  “Well done, Sam,” she shouted.


  “I… I didn’t do anything.”


  “What? Who did then?”


  “Parmil,” Borreli called out, “fighters ahead of us and soon in range. The medium ship…”


  Parmil waited. “Yes?” she asked, shaking her head.


  Communication channel started, unknown markings, declared an electronic voice based off Vastor’s. Accept?


  She joined Borreli and looked at the video feed of the ship, a vessel unlike anything she had seen before. It was firing, not at them, but at the Silgarith, drawing its attention away from the Karakal.


  “Parmil?”


  Borreli nudged her with his elbow.


  “Accept, accept,” she said, unsure of what was happening. Still, the ship was helping. She swallowed hard and regained confidence.


  Transmission starting.


  “Take the Wasp fighters. We will deal with the Silgarith,” came a man’s voice.


  “Who are you?” Parmil asked sharply.


  “Later. First, we need to get you out of here.”


  



  Chapter III


  


  If there ever was a safe harbour for traders, it was Europa. The dozens of battleships surrounding the moon made Parmil finally let go of the tension inside her. “Screw up, blow up” was the word around here. There wouldn’t be any Silgariths to avoid, no T-Racer Wasps to blast to smithereens.


  She stepped outside the ship to evaluate the damage. Blaster scorches here and there, a dent or two, but nothing major was missing. Fortunately, Wasps were small fighters with little armour plating, and her crew were good enough marksmen. They would need to replenish their ammo for the 50 millimetre cannon though. Explosive shells were more dangerous than blasters, but stocking up on ammo was a bother.


  But the other ship! She recollected her impressions as she walked towards the spaceport bar, where the stranger had said he would be.


  Somewhat like a steel hawk, with two necks yet one head, with side-thrusters virtually everywhere behind the wings, it didn’t have the distinctive feel of the ship manufacturers she knew. A rich privateer? Or a government prototype?


  She glanced around her, but the mystery ship was nowhere to be seen. The most impressive was the green laser beam it had used to destroy the Silgarith. The weapon seemed more controllable than the erratic ion cannon beams. Parmil wondered if she would get to try it out.


  As she entered the bar, she felt the gaze of someone sitting in a corner. Once she had ordered a drink, she saw the hooded figure beckon to her. Hand on her pistol-handle, back straight and head high, she confidently made her way to the person’s table.


  “You must be Parmil Szarnu, captain of the Karakal,” said a male voice, and Parmil recognised the voice from Proxima Centauri. “I am Haldora.”


  She nodded.


  “Thank you for-”


  The man raised his hand. “No matter. Indeed, you proved yourself by destroying the fighters.”


  Parmil smiled, wondering what the man was like without the hood. She could only see his eyes, a deep mix of brown and green, and she felt she could get lost in them.


  “It is good Vastor Iouchtchine taught you a minimum.”


  Parmil opened her mouth in shock.


  “You… You knew my godfather?” She swallowed.


  The man held her gaze silently, and his eyes flickered a moment.


  “The Vastor you knew was no simple trader. Listen, my organisation is very interested in your case, and we would strongly appreciate your co-operation.”


  “Who is ‘we’? What do you mean, Vastor was ‘no simple trader’?”


  “You shall see. We want you to start by destroying two small but important pirate ships. That is all. It is a one-time offer. It will be of great advantage to both sides if you agree. I cannot say more at the moment. So, will you do it?”


  Parmil pondered the matter before nodding. After all, the man had saved her life, and was offering her a job, and more knowledge on her godfather. Maybe he had led a secret life? Even if it was dangerous, it was worth the risk of finding out. Maybe Parmil could even avenge his death.


  “Good. The ships in question are currently roaming Absol space, and the place where you should go will show on your ship’s map. After completion, go to Earth, Zaventem spaceport to get your reward. There, someone will tell you more about your new job.”


  The man got up, extended his arm towards Parmil, and she gripped his wrist in return, as was the custom.


  “Good-bye, Parmil, until we meet again.”


  She watched the man leave, and wondered whom he worked for. Apparently not the polished Absol government, nor the barbaric Azzurdi Empire: the ship was not their make. It wasn’t either one of the technologically superior Yolniui ships, and anyway the Yolniun lived in isolation in regard to the other two main ones, so it was unlikely this man had anything to do with them. It wasn’t even like the sleek, half-physical, half-mental So-laon telepathic vessels.


  So who? The Society? Was it preparing something big, ready to emerge from atrophy? Or was the man from somewhere else, something new? What the ruddy void did Vastor have to do with any of it?


  She headed back for the Karakal, head clouded in thought, and met Borreli halfway, a holo-cube in his hand.


  “This map transmission just came in,” he said, activating the holo-cube. “What is there to see in Lalande 21185?”


  “A few pirates to blow up, nothing more. We have a new mission to accomplish, hopefully a new job.” She hesitated. “Also, there’s something I could learn about Vastor.”


  Borreli stared back.


  “What could you possibly learn about him?”


  “Something he sure as anti-matter didn’t tell me. I don’t have any more answers yet. The Karakal lifts off as soon as possible. That is, if Rikar doesn’t want out.”


  “Oh, he’s already agreed to tag along,” he replied, waving it off. “Turns out he’s intrigued by the foreign ship, and wants to find out more about its strange technology.”


  Parmil raised her eyebrows and smiled. Things might turn out all right in the end.


  


  Inside Lalande 21185, the Karakal came face to face with a Wasp and a Monsaigne, a large pirate version of the originally peaceful, flat, menhir-shaped Monseigneur freighter. The Wasp was no match for the 50 millimetre cannon, but the Monsaigne proved a tough challenge: it used rail-guns to fire energy pellets from far away, and fired at close range with damage control missiles, the Azzurdi little brother of the EMP torpedoes. Damage control missiles would lock on to the engines and release a small electromagnetic pulse and an explosive blast upon impact, rendering the Karakal’s left engine useless in one particular case. Tara managed to hit the Monsaigne’s reactor shortly afterwards, and the civilian Astraponta was spared the strain of being rained upon with short-range chain-gun shots.


  After five minutes of the Karakal simply floating in space, Rikar had managed to fix the left engine, and Parmil plotted the necessary course to arrive back in Sol.


  “We land on Earth,” she said, relieved the fight was over.


  


  Zaventem spaceport was the closest to Bruxelles, legislative and executive capital of Europe, Earth and the whole Absolem Constitutor. From a distance, it was a clutter of age-old buildings clashing with the polished modern ones that surrounded them and with the glittering sea nearby. It seemed to Parmil like a city-sized museum of architecture.


  “There’s a reception party. Do you want me to come along?”


  Parmil looked at Borreli, and smiled. She shook her head.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. As usual.”


  Borreli’s inner brows remained raised and his mouth pinched, but he nodded all the same.


  “I know, I know.”


  Parmil smiled and patted him on the side of the head.


  “Just make sure we have some fuel and provisions left, and get the others to check what needs repairing. I’ll deal with these people.”


  She walked along the corridor to the hatch, opened it and stepped into the cool, pale afternoon.


  There was a man, with five armed men and women standing guard nearby. The man was white. It struck her because the Yolniun were the closest to the ‘black’ and ‘white’ extremes in skin pigmentation, while the third of humanity living in the Constitutor was metis or olive-skinned, and the greater half of mankind, in the Azzurdi Empire, was between yellow and black. Rikar’s family had come from Page Tear, near the Yolniui border. Was this man from around the same systems, or even a Yolniun?


  “Hello, Parmil Szarnu, daughter by upbringing of the late Vastor Iouchtchine.” The voice was not old, though the short greyish hair seemed to indicate otherwise.


  Parmil nodded, watching his deep, dark brown eyes. Not Yolniui, then: they all had shallow green eyes, no matter the skin.


  “My name is Ekrid Malrow, and I represent the Anti-Raider and -Pirate Intelligence Agency, ARPIA for short.”


  Lame full name, she thought.


  “Sorry about the unabbreviated name, but we were younger, and idealistic.”


  Parmil blinked. Either he could read people’s faces, or else everyone had the same reaction upon hearing the name.


  “Arpia has now existed for a dozen years, and we are ever recruiting these days. We are here for the protection of traders and other non-military people, against raiders and pirates, as the name suggests.”


  Parmil smiled. “Isn’t the Free Trading Society already supposed to do that job?” she asked, remembering her thoughts on Haldora’s employer.


  “Quick off the mark, are we? And not without education, I see. Vastor did well.” He smiled, and Parmil felt her heart skip a beat. “I suppose you will then know that some twenty years ago, Rekar Achbal, the Society leader, was betrayed by Yiskvu Kand and killed in an ambush made by the Absols.”


  The man looked elsewhere, and his eyebrows drew into a frown. “Kand took control of the Society, or at least those who wanted to follow him and become criminals of the worst kind.” His tone dropped, and Parmil saw fire in his eyes when he looked up. “And that, my dear, is when the Free Traders’ Guild was born.”


  Parmil swallowed.


  “I dare suppose you also know that Jef Mallik reluctantly tried to keep the Society together, but the old shipwright didn’t have Achbal’s touch or strength, and the Society is now barely alive. So we decided to set up a small organisation, of which Kand would have no knowledge. I can assure you it has grown since, even though you don’t encounter Arpian ships very often around here nor do you hear of Arpia much.”


  Parmil could only nod her ascent to the last sentence.


  “But let us return to the matter at hand. We thank you for dealing with those two pirates. As a reward, we have poured twenty thousand credits on your account,” he said, and without letting Parmil the time to respond, he continued. “If you want more, and if you want to find out what you didn’t know about Vastor, be at the spaceport bar, alone, in an hour’s time.”


  He nodded, turned and walked away.


  Parmil pursed her lips and looked at her ship. It needed a couple of repairs. Her eyes darted back to the man, then to the ground. What to do? She climbed back aboard the Karakal.


  “Go meet him in the bar,” said Tara ten minutes later in the repair docks, speaking loudly to be heard above the noise the electricians and mechanics were making fifty metres away. “Let’s face the facts: he’s already paid us enough to stay above water level for five weeks, and everyone of Arpia seems to know your godfather; so I’m sure it’s worth a try at least, seeing how much he earned in the last years.”


  “I don’t know: some secret society, doesn’t seem very right to me,” said Rikar.


  “You would disagree, now wouldn’t you?” remarked Sam with a smile. “Ever the pessimist. It’s funny, how in ten years you haven’t changed.”


  Rikar grimaced back, but Parmil knew it to be in a friendly, male roommate way.


  “Still,” he said, “it sounds like the kind of overdone idea you’d find in a bad story.”


  Tara shoved Rikar in the shoulder.


  “It’s not so much the premise as the adventure, Riki!”


  She winked at him, and Parmil laughed.


  “Bo,” she yelled, “what do you say?”


  Borreli cut the power to his welder and took off his repair glasses.


  “I’ve been thinking,” he said.


  “Como siempre,” Sam said with a sly smile, rolling his eyes.


  Borreli continued, ignoring the remark. “Whatever you do now, pirates will know you’re onto them. They are a lot more organised than people tend to think, and I’m sure the Karakal will have joined their list of wanted ships. If we drop out of this, we’ll be attacked in any case. If we continue, we might end up contributing to their demise. Then there is the ‘Vastor-factor’. I sure would like to find out about this ‘secret life’ of his.”


  He nodded sideways and smiled.


  “If I were you, I’d go see this man in the bar, hear his proposition and decide. It’s your call. I think we’ll all respect your decision. You’re the captain, don’t ever forget it.”


  


  Parmil sat at an empty table with a cup of hot chocolate in her hands, and after a moment of near snoozing, she noticed the evening lighting had come on. She activated her headwatch. Not that the hologram displaying the time in front of her right eye had to be adjusted to the local time, since it did so automatically, but the clock on the counter seemed to have skipped an hour. No, after checking, it was correct: Malrow was late.


  Parmil threw her head backwards and sighed. This new, interesting job was too good to be true.


  “Losing hope already?”


  She turned around. The forty-, fifty-odd year-old man had a kind smile on his face.


  “I didn’t wish to wake you, that’s all.” He walked around the table, and sat down opposite her. “I take it you’re still interested.”


  Parmil nodded, stifling a yawn and apologising.


  “What’s with Arpia and bars?” she asked after trying to blink the tiredness away.


  The man chuckled and studied her.


  “You’re more curious than I would have thought. Secrecy, that’s the reason.”


  “In a public place like this?”


  “The best way to be noticed by the government is to meet in secret places. You’ll learn that some time soon, hopefully. Anyway, next job. We’ve had word of two other pirates showing up around this system. According to our sources, you should be able to find them around Bernard’s Star. Once they are destroyed, come find me in Matr Sache, central city of planet Chiju in Luyten’s star system.”


  “I’m on it,” she said, half-nodding, half-blinking, which earned her a grin from the man opposite. “Tell me: my godfather, what does he have to do with you?”


  Malrow sighed.


  “Vastor Iouchtchine, also known by his code-name ‘Burdedock’, was one of the first ever to join Arpia, some ten years ago. Here is a little data-cube that might interest you, but it’s all I can give to you right now. His death was a great loss.”


  By the time Parmil left the bar, data-cube in hand, the Karakal was ready to leave.


  As the ship lifted off the ground, she linked the data-cube to a small reader, and Parmil took a look at the contents.


  “Burdedock file, annex 6b – mail sent to Ekrid Malrow 22-04-1102,” she read, and Borreli craned his neck to see something from his pilot seat. “I’ll tell you afterwards.”


  


  --- Message code decrypted by Arpia Cryptography Unit ---


  Dear Ekrid,


  Sorry I haven’t done anything for the firm [ACU Note: = Arpia] lately, I’ve been busy with my investigation. I’m writing this from Spiciam, as usual.


  Something has come up, Ekrid. I was browsing through the Big-C data [ACU Note: = Constitutor encrypted database], by accident of course, you know how it goes. Well, I found a Kafka [ACU Note: = Defence Ministry] subdivision dossier concerning pests [ACU Note: = Constitutor government’s underground agents], and my double was in it. I know it’s him: his file contains a photo of me from twenty years ago.


  I now know I’m on the right track. I’ve finally found the pest responsible for what happened back in ’82.


  Last thing: from now on, things are getting risky, even dangerous. If anything happens, anything at all, I want Parmil to know. I think this letter might even be suitable for starters…


  See you at some point.


  Yours truly,


  Burdedock


  --- End of message ---


  


  Parmil felt her throat go dry. 1082, that was the year her parents died. Later on, aged six or so, she uncovered the facts and found out about the trial and acquittal. Even if she believed his side of the story, she had accused her godfather of killing them, to which Vastor had looked upon her with such anger that Parmil had burst into tears.


  Now she understood her godfather’s anger: Vastor had seen it as murder, and had spent the rest of his life trying to find the killer. Killer who had taken Vastor’s life as well?


  


  Something crashed on the floor. Borreli spun from his seat and looked at Parmil open-eyed. The data-cube she had brought back with her was on the floor, and Parmil’s fingers were unfurled and motionless.


  “What is it?”


  Borreli remembered to activate the autopilot, and picked up the data-cube.


  Parmil stood up and covered her mouth with her hands. She lifted her head and looked at Borreli with pursed lips and eyes on the verge of tears. Borreli felt himself compelled to go to her. She closed her eyes and jerked her head away. She stumbled backwards, crashed into the wall, and slid down slowly to the ground, sobbing.


  Borreli rushed over to her and helped her up.


  “Tara! Guys! Pilot the ship!”


  He put Parmil’s arm around his neck and guided her to her quarters, where he lay her down on her bed. She wasn’t crying any more, but still her hands hid her face from his concerned gaze.


  He stroked her hair gently.


  At length, Parmil let Borreli pull her hands away.


  “He was a hero. An unknown, strong and silent hero.” Parmil sighed, and sniffled. “Killed because he spent his life trying to avenge my parents. I never… I never knew.”


  Borreli glanced at the message, and swallowed hard. That was what it was about: death. It was the one thing Parmil could not face. Not since Vastor had died, at any rate. Still hadn’t overcome her grief.


  “Well, let’s follow his example then, and whoever killed him and your parents won’t stand a chance. Let us avenge them together.”


  He immediately regretted the thought, realising that none of the crew had any experience when it came to hand-to-hand combat, and if it was the Absolem Constitutor behind all of this, they wouldn’t survive a space confrontation either. Let us hope Arpia can teach and help us, he prayed silently.


  Parmil rested her head on Borreli’s shoulder, and closed her eyes to face her sorrow alone.


  She needed time, but she would be fine. Borreli stared at the message one last time before erasing it. Best leave the dead in peace.


  



  Chapter IV


  


  Chiju was a pleasant sight to behold. The constant glittering of the bubble cities beneath its thin atmosphere drew a sigh of relief from Parmil. The fight with two pirate variants of the Astraponta had proved a challenge at first, but they were unorganised and the twins got lucky at shooting. Planet-side, Parmil felt safe. Safer, at any rate.


  “Give me the coordinates for Matr Sache.”


  She saw Borreli’s fingers dance on the navigation panel, adjusted her course and found what she was looking for: the biggest bubble of them all. It maintained enough breathable air to support its forty million inhabitants and the ten million visitors it received every day. Matr Sache had become the home of the great Sachem Company, specialised in setting up bubble cities and atmosphere regulators, and though Parmil doubted she would ever start a colony on a planet with a thin atmosphere, she knew where to look even for family-sized houses.


  The Karakal drifted through one of the entry ‘ship airlocks’ of the Matr Sache bubble, and Parmil observed the inner structure of the dome. Some hundreds of metres thick, it was made of layers of transparent fibres and glass-like material, separated by electromagnetic fields. Asteroids and fleets of ships had tried to break through over the centuries, but the only weak points were the airlocks, littered with defence mechanisms, a legacy of the military government that ruled Chiju a millennium beforehand.


  They landed in the repair docks, and Parmil left the ship in Borreli’s hands.


  Ahead of her stood a hooded figure, and she saw no sign of Ekrid Malrow around. Her eyes darted to her pistol handle, and she moved her hand on top of it.


  “Parmil,” someone whispered behind her. She turned to see Borreli look at her.


  “Use the intercom if anything goes wrong,” he said, unsuccessful in trying to hide his concern, but Parmil smiled, touched by the kind thought. She nodded and stepped towards the stranger, who beckoned her to follow.


  They seemed to be headed towards a small hangar with but a narrow doorway open. Parmil stiffened. She kept the same pace, but became aware of the slightest move of the person ahead of her. What was she thinking? Why did she leave the Karakal? Alone, too!


  She heard the door close behind her. Parmil turned to open it, but found it was locked. Fear and bravery rushed to her mind in a headstrong clash. Spinning round, she grabbed her pistol. A gloved hand slashed through the air and struck her on the wrist. Her weapon leapt from her grip, and landed a few metres away.


  Acting upon instinct, Parmil ducked to the left and, straightening up, shifted her elbows to accompany the swing of her left fist. No contact came; her punch hit empty air. The figure grabbed her arm and tugged; she lost balance. A strong arm caught her in the chest, and sent her flying, head down, across the room and onto a pile of clutter.


  Parmil moaned. She pulled herself into a sitting position, and through half-open eyelids, saw broken flowerpots and open soil bags around her. She put her hand to her back and winced. At least, she could move her limbs.


  A shadow crawled across her body, and Parmil turned in fright. The figure was towering above her, gun in hand.


  A shiver ran across her back and dissipated on her arms. Her eyes began to water, and death’s representative growled deeply.


  “Just a feeble space captain, with no knowledge of combat whatsoever, that’s what you are, Parmil Szarnu.”


  She had heard the male voice before, but could not place a name on it.


  “But I’m not here to kill you, or anything of the sort. You don’t know anything interesting, not even about Arpia.” The voice rose in tone, and the armed hand folded inwards before presenting her the gun. “No, I’m here to congratulate you on your success.”


  The other hand brushed the hood back, and the ambient light revealed eyes Parmil recognised even through the curtain of tears. Dark brown hair covered his ears and forehead in a disorderly fashion, and he seemed about thirty-five years old.


  “Haldora?” she voiced. The turn of events had suspended her fear.


  “Indeed. Sorry about the reception, but it’s because Ekrid Malrow was needed somewhere else, and he also wanted me to test your abilities before-”


  There was a resounding blast, and Parmil’s crew rushed inside the room, aiming their weapons at Haldora.


  “Hands where I can see them, Shaitan!”


  “Borreli, no,” Parmil cried out. “It’s all right, it’s Haldora.”


  Borreli looked at her, and glanced back at Haldora. Parmil saw him blink and look back at her. He lowered his pistol, and mumbled an apology.


  “I was full of doubt, so we followed, and when we heard sounds of struggle-”


  “It’s fine, young man,” Haldora said, amused. “No need to call me the Lord of Evil, but you did well.” He turned to Parmil. “It is good to see your crew-members care for your safety and well-being. A final thing: you’ve been paid a small amount of money for your latest mission. If you want your training and more missions, meet me in the cafeteria a few doors down.”


  Parmil nodded slowly.


  “Oh, and I didn’t know it was so dusty on the floor here, but it shows on you. Your eyes look terrible, too.”


  


  An hour later, Parmil came out of the washrooms, refreshed. She would have preferred a Jhy Humm washing ointment, but had only been able to get her hands on a tube of ‘L’Oreole: Heaven From Rain’. Still, the nano-particles of the widely spread and overrated product had cleansed her from all the dust, sweat and tears. It didn’t have the extra tinge of her home planet’s national product, and she felt that she could have done with that little something.


  She entered the cafeteria, ordered a warm drink and sat down at the nearest free table. She closed her eyes, and replayed the scene mentally. She was so embarrassed. How could she have cried in front of her superior? Overcome your fear, overcome your grief! She slammed her fist on the table.


  “Coming, coming.”


  It was the waitress, looking very frustrated. “Here you are. No need to be impatient now. There are other customers, you know.”


  Parmil mumbled she had overreacted, and returned the waitress a very apologetic look.


  She waited for a few minutes before Haldora appeared in the entrance. As he moved towards her, Parmil noticed a few women staring at him with appreciative glances. She quickly pushed away her ideas on the subject as he neared her table.


  “So, I see you’re still in the game. Burdedock’s spirit might well live on through you.”


  The kind tone was music to her ears. She gazed at him, smiling. Charmer, she thought. Surely taken. A bit old for her, too. She felt her heart drop, and blinked.


  “… to intercept a couple of Lrithgow carrier vessels headed for the Babelsor system before they can cause too much havoc. Go to NN 3323 and destroy them there. To make your life easier, I’ve ordered two 90-millimetre rail-guns for your ship, and the outfitting people should be working on it as we speak.”


  “Rail-guns?”


  “You’ll need heavier weapons than you already have. With greater range, too. Once you’re done, go to Foundersport on Perdulieu in the Yubi Porra system. You’ll start your training there. Who knows, you might soon be given a ‘level one security clearance’.” He winked at her, and she smiled back.


  “Thanks.”


  “See you later then. Good luck.”


  Something stirred in her as she saw him leave. Parmil realised that she liked being part of this organisation. Maybe it was because she was discovering a Vastor she hadn’t known. Or maybe it had something to do with this particular man.


  


  Four days later, the Karakal arrived in the empty NN 3323 system.


  “All right folks, strategy time.” Parmil clasped her lips with her fingers, and breathed deeply. “A Lrithgow can hold up to sixteen Wasps, and sometimes an additional six Stormer heavy fighters. If a Stormer gets near enough to the ship, its laser beam will tear the Karakal apart in less than twenty seconds. Our best chance is therefore to keep the fighters at bay, in a way,” she added after seeing Sam smirk. “We fire at them with the rail-guns and cannon as soon as they leave their hangar.”


  She paused and looked at Borreli.


  “You man the rail-guns. The weapon systems don’t suffer too much from lack of precision until you’re at a range beyond six megametres, and those six thousand kilometres should be plenty for you, I think. So as soon as they appear, you fire. Hopefully it will destroy some fighters, but as soon as you spot Stormers, target them instead.”


  “So how far do we stay from the Lrithgows?” asked Rikar.


  “We play ‘run, turn, fire’ until the fighters are down, and then we close in. In the meantime, I’ll try to dodge their rail-gun shots. Sam, don’t forget those EMP missiles have a really long range before they run out of fuel.”


  “No worries, capitán muchacha. I can handle them.”


  “To your positions then.”


  Parmil thought of the size of the vessels, five hundred metres long, and almost as high. She even remembered studying the specs at flight school. Four massive Rostan Beta reactors could move the ship steadily enough for a ship that size. The fighters it contained could accelerate very fast if they gave it all they had, and were capable of catching up with the Astraponta within no time at all.


  After some five minutes, the first Lrithgow materialised less than five megametres away. Parmil saw rail-gun pellets race across the space separating the two ships, while the Lrithgow was preparing to hyper-jump. On the zooming cameras she saw the beast’s engines flare up. The first pellets rammed into its side, and a couple hit the reactor. She jumped with joy as she saw the rear of the ship light up with bursts of flame. Another shot hit the Lrithgow at the front, and a chain reaction followed. The only remains were a dozen small radar blips, black dots against the multicoloured background of explosions.


  The fighters’ first answering shots sped by the Karakal. Parmil steered the ship away and set the engines to full blast. The second Lrithgow appeared on the radar, a little further away, and after twenty seconds its own fighters were on their way.


  For a full minute, Parmil ignored the alternating yells of joy and fright of her crew and the enemy shots’ impact, and randomly zigzagged away from the Lrithgow. More space between them meant more time to dodge its firepower.


  “Flock coming in,” Tara said, and Parmil’s brain registered the message. She glanced at the radar screen: four Stormers and a couple of Wasps.


  Concentrating, she made the Karakal swerve around, and saw two explosions. A shadow swooped above the bridge, and a red message appeared on one of the screens as the Astraponta shuddered. It started spinning, and Parmil shut off the side thrusters as the other fighters flew beyond them.


  “Rikar!”


  “I’m on it, captain.”


  She manoeuvred the Karakal to face its enemies, and noticed two other fighters had dropped off the screens. A Stormer was flying at them, and getting dangerously close.


  “There’s no way it’s going to pull up,” Borreli yelled.


  “We can’t dodge it either.” Parmil bit her lip. “Sam, you’re in range.”


  “But-”


  “Do it, it’s in the others’ blind spot,” she yelled.


  She saw a needle of light head towards the fighter, followed by another. The first missed. The second hit the light craft on a wing’s beam lance, and the resulting explosion ripped the Stormer’s hull apart, leaving in its place a cloud of debris flying in random directions.


  “Thruster circuits online,” Rikar shouted, and Parmil manoeuvred carefully. Though ships were specifically designed to withstand their impact and a minimal anti-gravitational field surrounded each model, any one of those bits of debris could severely damage the Karakal, given the right speed. Still, it wouldn’t breach the armour plating. That’s what weapons were for.


  Parmil saw another explosion out of the corner of her eye.


  “K-O,” Tara cried out, and Rikar cheered.


  “Mierda!”


  Parmil blinked.


  “Sam, what is it?”


  “Missile volley closing in. Too many of them!”


  “Got your back Sam,” Borreli said, and Tara seconded him.


  Parmil checked the relevant screen. There were two-dozen pins of metal, the size of a full-grown Earth-native woman and packed with electromagnetic pulses. Twenty by the time they were in Borreli’s blind spot. A dozen later, only Sam could fire at them.


  “Still too many!”


  


  The impact wasn’t spectacular. Parmil barely even felt it. But she noticed its effects: the main lights went dead and left only the phosphorescent lighting to save them from the dark. All screens were blank, no controls responded any more. She checked her headwatch, but that was dead too. No intercom, no weapons, nothing. Except for the emergency brakes, reverse thrusters powered by some age-old, primitive ignition technique and slowing down the ship. Stupid Absol technology, still so dependent on electricity and electronics. The Yolniun, at least, had discovered organic technology, and nothing known could ‘disable’ that. Parmil wondered if Arpia could have access to that technology.


  In the meantime, she could only wait.


  Or perhaps not. She felt a rush of adrenaline.


  “Rikar, when will we be back online?”


  “I think I can revive the power in anything from one to ten minutes using manual-”


  “I don’t care how you do it, just do it as fast as you can.”


  She heard him mumble something, and a sigh came from Borreli’s side of the ship.


  “Sam, fetch the grenade supplies. Tara, come with me to the bay. Borreli, be ready to get us out of here as soon as the electricity is back inside the engines. Do cheer up a little: the first time was far worse.”


  “I have a bad feeling about this.”


  “Then let’s hope for once you’re wrong.”


  Through the cargo bay porthole she saw the dark hulk of the massive ship approach. An engine glow appeared in its centre: they were sending out a shuttle to dock with the Karakal, probably containing a few dozen men. It made sense: they wouldn’t risk bringing a disabled ship in the Lrithgow’s gravitational field and therefore pulling it towards them if it were full of explosives, ready to blow up as soon as it reached the pirate carrier. And since they couldn’t be sure her Astraponta wasn’t rigged…


  The shuttle’s airlock made contact with the cargo bay.


  “Remember what to do.” The twins stood alongside her, and they waited for the other ship to settle in position. They would probably try laser cutting due to the thickness of the cargo doors.


  She heard muffled sounds beyond the doors, and sparks flew from the side of the left door. Tara immediately lowered the lever in front of her, and the doors opened mechanically. Sam threw a grenade inside the gaping hole, and Parmil fired at the dumbstruck men with her dart gun.


  By the time their weapons were pointing at the three civilians, the grenade exploded beyond the dozen of them and killed those who had not been shot. Parmil heard people running in the shuttle, another platoon probably. Sam sent off another grenade, and Tara closed the doors shut.


  


  “Reactors working,” Rikar cried out, but only Borreli, sitting in the pilot’s chair, heard him clearly, for at the same moment the second grenade blew up and shook the cargo doors so much that Parmil was sure they would fall.


  Borreli brought the Karakal back to life and flew it behind the Lrithgow before the pirates could realise what was going on. He aimed the 90 millimetre rail-guns at each reactor in turn, the explosions of which sent the whole pirate ship to dust and propelled the civilian Astraponta backwards in space.


  Borreli took a deep breath, and waited for the others to join him in his happiness and relief.


  



  Chapter V


  


  Acting upon instinct, Parmil’s left hand rose and shielded her eyes from the bright sunlight filling Foundersport.


  “Aye, me again. Not too much of a disappointment, I hope?” Haldora winked from a few metres away.


  Parmil smiled as she shook her head.


  “Don’t worry though, I get the feeling you might soon be awarded a ‘level one security clearance’, and that’s when you’ll see Malrow again. I hear you’ve been cruising through the latest job.”


  His smile made her blush, and she hoped the shade on her face would hide it.


  “For a job well done, we’ve transferred a bigger sum to your account. Turns out quite a few people wanted those ships taken out, even planetary governments within the Constitutor, and they all paid a little something to the anonymous someone who collects bounties for us.” His eyes widened. “I’ll stop right there. No need to bore you to death with the inner workings of Arpia. Instead,” and his thin lips joined in a wide smile, “we shall commence your training.”


  After leaving Borreli to deal with the Karakal, Parmil headed over to the ‘Perdulieu Main Training Sports Complex’. Perdulieu MTSC was one of the Absolem’s financial anomalies: built at great cost and barely making any profit, shutdown costs were so high that it stayed open.


  Inside a hall they had to themselves, Haldora taught her the basics of Martial Arts, forcing her to translate into actions the theory he fed to her brain using the common ‘virtual to real memory’ wave-based system, from stances to moves, from defensive to offensive techniques, from use of noise to silent kills.


  “Come on, just a few more goes at the silent kiai. Use it to strike, to accompany your chi.”


  Parmil closed her eyes, and felt her heart thump against her chest. When she opened her eyes, a water bottle appeared before them.


  “Here, take a sip.”


  She poured liquid in her dry mouth, swallowed and felt a tingling sensation in her throat. The feeling spread to her head and limbs, and was like rain on bare skin combined with a rush of adrenaline. She straightened up and blinked. She tried to take another gulp, but Haldora tore the bottle away from her grip.


  “That’s enough. More than that, and you won’t be able to sleep tonight.”


  “What is it?” Parmil felt more awake than usual. The strain on her muscles had gone, and her breath was coming back to a normal pace.


  “Bordra Juice, a purely Arpian product with ingredients you’ll never find in any mapped star system. It helps the brain quite a bit, but watch out for physical fatigue.”


  After leaving Haldora, she set off for the Karakal, feeling strong for once. The two thugs who tried to mug her in a dark alley ended up being just as surprised as she was.


  


  After a good night’s sleep, Parmil woke up in pain. “Aw,” she muttered under her breath. Each muscle she moved hurt a different part of her body. She had never imagined a few hours of training could do so much. Should have done some more stretching.


  Her body complained all the way to the spaceport patisserie where, her stomach as empty as the place, she ordered a pastry and chose a hot drink. A Starry Sun would do, with a taste somewhere between the standard hot chocolate and one’s afternoon tea, and surrounded by a thin layer of yellow and orange biscuit that gave it the unique name.


  She brought her empty plate to the customers’ dishwasher, and turned to see Haldora sit down in front of where she had eaten.


  Parmil winced as she sat down.


  “Told you.”


  She smiled half-heartedly.


  “Well, it doesn’t truly matter. You’ll get better, and you’ve learnt your lesson. For the time being, Dinn Iles is the planet you should think of.”


  She blinked. “Why?”


  “A little slow today? It’s your next destination. First, destroy a bunch of pirates that should be passing through Van Maanen’s system. Afterwards, go to the Uncrocau spaceport on Dinn Iles in the Lorecage system. Ekrid says you’re ready.”


  Parmil stopped nodding.


  “Ready?”


  Her eyes widened, and Haldora smiled.


  


  Outside the Karakal, she broke the news to her friends.


  “We’ll finally be a true part of Arpia? Great! Let’s celebrate this with champagne!” Rikar and Borreli approved gleefully of Sam’s enthusiasm.


  “Not yet,” Tara said. “You men want the reward right here, right now. Stop behaving like kids and grow up a little, for all our sakes. We have a serious job to complete.”


  Parmil tried to stifle her laughter, but the words’ effect on the boys’ faces defeated her efforts.


  


  “Ask for the Srikky Cark company building. Once you have found it, enter through the maintenance door.”


  The cryptic message from Malrow puzzled Parmil when she read it, landing on Dinn Iles. This was no public place any more. What was so important about this security clearance that it required a higher level of secrecy?


  She left the others and wandered through the spaceport. She tackled every person who looked local in order to find the building, but her attempts were unsuccessful.


  Beyond the customs offices, Parmil studied a man with a grey suitcase. Something had drawn her eye towards him, and as she followed him, she saw it again: a green logo with S and C entwined inside.


  After asking him, she saw his naïve grin stretch beyond anything Parmil had ever seen, and his frog-like eyes opened so much she feared they would pop out.


  “Yes, sure I do, doll! I even work there. Amazing, no?”


  His seal giggle frightened her. Great, a freak. Lucky day.


  As the mentally disturbed and physically unfortunate workaholic showed her the way, telling the sad and dull story of his life, Parmil could not help wondering what in the universe had pushed her to ask for directions when she could have simply followed him around.


  “Sorry, Mr Jeebus,” she interrupted him upon noticing the building, “but I need to take a few still and video shots of the surroundings.”


  “Ah, I see. Support needed for the internship project, right?”


  “Indeed,” she replied to his giggle. “Do go on, I’ll join you inside when I’m done.”


  Once he had disappeared, Parmil sighed and blinked. What a strange man.


  She found the maintenance door and entered a dark corridor.


  Lights came on, and a tall figure with shoulders twice the size of Parmil’s beckoned her to be silent and invited her inside an open doorway beside him.


  From the depths of a large comfy chair, Malrow dismissed the guard with a kind nod and talked in a casual tone.


  “Miss Szarnu, please sit down. It is good to see you again.” The other chair squeaked as Parmil settled down. “No worries,” he replied to her apologetic look.


  “I am glad to announce that we have decided to grant you the title of Member of Arpia. Once bestowed, it entitles you to a small salary on top of the mission pay, and gives access to our own technology. It also means we will have more varied jobs to assign you to, including courier jobs and more dangerous missions than the ones you have been given so far. The general type of assignment depends entirely on the collective choice of you and your crew.”


  His mouth twitched.


  “There is, however, a…” He paused and bit his lip. “A catch, though I don’t like the word. It is a final test, but it doesn’t involve combat capabilities. We don’t want you to be a mindless warrior. No, that’s what governmental armies are there for,” he said, and Parmil chuckled nervously. “Some find this test easy, others not, and others yet are discouraged and forget about us.”


  She frowned. A task involving diplomacy? A quiz?


  “Take this holo-cube. Once activated, you have one minute to memorise the message. Do not write it down or record it: we value our secrecy more than you could imagine. After sixty seconds, the cube will dissolve itself. The answer to the riddle will lead you to a certain system, and the two last lines will tell you what to do there.”


  She nodded. A riddle, of course. Well, not ‘of course’. Riddles were a nightmare.


  “A word of advice: use your general culture and a star map. Proceed one step at a time, though you must always look for clues in the rest of the riddle. Each step is as important as the next one. Do not ignore any words.”


  Malrow stood up and laid his right hand on her left shoulder.


  “Think ‘different’, and you will succeed.”


  


  Alone in the room, Parmil took a deep breath. No matter how slim her chances of success, she had to try. For Vastor. For herself.


  She pressed the activation button. The holo-cube beeped as the message appeared, and sixty seconds began ticking away on a counter below the holographic text.


  “Of all the stars, see the Untouched One.


  From its kind’s favourite companion, follow the shortest, empty path to a great island.


  The island’s three parts separated, combine their value, and visit the only similar place in space whose combined value is worth the double.


  For that which you have found is the door in which you will find the keyhole to the freedom fighters you seek.


  Do not look back, just walk the path laid ahead of you.”


  She read it twice, and then started rehearsing the lines.


  Her eyes darted to the counter, which showed the number 10.


  A few beeps later, she heard a low hiss, and the words disappeared. Soon, the holo-cube was no more. Parmil sighed, and repeated the riddle out loud.


  Good, it worked, but needed figuring out. She would do like her godfather had taught her, and try. By herself, too. By believing in herself. By proving she was strong. If it failed, she would swallow her pride and ask Borreli. Until then, she was alone.


  She swore that she would succeed. For Vastor. For herself.


  



  Chapter VI


  


  Nightmares rarely become clear. But sometimes, the mind notices a detail, and even riddles begin to make sense.


  Parmil looked at the empty star system they had reached, and hoped the long journey from the Sol system to this remote area had not been in vain.


  She checked the clues.


  ‘The Untouched One’ was easy when you looked at a map of the star systems. Parmil, a ‘touched one’ since the age of twenty and sometimes regretting abandoning herself to a heartless rascal, moved on to the second clue.


  The ‘favourite companion’ was far less obvious. Parmil recalled being stumped by the expression for three unfortunately long weeks. Pleasure reading was a lifesaver, and she realised it while reading a passage in a book on historical astronomy Rikar had lent her. This section explained how, long before the beginning of the Expansion Era, people looked at the stars in terms of apparent proximity in the sky at night, and they had given names to imaginary shapes those clusters of stars formed. It seemed there was a dog in space.


  By combining the central clues she realised the next part hinted at one of the many ‘GI’ systems, whose names had remained as such for two millennia.


  The fourth clue was a piece of cake for anyone who had learnt sums at primary school.


  Parmil checked the navigation panel. GJ-1289. It had to be the right place.


  “Still nothing ahead of us.”


  “I’m sure it’s the correct system. Even you said my answer and reasoning made sense.”


  “Sure,” Rikar conceded. “I guess we’ll have to wait some more, then.”


  “It will be further from the system centre, probably hidden. After all, isn’t it supposed to be the entrance to Arpia’s secret headquarters?”


  Parmil nodded.


  “Do not look back, just walk the path laid ahead of you,” she whispered.


  How long would she have to ‘walk the path’?


  “I’m picking up ship fuel traces,” Sam said ten minutes later.


  “Oy,” Tara shouted, “I’ve got better. Look at this; I reckon Bo was right.”


  Parmil joined her, and her eyes followed Tara’s index until they found a dark object with a dot of glowing blue in the middle.


  “Hyper-gate, if you ask me.”


  Parmil blinked, and lifted an eyebrow.


  “Come on, girl. Conference on Exotic Matter and Hyper-Jumps, March three years ago. You were sitting next to me.”


  Parmil widened her eyes, and Tara returned her a look full of pity.


  “You’ve got a really poor memory. Basically, you’re staring at a Mercury-sized exotic matter generator, hence the blue glow, and capable of making ships do long distance jumps.”


  “Thanks Tara, I know what a hyper-gate is. I would just never have expected to find one. An active one, too.”


  There, one megametre away, stood a giant piece of machinery, made up of five metallic arms that started opening up, moving away from each other. As they pulled away, a semi-sphere of exotic matter expanded between them, and a message came through to the Karakal.


  Welcome, Parmil Szarnu, captain of the Karakal. You have been granted access to the first Arpia hyper-gate. Maintain your present course and do not accelerate. We hope you will enjoy a safe trip to the P-153 star system.


  “P-153?” Sam repeated. “What is that for a name? Do you think that’s where Arpia is located?”


  “Surely not. The message said ‘first Arpia hyper-gate’. Looks like they have a certain number of security tests to avoid getting unwanted guests,” said Borreli.


  Slowly the Karakal floated nearer and nearer the semi-sphere of exotic matter, full of electrical lightning activity. It was the first time she had ever seen a hyper-gate, and Parmil felt her mouth grow dry. What if it didn’t work? After all, hyper-gates, once the most used means of transport, had been decommissioned eighty years beforehand after one specific frigate vanished and was reportedly destroyed in the hyper-gate tunnel. Many ships had been lost before, of course, but this one had transported the most important people of the Absolem Constitutor, notably the Principe, the man at the head of the Constitutor. Even the Azzurdi Empire, the Constitutor’s main enemy in the past centuries, followed the Absol example and destroyed all of its hyper-gates. The Yolniun, third major government in known space, had already abandoned hyper-gate travel three centuries beforehand, so they did not react. If anything, Parmil recalled that a Yolniui official had come over to Sol and said a big “We told you so” to the newly appointed Principe, which, oddly enough, sounded like a provocation in the mind of the Principe, who then sent a fleet to the Yolniui capital planet, Umir'sal, home of the Umir'mas leadership caste. If Parmil recalled correctly, the fleet never made it past the systems controlled by the Pri'nodai warrior caste.


  The Karakal shook violently.


  “Sorry,” Borreli cried out. “I slightly turned the ship by accident.” Seeing confusion and fear register on Parmil’s face, he continued, “but all is fine now, we’re back on track, right inside the tunnel.”


  She sat down in a mobile chair next to him.


  “You were obviously dreaming,” he said, still a bit nervous and obviously embarrassed by his mistake.


  “Remind me what the risks are when flying inside a hyper-gate tunnel, I’ve forgotten everything we were taught …”


  “Well, if you continue following the tunnel without nearing the edge too much, no risk whatsoever until you exit through the connected hyper-gate. If you turn ever so slightly off course, you experience what we just did. Turn a bit more or lose control, you’ll either end up blown to smithereens or arrive somewhere unexpected with a ship on the verge of destruction.”


  “Thanks for the reminder. Reckon you can deal with the piloting for three hours? Without any more blunders? I might get some sleep before relieving you.”


  “That’s fine by me, I’ll do my best this time. Bring me a cup of korthey, captain, and I might even manage four hours,” he said with a wink.


  “I’ve always said you take too much of that unhealthy drink. You’re addicted, I’m sure,” Parmil answered, shaking her head reprovingly before heading over to the kitchen, where Sam was busy gathering up ingredients for a meal.


  “When do you want your supper, captain?”


  “Supper, already? I’ve lost track of time. Well, can you have it ready in four hours? I’m off to get a little rest before I take over the piloting.”


  “Four hours it is. I’ll have prepared the best food you’ve ever tasted in space.”


  “You already said that about that overcooked Ayerishtu you made. Tasted like goulash, but not as refined.”


  “Don’t worry, captain. I was drunk that night. Consider yourself lucky you didn’t end up with a raw potato in your plate instead.”


  “Then I consider myself lucky you aren’t drunk every other day,” she replied with a smile.


  Parmil went to her bed. Time. She hated time in space. Time was so relative, specific to the place you left and to your destination. Since her departure from Spiciam, she had become yet another ageless spacewoman, without a working internal clock, losing all sense of time, and so on. It was fortunate the interstellar community had soon had the idea of basing the length of a calendar year on Earth’s own cycle, for otherwise, Parmil would never have even had a year of birth. She understood how people could go crazy after a while travelling from place to place, using only sleep machines and eating at odd times, all of it very bad for one’s health.


  


  After eating a most interesting and filling meal cooked by Sam, containing everything from carrots to New Argyll beef, Parmil settled herself in the pilot seat.


  Manoeuvring in a new hyper-gate tunnel was, as Parmil soon discovered, one of the most boring, complicated and tedious jobs a pilot ever had to face. Fortunately, one never came face to face with another ship in a hyper-gate, because the hyper-gate created as many parallel tunnels as there were ships inside. But one had to follow the tunnel in the most perfect way, for two reasons: first off, the ship was spared any damage it would have suffered by straying off course, and secondly, the course of the hyper-gate could be fished out of the pilot log, and programmed into the autopilot. Since even computers didn’t follow all their commands perfectly (as the example of the Absol frigate had shown), pilots had to get the first time done as correctly as possible.


  Parmil spent the next six hours concentrating on the task ahead, once in a while receiving an orange juice from Tara. Only afterwards, when Borreli took her place, did she get the chance to relax and let her mind drift away to different considerations.


  Hyper-gates were something else humanity owed to Salima Ramiderc. Some twelve years after creating the first hyper-jump capable reactor, she had devised plans for a machine that could replicate hyper-jumps at a faster rate and over longer distances, using much larger quantities of exotic matter. The first one-way hyper-gate was created, and this lady devoted the seven last years of her life to perfecting it and building communicating hyper-gates. The global Earth government did not allow anyone else but her construction teams to use the hyper-gate network at first, willing to make the sacrifice of the scientists only. Entire Mars and Venus colonies left illegally, and ended up settling in the nearby habitable systems. The Saturn Mining Company smuggled out many of its teams in order to gain monopoly over gas giants outside the Sol system, only to find the many Jupiter miners had followed suit. Many fortunes were made, and many more were lost. The end result was very heterogeneous surroundings of the once united Earth.


  Wars broke out, the quest for glory and power ever present, and people put their personal interest first. By the time Salima Ramiderc had passed away, a moment soon to become known as the ‘beginning of the Expansion Era’, anarchy ruled everywhere. It went on for another decade or two, until the leaders of Earth enforced martial law and extended their despotic rule to the neighbouring planets. Then a military group in Luyten’s Star system did the same locally, and peace negotiations between the two interplanetary powers began. Planet Spiciam, in Rablaor Kan, decided to leave them alone for a while and built up its might silently but steadily thanks to the natural wealth of the planet. Spiciam, with her wonderfully rich farms and mines, with the purest minerals and the finest weather…


  Parmil took a look at her watch. Gosh. She had dozed off. She still had one hour left before she was supposed to take Borreli’s place in the piloting chair. Darn hyper-gate tunnels, why did they have to be so bloody long?


  


  After Spiciam had built itself a powerful fleet of military vessels, it sent a quarter of the ships along with many colonist vessels to the nearest systems on the other side of Rablaor Kan, away from Sol, and in AD 2930, approximately 51 EE, they controlled an area larger than the two other major powers combined. Still, their leader Dame Diol, the Erstia of the time, wanted more. She wanted Earth, the cradle of humanity she had never visited, being among the first to be born on Spiciam. This led, inevitably, to a major clash between the existing fleets. Sol’s fleet fought off Diol’s first strike forces with the timely arrival of Luyten reinforcements, but the Erstia did not stop her attacks. Twenty-six years later, the Erstia died of food poisoning, and the new Erstio suggested a cease-fire, to which the other powers were eager to agree.


  As Spiciam a few years earlier, Chiju had colonised neighbour systems of Luyten’s Star before war broke out. These satellite systems had then prospered and enjoyed relative freedom, since both Sol and Luyten were very busy with the Erstia’s forces. One man in particular helped this happen: Augi Babelsor. Babelsor was once a police force commander on Chiju, enforcing the martial law for which the military group had opted. He felt something was wrong with it all, and was among the first policemen to volunteer for the colonisation expedition. Chiju required only one promise from him: to continue to enforce martial law ‘over there’, with audio-visual recording of the facts. Babelsor accepted, but as soon as the colonists landed on their first planet inside the Ramiderc Beta system, a fertile and young planet soon to be known as Puerto Novo, the police commander asked for the best actors, video and audio experts and computer geeks to come help him fool his superiors on Chiju.


  Puerto Novo quickly extended its reach towards its twin sister, Sorkal, and both planetary governments soon became both strong and wealthy, thanks to constant trade and to natural resources found on their moons. Twelve years after Luyten had rescued Sol’s troops in extremis, Babelsor, appointed President of the new Ramiderc Beta Republic, sent colonists to the Carrinod Tertius, Yubi Porra and Floriana systems. Joined together, these systems formed the Eastern Republic the year following Dame Diol’s assassination. Some two decades later, in AD 2979 (100 EE), all the planetary governments came together at the First Interstellar Conference, or ‘FIC’, as it became known. Remembering her history lessons, Parmil smiled: for some ‘obscure’ reason, the press never used the abbreviations for the second and third conferences.


  At that conference, Babelsor, now recognised as a true statesman by everyone, suggested that all parties sign a peace and cooperation treaty, after a very symbolic handshake with Hakar Leonid Orlson, who had only recently lead revolutionaries in a fantastic overthrow of the Chiju government. The Erstio also used the occasion to announce to the whole galaxy that Spiciam’s Empire would be dissolved a year later, but that the governments of all planets formerly under the Erstio’s rule had already agreed to the principles of the FIC. It seemed at the time that peace would finally truly settle down in the galaxy.


  


  “Aster Alpinus to Karakal. Ekrid Malrow’s Illyana-class Arpian destroyer to Parmil Szarnu’s Astraponta. Well done, lass. Welcome to the double star system of Residio. Your ship will be searched upon arrival, to make sure it’s clean. It is a perfectly standard procedure. If you offer any resistance to the procedure, you will be considered a threat and eliminated right on spot. Over.”


  The Karakal had just come out of the second hyper-gate before a massive ship, about two hundred and fifty metres long and headed right below them, sent the message.


  “Padre Espacio! What is that?” asked Sam.


  “According to the message, it’s Ekrid Malrow’s ship.” Tara’s sarcasm struck home. “Don’t ask stupid questions: no one here has ever seen that kind of ship before,” she added after meeting her brother’s deadly look.


  “Looks a little like a giant snowmobile or jet-ski from here.”


  “Right you are, Bo. Arpia must have quite a shipyard, if they can make beasts like this and sleek ships like Haldora’s,” Rikar said.


  “I guess we’ll see soon enough. Come on, back to your posts everyone. We don’t want to fail our landing in front of all these strangers, do we?”


  During its descent, the Karakal was escorted by two heavily armed fighters looking like three-winged metal butterflies, ready to shoot if Parmil and her crew did anything wrong. Staring out towards the ground, Parmil was surprised at how little of the planet was populated. There had to be less than ten million people in there. All the rest was a vast territory of plains, mountains, lakes, and deserts. Parmil supposed the latter were used for tests.


  As Borreli landed the Karakal in a designated hangar, people of a so-called ‘Cleaning Team’ immediately boarded Parmil’s ship, and a man came up to her and searched her with a scanner.


  “The lass is clean,” he shouted to someone outside. “Very fine, too,” he added with a smile.


  Ekrid Malrow’s voice answered, in a friendly tone.


  “Of course she’s clean, Vriller. She’s Burdedock’s protégée, and Haldora monitored her progress. What would you expect?”


  Once the search was over, Parmil and her friends were allowed to move out of the Karakal.


  Malrow moved over to them.


  “Welcome to planet Culuria, all of you. I’m glad you made it, and Vastor would be proud,” he added, nodding towards Parmil. “You know, we gave a riddle to nine other new recruits at the same time as you got yours, and you’re the first to have arrived. Thumbs up, lass.”


  “Do you mean you give different riddles to different people?” Sam asked.


  “Of course we do: Absol people get clues concerning the Constitutor systems, Azzurdi recruits are required to find the answer through Azzurdi answers. We have about twenty versions of the riddle, to make sure no one gets the same riddle as another at the same time. Now, let me show you all your new home.”


  As Parmil and her crew approached a huge metal door, it opened, giving them a view of the surface.


  “Welcome to the Arpia.”


  



  Chapter VII


  


  People dressed up in the Absol fashion, the ever-sassy ‘one suit for all purposes’ with adjustable and removable sections all over the place, were mingling with Azzurdi warriors, covered with tattoos and bearing distinct pieces of clothing. Some handsome young men passing nearby gave Parmil a friendly smile. Crippled folks and heavily built men were playing Spaceball together. A group of children played tag in and out the hangars. The city lay ahead, a skyline of curves blending with the glittering sea beyond. With a mountain range in the background and two distant suns close to each other leaning on its peaks, Parmil was sure it had inspired many a painter and graphic designer.


  “Come with me,” said Malrow, pulling her away from her reverie.


  When they arrived inside the spaceport bar, the Karakal’s crew followed Malrow to the bar.


  “Hullo Ekrid,” said the bartender. “Who are these new faces?”


  “The first of the new wave of recruits to arrive. Meet Parmil, Borreli, Tara, Rikar and Sam.”


  “Nice. Well done, and welcome to the Yubenia Spaceport bar, also known as Gooms’s bar, Gooms being my name, you see. We are here for your every nutritional need, with services ranging from the simple bar to the restaurant. That’s progress for you, guv’nors.”


  “Yubenia?” Sam asked.


  The bartender smiled.


  “Didn’t Ekrid tell you? Yubenia is the only real city here on Culuria.”


  “Thanks, Gooms. Haven’t yet had time to get around to details.”


  “Oh, I see. Well, what do you want, all of you?”


  Malrow ordered a Jibby Flippy, and Parmil stood there, wondering what in the universe a Jibby Flippy could be, while Borreli and Tara asked for a simple orange juice each.


  “What about you, miss?”


  “What would you suggest I try?”


  “Give her a Kroob Kurd, Gooms.”


  “Sure thing, Ekrid. Here ya go, miss. A Kroob Kurd. Original recipe comes from Perdulieu. We’ve modified it a little. Healthier and tastier.”


  “By the way, I’m paying,” said Malrow.


  Sam lit up.


  “Padre Espacio, I love Arpia.”


  He asked for the alcohol-based beverage list, and Rikar joined him in his enthusiasm.


  


  “So, as Gooms told you,” their superior started as they all sat down, “Yubenia is Culuria’s main city, housing about eighty percent of the hundred thousand inhabitants of this planet. All inhabitants are members of Arpia, but only a quarter of them are active, the others being kids, parents at home, professionals like teachers, or retired members.”


  “A hundred thousand? But isn’t Arpia like, twelve years old?”


  Malrow took a gulp of his Jibby Flippy and nodded towards Tara.


  “Right you are. However, we started out with a big number of people. Sorry, but I don’t have the time to develop this. No, right now, I’ve got a mission for you. I can’t give you a few days’ rest because this is urgent. A delivery, or rather ‘recovery’ job. Interested?”


  “Sure,” said Parmil, drawing surprised and curious looks from her friends, except for Sam, who was already on his third Chimay Bleue, attention starting to waver.


  “Good. A bunch of pirates recently raided a ship, the Golden Bow, and stole ten tonnes of contents quite important to us. We want them back. I am giving you this mission since you are here, and I would like to see how you fare on another kind of mission. You will most probably have to use what little training Haldora gave you.”


  He took out a data-cube from his pocket, and put it on the table.


  “Go to the Lu Weep system, destroy any pirate scum you see around there, and recover the stolen goods. They will be easily identifiable: they are the only hovering containers at the moment in Absol space. Old technology, I know, but re-furbished by our scientists. Anyway, recover the containers and come back here with all speed.”


  Parmil took the data-cube. She stood up, and her crew followed suit.


  “Before you leave, however, I need Miss Szarnu to come with me.”


  Parmil shrugged and handed the data-cube over to Borreli.


  She followed Malrow inside a small room behind the bar counter. There, sitting on the floor her back to them, a young girl was moving her fingers above a tablet computer. Parmil looked at the hologram that was floating above the tablet. The girl’s finger movements made the hologram come into focus, and then change shape.


  “Wadina, this is captain Parmil Szarnu.”


  The little girl said, without flinching: “Hello captain.”


  “My goddaughter, nearly seven-year-old Wadina,” Malrow said. “She gets very anti-social when at the peak of her artistic concentration. Is that a vulture again?”


  “Yes, Ekrid,” said the girl, and Parmil realised she was looking at a close-up of the beak, and Wadina was creating the bird’s tongue with her fingers.


  Malrow sighed.


  “She often does holographic paintings. Very talented. If only she would do more than vultures and dark themes.”


  He went over to her.


  “Can I borrow the tablet for a moment? Go get something to drink.”


  The girl mumbled something and walked away sulkily.


  “I’m sorry about that,” said Malrow. “Anyway, every active member of Arpia receives a code-name to operate under, and we keep everything about that person: real name, profession, career inside Arpia, and so on. Our computers hold all that data. We need yours.”


  He navigated through a few folders on the holographic display, and handed the tablet over to Parmil.


  “Can you fill in this form?”


  After Parmil had answered the questionnaire, Malrow put his hands on the tablet and said: “Identify. Generate Arpia code-name.”


  A word appeared on the screen and the holographic display.


  “Al'Ario. This will be your code-name. Unique name, generated by the computer, based on your data. From now on, you will only give that name to others. Can't be too open about your true identity. It might compromise your work. Use that one, and repeat it often to learn not to hesitate when saying your new code-name.”


  He smiled.


  “To be truthful, all of the active Arpia members call themselves exclusively by their respective code-names. What you do within your ship is none of my business, but it would be good for you to use only this code-name on the outside.”


  He looked at Parmil intently, and put his hands to her shoulders.


  “Captain Al'Ario, Arpia welcomes you in its big family. Now go complete your first true mission.”


  


  Parmil joined her crew in the hangar where they had landed.


  “You look gloomy,” said Borreli with obvious concern on his face.


  “I just lost part of my identity,” Parmil answered, still a bit shocked by what Malrow had said.


  “What happened?”


  “I’ve been given a code-name: Al'Ario. It’s the only one I’m supposed to give to others.”


  “What? It sounds terrible, especially when compared to ‘Parmil’,” said Tara.


  “I know. Horrible.”


  They all remained quiet for a moment.


  “Well, mis amigos, it isn’t so bad,” Sam broke the silence with a smile, still a little under the Belgian beer’s influence. “Try pronouncing it as if you were speaking Italian, like we were taught so many years ago in our ‘Absol language origins’ lessons. Remember, that old language from pre-expansion times?”


  Rikar and Tara tried, and brightened up.


  “Sam, you’re a genius,” said the latter. “My drunken brother is a genius,” she repeated, rolling her eyes before patting her twin on the head. “Even if it sounds the same in our own ancestors’ tongue.”


  Borreli gave it a shot, and nodded to Parmil.


  “Use it like Sam suggests. It sounds nice. But, whatever may happen, you’ll still be Parmil to us all. You haven’t lost your identity, you gained a new one on top of your present one.”


  Parmil sighed and smiled slightly.


  “Come on, let’s get inside the ship and fly to wherever we’re supposed to go.”


  


  Due to the hyper-gate recording they had made, the crew enjoyed the return flight much more. They did not need to be quiet for the sake of the pilot any more, and computerised travel in hyper-gates went much faster anyway, so that the Karakal was nearing the exit of the second hyper-gate tunnel after ‘only’ ten hours. Twelve days later, as Parmil got ready to stop the hyper-jump from Qin Sa Wai to Lu Weep, she wondered why it was that distances were still so big between places. However great a paradox it may be.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” said Borreli, seeing the tired and bored look on Parmil’s face. “Remember that once upon a time, humans didn’t have any other means of transport than their feet. It’s just that now, we rush from one planet to another in a matter of days, without even taking the time to get to know one of them.”


  True, thought Parmil. She didn’t even know Spiciam well. Not even her home city. It even took less time to travel between planets than it did to travel on them.


  Sam cut short her considerations as the Karakal slowed down to cruising speed.


  “Maldito! We’ve got company. A dozen pirate biggies at thirty bubble straight ahead.”


  The pirates did not notice the arriving ship right away, and the Karakal was the first to fire, using an area-missile Rikar had apparently bought on Culuria, capable of damaging anything within a radius of half a megametre. The missile found its mark by a Monsaigne, and also blasted to pieces the twelve Wasps and six Stormers that had barely come out of a Lrithgow. One well-placed 90 millimetre rail-gun pellet destroyed the bridge of a Crybellis that then crashed into another Monsaigne, for which Parmil was relieved. The pirate version of the Crybellis D-Class was one of the deadliest foes one could encounter. Its acceleration, manoeuvrability and weapon array made it a jewel among the different ship variants, and a favourite among the pirate groups. It could be vulgarly compared to an upside down capital ‘T’ with guns and the most powerful engines around, though that shape had still won it the ‘Universal Craft Design of the Year Prize’ for the past fifteen years.


  A stolen Absolem Destroyer fired its entire missile arsenal at the Karakal and the emergency readings tore Parmil away from her general knowledge, but a pirated Azzurdi Griffin fighter flew in its way and was ripped apart.


  “Parmil, take the ship between the remainder: we’ve got a surprise for them,” Borreli said.


  “What? Are you mad?”


  “Trust me.”


  Parmil stared at her best friend for a moment before accelerating as much as possible towards the enemy ships, dodging most of the shots on the way.


  “I hope you know what you’re doing, because I certainly do not.”


  “Rikar, are you ready?”


  “Tell me when, Borreli.”


  “Tara and Sam, stop firing on my command.”


  “No hay problema, Bo,” Sam answered back.


  “Three… Two… One… Activate.”


  Parmil watched Borreli as he took the piloting controls and made the Karakal plunge down from its former course. She realised that they had truly been in the middle of the pirate ships, and for some reason, the latter were no longer firing at the Karakal. Quite the opposite, they were firing at one another and drifting towards the same spot.


  “What are they doing?” she asked, bewildered. “What have you done?”


  “We took the liberty of browsing the Arpian outfitters while you had your small appointment with Malrow, as you might have noticed. Well, we also installed this cloaking device of theirs… Best on the market, and not too expensive either.”


  “Cloaking device? A cloaking device on an Astraponta?”


  “Yes, they have it for all sizes.”


  She stared in space as the large pirate ships crashed into each other. She understood their confusion. Only one Crybellis remained, class C according to the readings.


  “Well done then, all of you. Still, don’t keep stuff like that from me in the future.” She chuckled.


  “Shall we destroy the last Cryb?” Tara asked with a smile.


  “Sure. Let’s blow it apart and then retrieve those floating containers from the planet.”


  


  The Karakal entered Opprimo’s atmosphere, and Parmil used a density scanner to find the pirates’ hideout. They weren’t all that smart: the place was as easy to pinpoint as an adult bogosaur. They probably had brains the same size as those of the big reptile.


  A few shots greeted them upon landing. Parmil leapt out of her ship accompanied by Sam, and they took the marksmen down one by one. A blaster shot scraped her elbow. With a cry of rage, she jumped on the nearest pirate and broke his neck. Soon the surroundings were quiet except for the occasional moan of a dying man. Corpses all around, lifeless and cold.


  Feeling slightly distressed at the idea, Parmil shook it off: she could think of that later. She ran inside the hideout and spotted the containers immediately. Pretty cool to watch. Sam reprogrammed the control board of one of them, and the containers all followed them back to the ship. Just like in those old sci-fi books. A bit like in the retro ‘Buena Vista: A 1200 EE Space Trilogy’ movies.


  As soon as the containers were stored in the Karakal, they took off, back to Culuria.


  


  As her Astraponta left the planet behind, Parmil realised what she had done. She had killed people, human beings such as herself. People who might have a perfectly normal family they loved, people who perhaps did not know they might get killed in their job. She looked down at her upward-turned palms, and a cold and sinking feeling came to her heart. She saw those hands twist a faceless head, and felt the neck snap. Her head started spinning, and she gulped down two glasses of fresh artificial water to wash it all down. Parmil lay down in her bed to relax, and spent many hours awake, thinking of the horror of her actions.


  After a short night’s worth of troubled sleep, she looked at herself in a mirror screen. As she saw a terrified face staring back, Borreli’s voice came to her ears.


  “You were doing your job; they were doing theirs when they shot at you. Killing with your own hands is probably harder to bear than killing in space, but it comes down to the same. What we need to do is keep our heads high, and tell ourselves that this was both self-defence and our duty.”


  She turned around, and noticed him leaning against the door-frame, hands in his pockets. He always seemed to be there when she needed someone, always worried for her. Parmil looked at him intently, searching for an answer.


  “Self-defence when I put myself in this situation in the first place? In the name of duty, you can kill thousands without a second thought.”


  “Nowadays, unfortunately, too many leaders have committed such crimes for us to pay attention to it any more. The universe is cruel, and out there only the strongest survive. Try to see these people you killed as a few… ‘elements’,” he said, using the term with disgust, “among the hundreds of billions that mankind comprises.”


  “I don’t know, Borreli. I don’t think I want to kill again.”


  


  Borreli sighed and took Parmil in his arms, hugging and soothing her. She was right, but what could one do about it? The universe had become too packed with violence for any solution to be found just by peace. The ruling bodies of the greatest governments still saw the others as a threat, and so everyone got more and more advanced weapons, now with the power to destroy planets in one go. Was the only solution the same as what Europe had done in the fifth and fourth centuries before the Expansion Era, invading all the dangerous countries at the same time and then disarming the world?


  “There is nothing time will not heal,” he told Parmil softly. “Get some rest, and you’ll feel much better by the time we reach Residio. Incidentally, what’s in the containers? Sam tried to look, but couldn’t make out what lurked inside…”


  Parmil shook her head on his shoulder.


  “Right now, I don’t want to know.”


  


  Entering Culurian sky, Parmil received a communication from Malrow.


  “This is captain Al'Ario.”


  There was a pause at the other end.


  “Al'Ario,” her boss said, trying out the new pronunciation. “Better indeed. Well, did you recover the containers?”


  “Yes, sir,” she said, not mentioning the mental struggle she’d had to put up with during the whole return flight. It was far back in her mind now, and she did not wish to bring it up again. Who knew, it might go away.


  “Very good. Go to Hangar 3A in Terminal H. Drop the ‘sir’ though, we don’t use that here.”


  The hangar barely had enough space for the Karakal to land, with all the glide transports and people present. Most were either in white shirts or in grey.


  Seeing their faces, Parmil assumed the white shirts were scientists. The men and women in grey seemed to be the operators and drivers of the strange vehicles with big logos of ‘Levitron’. Probably the designers of the containers.


  Malrow organised the loading of the containers on the strange vehicles, made them take them to some sort of lab, and then turned towards Parmil as her crew-members walked out into the sunlit spaceport, waving to her. Sam mimicked taking a drink, and Parmil nodded back.


  “Al'Ario, I thank you very much for what you’ve done. A sum of one hundred and fifty thousand credits has been sent to your account. Someone here will tell you what’s next. Thanks again.”


  With that he left, and everyone else went with him in the last glide transport.


  Parmil wondered what Malrow meant about someone telling her what would come next: she couldn’t see anyone.


  



  Chapter VIII


  


  “Hello, Al'Ario.”


  Parmil jumped out of surprise, and looked for the source of the sound.


  “Welcome back to Culuria.”


  A man moved out from behind the Karakal.


  “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to give you a start,” Haldora said.


  Parmil waved it away.


  “I hear you’re doing pretty well. By the way, the code-name sounds nice. Let’s get down to business. You are probably wondering what in the universe could be so important that you got a full reception and a hundred fifty thousand credits. Am I right?”


  “Yes. Spot on. I don’t have a clue. The containers?” Parmil asked, not at all convinced.


  “Not in the least. No. It’s what was inside the containers. Malrow sent you because you’re new and so you couldn’t know what happened recently in Arpian news, and if anyone else, anyone who had heard the news, had been asked to go there, he or she would have opened the containers. I know I would have if I’d been asked to go.”


  “So… what is it in the containers? Sam tried to peek but couldn’t see what it was.”


  “First things first. Have you heard of the Gwaark Bacteria?”


  “The what?”


  “Come, let’s take a walk. You need a serious introduction to Arpian technology…”


  


  As they walked out of the spaceport and into the nearby ‘Walkabout’ travellator system leading to the natural surroundings of Yubenia, Parmil found Haldora to be quite pleasant. He adapted his stride to hers as they progressed along the high-speed moving walkway, spoke in a gentle voice, smiled honestly and breathed kindness. Taken, taken, Parmil told herself. She would not fall down that slippery slope of seduction, not again, not even if the man before her was charming by nature. She concentrated on his words and the wonderful sights whizzing by, to avoid temptation.


  “Nine years ago, Arpian scientists discovered the Gwaark bacteria on Bobiliou in the Tikkera Ngounda system, a system deep in Azzurdi space. The Gwaark bacteria were discovered to have the ability to make themselves invisible when in contact with others of the same sort.


  “After five years of research, they made a new ship accessory, available to members of Arpia. The scientists managed to create from Gwaark bacteria a very powerful cloak. It is now a pillar in keeping Arpia secret.”


  The cloak that saved her life in Lu Weep, Parmil recalled, gazing at the beautiful landscape ahead. ‘Lake Beaulier’, Haldora had called it.


  “Scientists then discovered that the Bacteria reproduces automatically if some sort of fuel is present. A bright young scientist, Kristala, came up with the idea of using this property to make a new reactor. She took it upon herself to find a design that would work. It became hard to do alone, so she assembled a team. The top scientists from quite a few different disciplines came along, and worked on it.


  “After some three years of research and genetically engineering, they created something totally amazing: some new form of energy generator, made by the reaction of consumption of a certain fuel, Gwaark Bacteria and a few other things.”


  An energy generator? Parmil wondered how advanced this technology could be.


  “An interesting thing though is that it had a shape like that of a fist-sized chromosome and stayed that way though the reaction was taking place: the Gwaark bacteria consumed the fuel, which meant that it reproduced itself, and then, somehow in the consumption of the resulting product, I admit I don’t quite get it, not only was energy released, but new fuel was also created, so the cycle continued.


  “So in fact, this could mean that it continues for ever,” he said with sparks of passion and wonder. “The energy released per kilogram is greater than what matter-antimatter reactions give us. It is probably the single biggest advancement a non-Yolniui team has made, possibly even the greatest human achievement! You can understand our fascination.


  “But it didn’t stop there. No, things went even wilder after some experiments. It seemed they were sentient. Those-” He lifted his hands, searching for a word. “Those things did everything the scientists asked them to do by means of signals. A first in our history! The Yolniun never created anything from scratch; their sentient technology is based on a combination of artificial and animal intelligence. No, here on Culuria, scientists managed to create a living being based on bacteria.”


  Parmil stared in wonder. The Yolniun had the most advanced form of technology she knew of, and that was because they had organic ships, living ships. The Yolniui Hotarubi, their standard fighter, was reportedly the most sentient ship around, understanding its master and coming to learn its pilot’s habits with time. She could now understand Haldora’s excitement about the whole story.


  “Now before they could try anything different, someone asked if they would survive space travel, because if they didn’t, then they could only be used on Culuria. The question, needing an answer, was being ever more raised. So the Golden Bow, Kristala’s own ship, was equipped with all the necessary installations to monitor their behaviour, and the new ‘beings’, baptised ‘NuGen’, were put into the all-new levitating containers, developed by another team of scientists.


  “When in space, Kristala and her team managed to send a message confirming that the NuGen were behaving normally, but they were later on attacked by pirates. You know the rest. Now you can perhaps understand why no one but you could go. The temptation would have been too great.”


  


  They had reached the end of the travellator, and were now a few metres away from the entrance to Lake Beaulier. A wonderful beach lay before them. Not one of those stupid (transferred epithet, Parmil thought) artificial and ‘perfect’ beaches, but a beach of sand dunes and natural shallows. The lake itself was part of an ocean, apparently, but the nearby mountains had almost formed a complete screen from the ocean.


  “Beautiful.”


  “Isn’t it? I brought you here so you can spend some time to think in peace and quiet, to think about what I’ve just told you among others. I know I’ve needed some time alone during these past years, and this is my favourite place for that. Lake Beaulier is usually a big meeting place for Yubenia residents around the local summer, but since we’re in the autumn of the year, it’s calm enough.”


  Haldora paused, and sighed as he looked at the small and gentle waves break away on the shore.


  “Well, I have a few people to talk to. Take your time, but I’d appreciate it if I could see you in an hour or two at Gooms’s bar.”


  


  Tough looking tattooed guys surrounded Haldora in the bar, and Parmil slowly walked over to them.


  Haldora smiled and nodded.


  “And here is the Al'Ario I was talking about.”


  The tattooed towers turned towards Parmil and studied her. One smiled.


  “A nue wecwuut?”


  With a blink, Parmil realised he had spoken in Absol to her. She concentrated and tried to make sense of what the man told her.


  “Gid! I hear yer doin’ gid in yer miss’ns. An’ we’d ol’ ‘av op’nd ze containers knowin’ wha’ was in ‘em. Amazin’, innit, zat yer didn’ op’n ‘em?”


  “Yes… Thanks,” Parmil replied, her eyes wide open as she pursed her lips.


  After the tattooed men had left, Parmil blurted out to Haldora:


  “Whe’ did ‘e come fwom?”


  He frowned.


  “Marlin is Hexporyen.”


  “What?”


  Haldora stared.


  “Are you saying Ekrid Malrow didn’t explain anything?”


  Parmil shrugged, and Haldora sighed.


  “Well, about six hundred years ago, a little before the Azzurdi Independence, the Ruling Council, made of representatives of all governments, sent out two exploration teams. One went to the ‘Galactic South’ of 2D star maps, one to the Galactic North. Then by some complete coincidence, after some two weeks and within a day of each other, both teams had disappeared. Contact lost.


  “So the Ruling Council sent out rescue teams. However, they soon cancelled the search because of the Azzurdi Independence. The only thing they found around the area where the North team went was the remains of a newly built hyper-gate, so they supposed the explorers had gone through and the gate somehow collapsed around them. No way to find them after that.”


  Parmil blinked. Could it happen to them in the Arpian hyper-gates?


  Haldora smiled. “Don’t worry. We built ours using better techniques. Anyway, they found nothing of the South team. We suspect the same thing happened to them, but we haven’t been able to determine yet whether they still exist or not.”


  He stared at the table, pensive, obviously a little curious about their fate.


  “So yes, the North team arrived in this very system due to the freak hyper-gate collapse, but the accident tore their engines apart. So they settled down on this planet. They called the system ‘Resideo’ for simple reasons: they had to stay there, and ‘to stay put’ is ‘residere’ in the old tongue of Latin. This evolved into Residio. They called the planet ‘Cultura’ because of the vast plains where they managed to grow all kinds of culture. As I said, simple reasons. You can guess how it evolved.”


  “Cultura, Culturia, Culuria?”


  “Right, something like it.” He winked. “At least, that’s what we’ve been taught.”


  Haldora went on to talk about the beginnings of Arpia.


  “And after that, this new organisation started looking for somewhere remote and secret to create a base, and scientists created a one-way hyper-gate inside the GJ system you now know so well. That tunnel led to an empty system, that the scientists named P-153. Then, Ekrid Malrow and Ernie Bardrien, the two founders of Arpia, found Residio by luck and began the construction of a hyper-gate inside it.


  “They liked the planet, and landed. They were greeted by this dying civilisation who called themselves the ‘Hexporyens’, dying of a breakout of a virus, led by a man called Berne. By the time medication was found and introduced, there were less than five thousand left. That guy speaking Absol with an unmastered pronunciation is one of them. Few Hexporyens have ‘Babel’ brain implants; they all learn the Absol and Azzurdi languages and dialects the hard way.”


  Parmil felt her cheeks redden.


  “Come on, don’t worry: you couldn’t have known. But let’s take your mind off that: we must continue your training.”


  Haldora took her to the nearest gym and made Parmil train for another couple of hours. At the end, he gave her a key.


  “This is the key to your new home, and your crew-members have also received lodgings not too far away from you. Arpia offers housing to its members, though if at some point you want to buy another house, you are welcome to do so. The key contains a digital map to show you how to get to your house. I hope you find it out easily.”


  Parmil glanced back at Haldora with a smile as she left. The map on the key was easy enough to follow, and she soon found herself staring at a small but cute terraced house.


  The house itself was made of four main rooms: living room, bedroom, kitchen and an empty, extra one. One bathroom, one toilet, and all the basic facilities one would need.


  She received a message from Haldora.


  “You are to go to Achmeol in the Ordnancia system to pick up a cargo of twenty kilos of Gwaark Bacteria, and then come back here. Of course, I would advise buying some more if you can: some members live on this trade. Because of the profits involved.”


  Parmil smiled. She could enjoy this line of work.


  She lay down in her new bed, and happiness befell her before she fell asleep.


  


  As the Karakal landed on Achmeol, the dock-mistress came out to meet Parmil.


  “Miss Al'Ario? Follow me please. Your order of Gwaark Bacteria is ready.”


  As they walked along to a lump of crates, she turned and asked if Parmil was also from Andorra.


  “Excuse me?”


  “We get a lot of folks saying they’re Arpia. ‘Andorra Researchers for Paediatric Injuries Association’, isn’t it?”


  Parmil blinked.


  “Well, yes, that’s it, they sent me,” she mumbled.


  The cargo loaded, Parmil went to the nearest building, the one with the big flashy ‘interstellar trade centre’ logo on it.


  It was a meeting place for traders. Half of them were shouting their orders, half were trying to get the ‘good spot’ news from the others upon arrival; confusion was present everywhere. Parmil tried to spot the prices for Gwaark Bacteria.


  Ah. 102,600.00 credits for one kilogram? Even illegal bio-weapon components cost less. Then again, Parmil thought, profits had to be substantial enough for people to spend their lives trading this stuff.


  She decided to buy as many kilos as could afford.


  “What, is this some kind of ridiculous joke?” Borreli snapped at her before lift-off. “‘Three kilos is all I could afford’?” He lifted his hands and shook his head, disbelief oozing from his expression. “I mean, you used all your money on three kilograms of bacteria?”


  “Borreli, it’s my choice, and I’m acting on what Haldora told me.”


  Borreli blinked, and his face went blank.


  “Haldora? What Haldora told you?”


  Parmil nodded, unsure what Borreli was getting at.


  “Mr High and Mighty Haldora,” he sneered back.


  She recoiled.


  “You’re only doing that because you like his playboy looks!”


  She stared at him, open-mouthed and shocked. She shook her head.


  “No… I…”


  “Wake up, Parmil,” Borreli continued, face contorted with anger. “You’re just a new recruit to him. He’s only nice to you because he’s your teacher. And you go wasting your money on his stupid ideas!”


  Parmil felt a knot tighten in her chest, but before she could shout back, Tara stormed in.


  “Borreli, out,” she yelled, pointing towards the hall doorway. “Get out now!”


  Borreli returned her deadly stare, and left without another word.


  Parmil looked about the floor, and tried to hold back the tears. Tara took her by the hands, made her kneel down on the floor. Tara held Parmil’s head level with hers.


  “Go on, girl, let it out. Speak to me.”


  Parmil met her kind eyes, sniffed and shook her head.


  “He’s right.”


  “No he isn’t. He’s just a little pissed off, and while that in itself is a feat, it means he says things that-”


  “Things that are true.” She started sobbing. “I’m a fool.”


  She tried to look away, but Tara’s hands wouldn’t let go.


  “Listen here, princess. You are the only reason we’re still doing this. You keep us together, despite the fact I’d like to be twenty star systems away from my twin, once in a while. Sure, you’re weak at times, but we all are. We just put on a mask for you.”


  Parmil sniffled.


  “You are no fool, my lovely. You are the captain. Borreli has no right to make you feel bad for putting into practice a tip that, from what I gather, will be source of a nice big fat lump of digits on your account by the time we get back.” She smiled. “Now, how about a cup of tea and a biscuit or two?”


  “I think I’d like that.” Parmil smiled, feeling warmer inside. “Thanks, Tara.”


  “No problem, honey. Just replace Sam at the wheel, will you? We don’t want an accident.”


  


  The ship was approaching Yubenia’s spaceport as the communication came in.


  “Hello, crew of the Karakal, Ekrid Malrow here. From now on you land in terminal A, hangar 2D. It has become your own. An unfortunate loss of a friend, but now I give his hangar to you.”


  Parmil established a comm link with the trade centre information desk.


  “The kilogram of Gwaark bacteria is currently valued at 125,300.00 credits, miss Al'Ario. The market price reached its monthly peak three days ago.”


  Parmil understood what Haldora had meant. She sighed. She and Borreli had barely spoken since leaving Achmeol.


  She brought her ship down into her hangar. A group of dockers unloaded her cargo and took it away, to a storage facility, Parmil supposed.


  “You have been paid ten thousand credits for a job well done. Of course, I suppose you know it’s less than if you had done the trade on your own, but, you will understand, we take advantage of our new recruits,” Malrow finished, smiling.


  “Who had the idea for the ‘Andorra Research’ whatever?”


  “Oh, you got the dock-mistress, I see. It’s just a way for us to remain hidden even from governments and suppliers. So, if anyone were ever to hear of Arpia, they would think it is a medical association. It’s worked for years, so why change right now?”


  Rikar chuckled.


  “What if you decide to go public?”


  Malrow smiled. “We’re not there quite yet. Speaking of where we are, I’ve no job for you right now. There are two things you need to know: you can access a few jobs via the mission bulletin board system, and if there’s anything we at the top need you to do, we’ll contact you.” He looked at each crew-member in turn. “I have to warn you: given your combat abilities, we might soon up the difficulty, test your limits. Then you will be allowed to make a choice concerning your future. That’s where the fun really begins, in my opinion.”


  The following day, they followed Malrow’s advice, and checked the mission bulletin board, called mBB in short. Borreli brought up one entry.


  Complete a delivery of twenty tonnes of palladium by going to the planet Mehdel in the El’mehdi system and bring them back to Culuria. Do not get scanned by Azzurdi ships, it stated in bold characters.


  “Worth a try?”


  Parmil smiled at him and nodded, glad her qualms with him had disappeared.


  “Boys and girls, make sure we have plenty of food, drink and fuel: we leave for the El’mehdi system in four hours tops.”


  


  After a month of travel, the Karakal arrived inside El’mehdi, the part of the Azzurdi Empire furthest from its capital, also known as the most desolate place in the galaxy because it contained such a dead planet. No one went there but to explore or to mine the mineral found in great quantities on its surface. Mehdel used to be the true pillar of the hyper-gate network, since palladium was required to build hyper-gate parts and to repair them because of its properties. The Ruling Council used Mehdel’s resources more than any other planet, and indeed, so did the Azzurdi Empire once it had declared its independence.


  That was until the hyper-gate network was dismantled eighty years ago. Mehdel died, economically and in terms of population. And in the seventh decade, man made Arpia, thought Parmil. That was why the Azzurdi could not be allowed to discover the cargo, she realised. It would be a public revelation of Arpia’s existence, were the hyper-gate to be found.


  When the Karakal entered the atmosphere of the mysterious planet, the head mineworker established a communication channel.


  “Please identify yourself. I repeat. Please identify yourself.”


  “This is captain Al'Ario speaking. I have come for a palladium pickup.”


  “Roger that. Come on the landing zone. We have the shipment ready.”


  A group of experienced dockers finished their job pretty fast, and it almost looked easy.


  “Payment has already been arranged, from what I gather. Beware though: you’d better not be scanned by Azzurdi ships.”


  As the Karakal lifted off, the crew did their best not to forget the piece of advice.


  


  As Parmil walked out of the Karakal in her hangar, a man was shouting orders to a bunch of people and vehicles.


  “… crates sent to the H lab, presto.”


  He turned towards Parmil. Tall man, in his early forties with strains of grey hair, with film star looks that would make a few women falter.


  “Al'Ario, right?”


  Parmil nodded. Whoa, hold on, girl. Not too eagerly, she thought, forcing her smile to fade.


  “Hi, I’m Char-Tow, an Arpian Commander like Haldora.”


  Good grief, were all Commanders male and more than a bit attractive? She pushed her thoughts away. No more of this nonsense, no more of these illusions.


  “Well done on your mission. Fifty thousand credits have been poured on your account. I’ll give you your next mission in Gooms’s bar if you want.”


  He was obviously waiting for a reply, and Parmil said she’d meet him there.


  “By the way, you’ll be glad to hear that three more new recruits have managed to arrive while you were away. Still, you completely massacred them on the timeline. No news from the rest.”


  After Commander Char-Tow had left, Parmil took her crew to the outfitters.


  “We’ve got to spend our money in some useful manner. What is there to buy?”


  Sam beamed.


  “I talked to a few ciudadanos who’ve been here for a while, and apparently the Stingray laser is another Arpian invention we should get our hands on.”


  “Stingray laser? We’ll see what the outfit database says,” said Borreli, walking over to the closest outfitting terminal.


  A few years ago, Arpian scientists created a laser more powerful than usual yet energy-efficient, read out an electronic voice. It had been in development for about a year when it reached testing stage. Ekrid Malrow himself tested it out first, fighting the Bloody Hammer, a pirate of the name of Hakkul Akkad. The effect was immediate, and three days later, it went out public. It has been a standard ever since.


  “Price?” asked Tara.


  Two hundred thousand credits.


  Rikar feigned choking.


  “Well, I reckon we can still wait a while,” he said. “We don’t nearly have as much to spend right now.”


  “Truth has been spoken,” Sam said. “Maybe those people I talked to had thought a bit too much of me.”


  “Not to worry,” said Parmil, “we already have the cloak. Now, can you guys buy some food supplies? I’ll go meet up with this ‘Char-Tow’ guy.”


  “Take care, Parmil.”


  She smiled. “Thanks Bo, I will.”


  As she wandered off, she heard Sam mutter something about hoping it would be another combat mission.


  



  Chapter IX


  


  There was a woman.


  Amidst the crowd and noise of the bar, Parmil would have overlooked her but for the fact she was talking to Char-Tow. Petite, not radiant with beauty but not lacking it either, agitated with very sharp movements.


  The brunette glanced her way, and Char-Tow’s eyes followed.


  “Ah, Al'Ario. Come over here.”


  The woman smiled at her and extended her hand.


  “Al'Ario, this is another Arpian Commander, Argoal. She is mostly in charge of intelligence monitoring.”


  Parmil grabbed Argoal’s wrist as was Absol custom, and they exchanged a smile.


  “I know, the physique matches the job.”


  Her bright laugh and warm voice fitted the picture of an older version of Tara.


  “I’ll leave you two.” She glanced at Char-Tow. “I’ve got some reports to read through before sunset. Big meeting tonight.”


  Turning to Parmil, “It was a pleasure to meet the newly famed ‘NuGen captain’. Welcome aboard, and I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again at some point.”


  After Argoal had left, Char-Tow took out a holo-cube.


  “I have received this from Malrow and am supposed to open it in front of you.”


  He raised his eyebrows, and Parmil nodded. With a smile, Char-Tow activated the holo-cube.


  “Good day, Char-Tow and Al'Ario.” Malrow’s recorded voice was barely audible above the ambient noise. “We gather that a big group of pirates has assembled for a raid in Azzurdi space. Co-ordinates of suspected target will be downloaded into your ship computers very soon. You are to go there and take them down. Char-Tow, this will be Al'Ario’s first fleet encounter. You know what that means. Al'Ario, my only advice is to be confident enough of yourself. Good luck.”


  “We have to annihilate a fleet of pirates?” Parmil asked in horror.


  “Sure. Don’t worry: I’ll be there to catch you if you fall.”


  


  Char-Tow’s Illyana-class Arpian destroyer, the Pinna As, was large and powerful enough to put Parmil’s doubts to rest. As the Pinna As and the Karakal reached the Bonoribo system, Parmil saw a dozen tri-wing Hayai fighters leave the Illyana’s fighter bays, and they split into two groups. Thirteen pirate ships lurked before them.


  “Butterfly squadron ready, Commander.”


  “Moth squadron active, sir.”


  “Borreli, get us ahead of them,” Sam shouted from the 50 millimetre cannon controls. “I want to blast some pirates while there are some left.”


  Borreli smiled at Parmil, his eyes asking permission.


  Parmil laughed.


  “Full power.”


  As they sped ahead of the Pinna As, they heard Char-Tow give the attack order through the communications channel. His ship fired pulsating rockets that left a trail of sparks behind them. The first one reached a Stormer, and the pirate vessel exploded.


  “Arpian Rockets,” said Borreli as Sam and Tara fired the Karakal’s first shots. “From what I gather, they have some sort of mechanical drill inside them and deliver a huge payload once a ship’s hull has been breached. Some trigger mechanism.”


  The pirates seemed to be concentrating their fire on the Illyana, and did not care for the little Astraponta or the Hayai fighters that were catching up with it.


  Big mistake, Parmil thought as she saw red blaster shots and missiles overtake them from behind.


  Borreli veered off course to avoid incoming shots, and Parmil wondered what her role was. The rest worked well together, without the need for someone to co-ordinate the attack. Rikar seemed to understand Borreli’s manoeuvres and adjusted the power transfers accordingly, giving more shielding to the front or more power to the weapon systems. Tara and Sam adapted well to the ship’s flight path as well.


  The radar beeped.


  Incoming missiles. Three.


  “Tara, switch to point-defence! Missiles coming from port.”


  “Don’t worry, princess, I spotted them too.”


  Parmil felt her heart drop. What a useless intervention.


  The ship started spinning. Borreli was sending the Karakal in a dive towards a Monsaigne.


  “Sam, I’m aiming for the bridge,” he shouted. “Do you see?”


  “Got it, Bo!”


  Something was wrong with this. Parmil’s heart started beating fast. They would be hit by point-defence weapons even before they could blast the ship to bits.


  Parmil accessed the cloak controls, and told Rikar to send enough power to the cloaking system.


  “Parmil!”


  “Trust me.”


  Only a moment to go.


  She activated the cloak, and told Sam to fire. Borreli pulled up, and the point-defence shots never came.


  Sam’s shots tore up the Monsaigne’s bridge, and explosions littered the vessel within moments.


  Flying away from the ship debris, Borreli looked at Parmil.


  “Quick thinking. Well done.”


  “Thanks, Bo.”


  “Six left. Think we can blow up one more before the Commander deals with them all?”


  “Let’s give it a try.”


  


  After destroying thirteen ships in the Bonoribo system, albeit with great help from Char-Tow’s monstrously powerful Illyana-class Arpian destroyer and its tri-wing Hayai fighters, the Karakal landed back on Culuria, with only a couple of sensor panels and point-defence guns damaged. Char-Tow joined Parmil after landing in his own hangar.


  “Well done, Al'Ario. You put up a good fight. You have your own tactics, which I find more than good enough. Haldora and Malrow have high hopes for you, and I can see why. You have been paid a hundred thousand credits. The Azzurdi thank the two pirate slayers.”


  Sam’s jaw dropped. “A hundred thousand?”


  “We will now be able to buy that Stingray laser,” said Tara with a smile.


  “You should indeed do so. It’s a powerful ally in battle,” Char-Tow replied.


  He left Parmil to her final tasks in the Karakal, but returned to the hangar after ten minutes.


  “So, are you finished here? Because I’m going to give you your next training session.”


  Using a pitch-black hologram around Parmil’s face, Char-Tow taught her to use her hearing much more, and to even land blows in darkness. By the time her bedside clock displayed midnight, Parmil was lying on her bed, in a light-deprived environment she could now use to her own advantage. Nevertheless, sleep caught her off guard. Sweet sleep, full of peaceful dreams she only had planet-side.


  


  When she entered the bar for her morning breakfast in the restaurant section, Parmil noticed there was only one server, a man she had met called Bard. Poor guy, usually there were two at the very least.


  When Parmil’s turn came, a voice called from the kitchen:


  “Bard, we need someone to get Commander Holdor’s order!”


  Bard replied, pretty annoyed.


  “There’s only me here, Gooms, I can’t deal with both things at once.”


  “Then ask your customer. Remember to mention the pay since it’s Holdor,” came the reply from the kitchen.


  Bard turned to Parmil.


  “Excuse me, Al'Ario, but could you bring a package to Commander Holdor? He’s very picky and never comes here. Always gets his food sent to his office. After all, this is Gooms’s bar. Could you do it for us? It’s worth a thousand credits. And it will be a chance to meet him. He can sometimes be pretty gloomy and negative, but he is a true commander. Used to be an Absol Navy Admiral in fact. So can I count on you?”


  “Sure.”


  “Thanks ever so much, Al'Ario. Just go to the kitchen and say I sent you for Holdor.”


  Inside the kitchen, Gooms gave her a package.


  “Now you watch out, m’dear: Holdor is fussy and doesn’t like his food thrown around. His office is on the fourth floor of the HQ. I would suggest walking because if you take any means of transport, you could have a jolt at some point.”


  As soon as she had left the bar, Parmil followed Gooms’s advice. Fortunately for her feet, it was a straight line to the HQ, just a five hundred-metre walk.


  During her walk, Parmil’s eyes were fixed on the building. It was only about forty metres high. That, in itself, was not at all impressive for headquarters, but Parmil guessed there were several floors underground.


  However, what had caught her eye was the shape of the building. In the centre, a cylinder full of windows. She guessed most of them were office windows.


  Around the base of the cylinder Parmil saw the lower part of a cone, getting tighter every metre higher and blending in with the central part after eight to ten meters. Those two parts put together gave her the impression of a rocket engine.


  Next, what looked like a huge corridor dwindled up towards the sky like a spiral, all around the cylinder. Parmil wondered what lay inside. A staircase, perhaps. Maybe an escalator. Possibly something completely different.


  What a view in the morning light. Yet another painting subject.


  


  Arrived inside the HQ, the place kept the spirit of the outer appearance. Modernity and originality were present, room and tidiness overwhelming.


  Parmil took a lift to the fourth floor, asked for “Commander Holdor’s office, please?”. Before knocking on the door, she checked the time. Good, thirty seconds before the hour. He wouldn’t complain about getting it late, she thought.


  “Come in,” said a grumpy voice.


  Parmil laid the package on the side of his desk before turning towards the Commander to study him.


  Back erect in his chair, the man with white hair and too many wrinkles for her to count broke the silence.


  “Ah, so they sent me a new lass. Never seen you before. What’s your code-name, young lady?”


  “Al'Ario, sir.”


  “Good, good. With a little discipline and respect for officers too, I see. Ah, well, Malrow hasn’t made everyone forget his or her manners.” He settled in his chair. “You know, when I was a private in the Absolem Constitutor Army, we would have to salute every time even a corporal passed us by. Here, no respect whatsoever. Now, I’m not even allowed to fly around Constitutor space because supposedly, if I did, I would end up destroying the flagships and vessels of all the people who betrayed me!”


  He lifted his fist as if to smack the table, but restrained himself.


  “You know, when I were a lad, we would dream of flying in the ship of a fifty-year-old officer, and nowadays, all you think of is flying your own ship. Pah… as if that had any merit. Anyway, here’s your money,” he said, handing a one thousand credit chip to Parmil.


  “Now go, but I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”


  She left, wondering how a fifty- or sixty-year-old like him could already have white hair all over the place. Maybe the stress. His apparent dislike of his employer reminded her of a teacher she had known as a child, a woman who seemed not to like the educational system yet felt secure in it.


  Parmil headed back to the bar for her breakfast. She had earned enough money for a big one.


  Char-Tow appeared in the doorway and cut short her culinary pleasure.


  “Come on, we have another fleet of pirates to take care of. Sorry for the lack of rest days, but you’ll see that we often get urgent missions over here,” he added.


  


  After annihilating the fleet with a little more ease than the last time, due to the brand new Stingray laser that Tara manned so well, the Karakal and the Pinna As made their way back to Culuria. Parmil was starting to put names on the sleek ships so characteristic of Arpia: the Illyana, the destroyer Malrow and Char-Tow had, was the biggest element of the Arpian shipyard. Then came the Subarashii, a medium-sized leisure ship considered a light warship, such as the one by which Haldora had revealed to her the world of Arpia. And finally, the Hayai tri-wing.


  Upon landing, Char-Tow told her that the next step was training in the art of silence.


  At the beginning, it was a series of slow movements. Slowly but steadily, the pace got higher. How to take out her pistol in complete silence, how to minimise the sound of the charger, how to jump and land softly.


  It all took time, but in the end, Parmil knew she had never been as silent. She could jog or walk through a path of leaves without signalling her presence. Char-Tow took her to a simulation room, an artificial set-up. She learnt how to slip from one side to the other without being seen or heard. When Parmil finally left the gym, footsteps of passers-by sounded like hammer knocks.


  At home, Parmil found a message for her on the electronic mailing system. The sender was Malrow.


  “Meet me in Gooms’s bar. It’s time for you to decide.”


  She made her way through the evening crowd outside the bar. Malrow gestured towards her, and she followed him to the private lounge at the back.


  “We’ll be fine here. Take a seat.”


  Parmil complied.


  “First of all, well done on all your last missions. I gather from both Haldora and Char-Tow that you’re a fast learner. Keep it up,” he said with a smile. “But now, you need to decide what you wish to do. You have reached a stage where you have two choices: either you wish to continue doing missions like those you have done so far, or you wish to become even more involved in the organisation.”


  “More involved?” She would have to choose? How?


  “Higher in the hierarchy, if you wish. Most people choose to stay simple members of Arpia for different reasons: the risk isn’t too great, you can become a big-time trader thanks to the trade routes of Bobiliou-Culuria and Achmeol-Culuria, you keep the pirates at bay, and so on. Plus most Arpian tech is available to every ‘regular’ member, the Arpian Illyana being an exception among others.”


  Parmil bit her lip.


  “What does the other choice involve?”


  “More responsibility, more fighting, more dangerous stuff. You have to ask yourself the following: what do you wish to become? Do you wish to stay the regular captain and shine in your task? Would you prefer to become more important, yet stay in the shadows? Or the same, but more public? Sleep on it, take some time to think with your crew, and contact me when you have made your decision.”


  


  The following morning, Parmil met with her crew in the Karakal. She needed their input.


  Rikar smiled and sank deeper into the sofa on the Karakal’s bridge.


  “I can’t say I wouldn’t mind a little less combat and something more… intellectually stimulating. I mean, it’s fine for you twins: you wanted to be Absol Navy.”


  “We prefer peace to death,” Borreli added after sighing.


  “Eh, bufón! It’s not as if we worshipped death.”


  Tara put her hand on her brother’s shoulder.


  “Sam, calm down. Borreli, thanks for your oh-so-valuable input.”


  His eyes widened, but the sarcasm oozing from her smile suppressed his evident desire to retort.


  “Good,” Tara said. “So, captain, what’s your choice?”


  Parmil smiled half-heartedly.


  “Guys, give us girls a moment alone, will you?”


  The boys gone, she sat down next to Tara.


  “You should be captain,” Parmil sighed.


  “What? Are you mad? Why?”


  “We chose our roles too soon. I mean, the student association was fun and fine, but leading and organising a crew is…” Parmil felt tears creep up from her heart. “I can’t do it.”


  She closed her eyes and held back the tears. “You’re the one with those skills. Not me.”


  Tara wrapped her arms around her.


  “Don’t cry, princess. It’s okay.” Parmil felt Tara pull herself away, and she opened her eyes. Tara grabbed Parmil by the shoulders. “Look at me. Look, girl.”


  Tara stroked her hair.


  “I couldn’t do it either. Maybe I could, but I would never want to. I chose not to be a captain, because I don’t want to be one. You, on the other hand, you want to. You’ve been waiting for this role since for ever.”


  Parmil nodded.


  “I want you to stay our captain. I’ve told you before: without you, we aren’t a team any more. Keep it together. Keep yourself together. Don’t abandon us or your dream.”


  She hugged Parmil dearly.


  “What do you suggest then?”


  “Regular member, all the way. Darling, I wouldn’t risk seeing any of us killed.”


  “Least of all Rikar?” Parmil giggled, wiping her wet eyes.


  Tara reddened and smiled.


  “Cheeky. I’ll make you something to drink. Once your face doesn’t look like a waterfall, we’ll go tell the boys what’s next.”


  


  Parmil found Malrow in the bar, and told him of their decision.


  “Very well, captain Al'Ario of the Karakal. Now, I have a group of men and women who have decided likewise, but to serve under someone else’s command, either of their own will, or because of external factors. It so happens they have no captain. Most of them are very good at what they do, promising crew-members. Add them to your four current crew, for what lies in stock for Arpia Regulars in the future will require more than just five people.”


  Inside their hangar, Parmil and her friends met their fifteen new crew-members, six of them combat-formed ‘marines’. There was a deck officer, a Hexporyen woman called Bee'Misa who apparently had a ‘Babel’ brain implant, and a flurry of other specialists in their own field, such as Johnny Jown, a weapon engineer with a square head, Charlotte, a large control-board operator with nimble fingers, and Junjun, a close-combat marine with a habit of organising and checking food supplies when not in a fight.


  “Right,” said Malrow with a clap of his hands, entering the hangar with a tall, slender and truly beautiful woman. As the vision of divinity glided gracefully towards them, Parmil saw Sam’s jaw drop and Borreli open his eyes wide.


  “Ladies and gents, meet Commander Aster, our representative of the scientific and artistic communities.”


  The woman smiled at them, and fixed Parmil.


  “Captain Al'Ario, am I right?”


  Parmil nodded.


  “We are currently examining the possibility of navigating through neighbouring systems, hopefully enabling us to find safe hyper-jump routes that link Residio to the rest of the Known Galaxy systems. According to our observations and those of the Hexporyens, we are located near systems in the East Constitutor region. I therefore want you and your crew to leave for Constitutor space, if I may so request of you.”


  “Of course,” said a mesmerised Sam.


  Parmil cleared her throat, eyeing him reproachfully.


  “What would it imply?”


  “You are to visit all the systems near Itikassus before checking out those around Gildsan,” Commander Aster said with in melodic voice. “This will be a long journey, I know, but it is necessary for the future of Arpian space travel, or so we believe. If there are any, land on stellar bodies in those same systems and erect a signal emitter in a clear zone. It there are no stellar bodies, put them in space away from any gravitational fields. They are set to transmit messages on a frequency only Arpia uses, and we will thereby be able to see how close we truly are to those systems. Maybe it will give us the possibility to send space probes to establish hyper-jump routes.”


  As Malrow nodded beside her, Commander Aster smiled. “Is that understood?”


  “Itikassus, Gildsan, signal emitters. We’ll do it for you, Commander,” said Borreli, and Parmil and Aster exchanged a smile.


  



  Chapter X


  


  The man stopped in his steps only a second before the Karakal blasted out of its hangar and whizzed by his head.


  Close one, he thought. Next time, walk further away from open hangars.


  He walked on and opened the file he had borrowed from the Arpia HQ. Best know what Arpia had on him. Just in case. It was more out of habit than anything else.


  Code-Name: Fezzan, he read. Though as new to Arpia as the dozen other new recruits he’d heard of, he had already fully adopted his new name. Fezzan had resolved the riddle later than a couple of them apparently, but he was sure he had already been able to accomplish more missions than them. After all, he had already chosen his path, opting for the Arpia Warrior career.


  He smiled, seeing his size mentioned in the ‘characteristics’ section. Short in height compared to his peers, yet a man of great skill, most of all when it comes to combat, apparently because of a rough youth, says RecRes. RecRes, ‘Recruit Research’?


  Yes, self-defence had been part of ‘growing up’. Parents killed when he was only seven years old, indeed. From this young age on, took part in groups of peace militants: would try to make contact with Azzurdi or Constitutor officials, sometimes even both at the same time, trying to find a diplomatic solution. When he was thirteen, a representative of the Azzurdi Ganuta House asked him to stay back for a private interview. Fezzan stood still. Slimy kabouzskis, they knew about that? He read on. In truth, the rest of the group was liquidated and he was raped.


  Fezzan closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Stay calm. Keep cool. He’s dead, you killed him. It’s over. It’s behind you. Walk on.


  After this dreadful event, forgot about any kind of diplomatic procedure and began a life as a ‘peace fighter’, more like a terrorist than like a negotiator, his targets being impulsive and xenophobic public figures, army manufacturers and their factories, …


  Yep, that’s life. This report was probably why the woman called Aster had come to him, said Arpia was interested in his case, and offered him the chance to fight for peace. With pay, this time.


  Here he was now, on Culuria, an Arpia Warrior, with a promising future and another job well done. Those marauders he’d just annihilated had it coming.


  He headed for the bar. Breakfast at last, moaned his stomach.


  When choosing a table, he noticed the guy who was part of the ‘Cleaning Team’ that had ‘welcomed’ him when he first arrived on Culuria. Fezzan decided to go say hello.


  “Vriller, am I right?”


  “Right you are, lad. And who might you be?”


  “Fezzan. New recruit. Newly appointed to the rank of Arpian Warrior. You searched my ship a while ago as a welcome party.”


  Vriller shrugged. Probably didn’t mean anything to him, having seen many new recruits lately.


  “Wait a tick. You say you’re a new Warrior?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  Vriller grinned.


  “Golly, is this a perfect opportunity for me.”


  Fezzan raised an eyebrow.


  “See, we of the Cleaning Team don’t only deal with new arrivals. Nah, boring that would be. We also deal with any other illegal cargo traffic in space, trying to figure out who does what, what goes on.” He paused, and Fezzan caught a glint in his eyes. “Got you interested, lad?”


  “Go on, I’m listening.”


  “We recently started looking deeper into Azzurdi local traffic, and a source has said to have found out something that could be a big problem. Major. Huge. Immensely important. So we want to send someone over there. Only, we can’t send people the Azzurdi might know as being linked to the Andorra Arpia, so we can’t send people who aren’t new, and at the same time we can only send over Arpian Warriors, people who will risk their lives if they have to.”


  He let the words sink in.


  “Wait for me a sec, I’ll contact whoever has been looking after your sorry arse. Who is it?”


  “Aster, I suppose.” He looked at Vriller, who skipped away outside the bar.


  A few croissants later, Vriller reappeared, beaming like a birthday boy.


  “She’s given me the green light, the fine lady. Now, we don’t have too much of a clue as to what this is all about, so I’ll be asking you to try to pick up as much info from the source and find out as much as you can by yourself.”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “Go to Roundasi in the Tikkera-controlled Mali system to meet the source. She will probably give you somewhere to go. Once you have finished your poking around, report back here. Got it, mate?”


  Fezzan smiled. First it was ‘lad’, now it was ‘mate’. Might be a way of calling people who were closer to him professionally. Always a good sign.


  


  As soon as he landed on Roundasi, Fezzan left his crew to care for his ship, an Azzurdi Effroyable medium-sized ship named the ‘Veina Temp’ that looked like a dark manta ray, and wandered around in the spaceport. The Tikkerai were scrutinising him, an outsider with no war tattoos or House emblem. And wearing the Absol-style one-piece suit, worst of all. Next time, get a cloak, he told himself.


  Passing near a few darker alleys, a hand landed on his mouth while another pulled him in. Fezzan broke out of their grip and turned to face his attacker.


  The woman in front of him held out her hand.


  “Stop,” she whispered. “We must not be heard. Follow me.”


  He followed her into a small room with a door on the alley. The woman turned to face him after shutting the door. Azzurdi, in her late thirties.


  “Who sent you? State the name and rank.”


  Fezzan blinked.


  “Vriller, Cleaning Team leader?”


  “Good. You’re a new recruit, apparently.”


  “Sure seems like it. Name’s Fezzan.”


  “I am Bur'kan, the Tikkerai Cleaning Team source. Now, you have been sent because of something I never knew about until a few weeks ago. You see, I was more concerned with trying to find out different aspects of the Tikkera House hierarchy at first, but then I stumbled by some strange fate on a slave being put to death.”


  “A slave?” Fezzan knew to how to keep his voice and body emotionless, but he had a hard time masking his astonishment.


  “Something I too thought had stopped a while ago.”


  “Except for the So-laon.”


  Bur'kan blinked.


  “Oh, true. It’s a bit different in their case. Well, this abominable treatment of humans is being conducted here, on this very planet. From what I gather by spying on some people, Yatshek in the Ganuta Byssm system is a place where many go to find slaves.”


  “Yatshek,” Fezzan growled. The one planet he had vowed never to return to. Not out of fear of being recognised by the authorities for something he did two years after the raping, but out of disgust. “Sorry, it’s just old memories.”


  “As long as they don’t interfere,” Bur'kan replied. “What I’d like you to do before reporting back to Vriller with this data-cube,” she continued as she handed one over to Fezzan, “is to go there and try to take in as much as possible about possible suspect areas, see whatever you can, …”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “Done.”


  


  On Yatshek, Fezzan left his ship, a large, dark cloak covering his torso and face.


  He followed the human flow out of the spaceport and tried to find the lowly places, taking many dark alleys as possible.


  “Hi there, fella. Wha’cha doing here?”


  A tall man blocked his path, muscles out in the air and daring him to move forwards.


  Fezzan heard a noise from behind, and an arm covered his eyes while a hand blocked his mouth. Muggers? Or worse? Fear crept into Fezzan’s mind. His stomach started to twitch.


  Not again. Never again.


  He gathered all the courage he still had inside him, and remembered the fighting techniques he had learnt. How to break out of enemy grasp. How to fight in darkness. The combination of all those lessons. He knew what to do. His mind jumped into fast mode.


  He imagined the scene he could not see. The man behind, his left arm around Fezzan’s head, hiding his eyes. The man’s right hand was on his mouth. The man in front was getting ready to act, whatever it was they were going to do. No time left to lose.


  Fezzan started by bending his knees, and with all his strength, he jumped backwards, a somersault over the man behind him. His opponent’s two arms tried to keep hold of him. Too late, pal. Fezzan wrapped his arm around the attacker’s neck, and with the other arm, he turned the man’s head.


  While the latter fell down to the floor, neck broken, Fezzan focused on the other man’s right arm, reaching for his gun. Fezzan’s aim was to get the pistol out of the assailant’s grip as fast as possible. He noticed the Azzurdi’s mouth already half open in disbelief, and his eyebrows told the same tale.


  Fezzan jumped forwards and crashed into the man’s stomach, head first. The man lost his foothold and came down. Within half a second, he was on the floor and Fezzan had his gun in hand. Steady now. He waited for the man to respond, but nothing happened. He noticed the stream of blood coming out of the back of the Azzurdi’s head. Not dead, but Fezzan could not be found with a corpse and an unconscious body.


  He breathed deeply. Thank you, Arpia. Thank you, troubled youth. He ran away.


  After a few minutes of further walking, wondering what it was with Azzurdi and overpopulated areas, noise caught his ear. Market sounds. Merchants selling their merchandise, trying to get passers-by to stop at their place. Enough to spark his interest.


  Moving closer to the origin of the noise, he heard words more distinctly: “this slave… one hundred thousand credits… built for the job… ladies, he could give you pleasure too”.


  He could not believe what he was hearing. It made him sick. He knew what it was like to be used and abused. His breathing quickened, and he felt anger stir inside. He listened more attentively to be sure he was not misunderstanding.


  “… this gal has character, so a couple of whippings per day are sometimes necessary…”


  


  He got the audio-visual recording equipment ready.


  When he moved out of the darkness, he noticed a man had been observing him in silence. Fezzan did not let his face betray him, but knew that he must be quick. Otherwise, no leaving this sick planet.


  He walked through the market place, stopping to stare at the slaves, feigning interest. Scenes worth a lot of money if sold to the right people.


  He noticed in the corner of his eye that the silent man had entered the market place. Looking for him, suspicion in his eyes. Time to leave this place forsaken by humanity.


  He turned round the corner of the marketplace and started to run. After five seconds, he heard a shout from behind.


  “Stop that spy! The one in the cloak!”


  People moved out of his way at first when they saw Fezzan coming, but he heard them run after him when they heard the shouts. He sent an emergency code signal to Zack, his second-in-command. Zack opened up the communication channel.


  “What in the universe is going on?”


  “We’ve got trouble. Take off as fast as you can, I’m on my way,” Fezzan shouted through the mouthpiece, panting.


  In front of the spaceport entrance, Fezzan saw half a dozen warriors had come to block his way.


  “That’s the spy! Don’t shoot, just block the way!”


  The warriors, covered in tattoos, start to run towards him. The top of an Azzurdi Griffin appeared in front of the spaceport gates, facing him. Small fighter, but built to wreak havoc. This was getting pretty messed up.


  A shot, duck! Hands on the floor and craning his neck, he looked up towards the Griffin, but it seemed that the Griffin had not fired. Instead, it was beginning to explode.


  The explosion threw all present on the floor, warriors and civilians alike. All were trying to figure out what just happened. Fezzan saw the grey shape of an Effroyable rise and come through the smoke.


  He heard Zack on the intercom.


  “Go, go, go! It’s us!”


  With that, the ship started firing above Fezzan, towards the arriving crowd.


  Fezzan got back on his feet, ran over the bewildered Azzurdi Warriors and jumped in the air, only just grabbing hold of the roping Zack had lowered.


  As the ship pulley mechanism lifted him into the Veina Temp, Fezzan felt the ship rise.


  “Get back in, cap’n, you don’t want to miss the fireworks.”


  


  Eight weeks later, the Veina Temp landed on Culuria. Home, thought Fezzan. Good, won’t stress as much. It had been pretty close, and he had his crew to thank for the narrow escape.


  Vriller greeted him in Fezzan’s hangar, but this time in a different manner from the first, and Fezzan gave him the recording, which they had only cut once the Veina Temp was out of the system, out of harm’s way.


  Vriller took him to the ‘Cleaning Team HQ’, where Fezzan saw Argoal.


  “Welcome back,” she said. “Would you mind sitting through the recording?”


  At the end, Argoal looked at him.


  “You know, I think we can all see your resourcefulness and potential now. Too bad you didn’t find out anything else, but that was because of the stalker. The recording of the slave market is the only proof of such an abominable act, and it is the best we could have hoped for. For this reason, you will be paid accordingly, a hundred and fifty thousand credits.”


  Fezzan smiled. Not all that bad for a catastrophic mission.


  “Vriller,” Argoal continued, “transfer the recording to all units. I reckon we’ll start acting pretty soon. I want everyone to try to find out as much as they can about how it works. Try to get a mole or two.”


  After Vriller had gone, Argoal took Fezzan under her wing for a training session on the subject of invisibility and stealth.


  “You see, most of the time, people concentrate on the suspicious, so the obvious passes straight in front of their eyes and they don’t register it.”


  On his way to his room, he put the theory to the test by stealing a pizza from an outside food counter, acting as if it was his own. To his pleasant surprise, it took the people in line and the cashier some time to realise something was wrong. Fortunately, it was nothing his meagre negotiating skills couldn’t handle.



  Chapter XI


  


  The Karakal landed in the Yubenia spaceport that same evening. Parmil was wide awake and once again annoyed at space travel for the same old ‘lag’ reason. She had visited many empty systems, set up emitters everywhere, and hoped she would never have to do a job this boring and tedious again.


  The communications channel spurred into action as Commander Aster’s captivating voice filled the ship.


  “Al'Ario, please be in your ship tomorrow morning at nine, and you shall receive your next assignment. Thank you in advance.”


  Bother, thought Parmil. She would have to wait again.


  She looked around in her ship. Borreli and Tara were playing team chess against Charlotte the control-board operator and Bee'Misa the deck officer, though she could see they were all ready to collapse at any moment. She decided against sending anyone home: there were enough beds for everyone, and anyway, soon she would be the only one awake.


  Parmil sat down in her chair and set it to chaise-longue mode before closing her eyes, thinking of the past. She tried to recall what had happened to the so mysterious So-laon race, a story that appealed to every kid, Parmil included.


  


  Back in the days where it was commonly believed that the So-laon first came together, man used less than ten percent of his brain. Yet some had managed to explore further their inner self, and had extended their mental abilities by a little. They rejected all things material to embrace the spiritual. In doing so, they separated themselves from the people, formed communities of monks living in autarchy. Little happened for many centuries, because they were in reality simply passing on the previous generation’s knowledge, without pushing their minds any further. If anything, they lost some of that knowledge in the process, and it would have been lost for ever, had a miracle not taken place. Though of course ‘miracle’ was a strong word. As her mind drifted towards her video memory of the event, Parmil couldn’t help thinking it was sheer luck. Miracles, luck, fate, divine intervention, it was all the same.


  In the year –756 EE, or rather 2123 AD at the time, a young woman called Laoni Suntar was taught how to look beyond the limits of the five senses by one of these monks. And, crikey lo and behold, she saw five words form in her mind: “She will reach beyond me”. She asked the monk what it meant, and he suffered a heart attack on the spot. When in hospital, dying, he only just succeeded in telling her that those words were exactly what he had been thinking at the time.


  Parmil smiled to herself. Girl, did that sound like a fairy tale. However, for once, it sounded somewhat closer to the truth. Whatever the truth was in reality. Whatever reality-


  Parmil interrupted her metaphysical reflections and got back to the story.


  Faced with that strange revelation, Laoni did her best to repeat the inner path she had taken before the words appeared. Within twenty-four hours of training, she could do it again, though she observed that some people felt something happen as she read their thoughts. She soon realised how such a powerful ability could be used perversely, and decided to join the solitary monks, who accepted her immediately after seeing her ‘powers’. They even suggested that she only teach the ability to one disciple, who would not pass it on until Laoni had passed away. Laoni accepted, and the outside world did not even hear of these powers for centuries. As Laoni grew old, she explored the mind further, eventually managing to stop her disciple from reading her thoughts.


  Death struck her as she reached one hundred and six years of age, and the monks who had grown closest to her formed a new community, taking the name of ‘Solaoni’, or ‘Followers of Laoni’ in their own language, her disciple at its head. The community grew with time, and after two centuries, the range of ‘telepathic’ powers had also grown. Those Laoni had discovered per chance were now almost basic to them, and now they set to creating material forces with their minds, forces they came to call ‘weaves’. By the time Salima Ramiderc stunned the Sol system with her genius, the most powerful telepaths were capable of creating ships of their own. They would take place in a pod and create weaves all around to provide a shelter, not unlike the hull of a ship. They would then create additional weaves to move the ship. Thus it was that the first design of the Solaoni Tadpole was born.


  Ah, the Tadpole. Her Astraponta was great, but if Parmil could ever use such a marvellous and strange vessel, it would be the summum bonum.


  After another century, every So-laon, as they were now known, could navigate a Tadpole and create weaves powerful enough to damage physical ships. The leaders of Sol therefore met together with So-laon representatives and tried to enrol them in their army. When the So-laon flatly refused, the Sol leaders threatened them with solitary confinement. The So-laon replied by creating weaves around the brains of every single member of the police squad sent after them and squashing them into meaningless pulp. They joined their brethren and left the Sol system for a more peaceful and secret place, far away from any ‘humans’, a race from which they had come to distinguish themselves.


  However, ‘peace’ and ‘secrecy’ are words that know a certain time limit. Secrecy disappeared a century after the First Interstellar Conference as an adventurer discovered a planet full of telepathic vessels. Soon enough, the media sharks came by, measuring their prey. The So-laon were admitted into the Galactic Federation, and they henceforth contributed enormously to peace and order within the Ruling Council.


  Peace vanished three centuries later, when the Ruling Council decided to attack the Yolniun, who had become independent and gained great advance in technology. The So-laon demanded that this assault be aborted, but the other members of the Ruling Council did not change their decision, so the So-laon left the Council and helped the Yolniun destroy the Council’s fleet.


  Enraged by this move, the Ruling Council launched a massive attack on the So-laon planet. After sixty years of war, with heavy losses on both sides, the So-laon leaders decided to surrender, to avoid any further bloodshed. The Ruling Council immediately made slaves out of the So-laon, implanting in their brain and on their skull a device that forced them to obey, to withhold from using their powers against their new masters.


  Masters they still served today.


  She blinked. Slavery still existed. She had never truly realised it, but it existed in modern Absol society. She shivered. How could she not have seen it before? How many people knew it without ever pausing to consider what it meant, like she had done for so many years?


  


  The following morning, Parmil left the ship to greet the person standing outside.


  “Thank you for a successful job, captain Al'Ario,” said the woman, Hexporyen judging by her appearance. “I am Commander Ungli, and actually your deck officer’s cousin,” she added, surprised at the sight of someone behind Parmil.


  “Hi Bee'Misa, how’s the life beyond home?”


  “Fine, Ungli. Getting used to captain Al'Ario and her habits,” Bee'Misa answered with a smile, not mentioning Parmil was never called ‘Al'Ario’ inside her own ship.


  “Very well. Tell me if you need anything at any time, cous’.”


  Ungli turned to Parmil.


  “She’s just the person for the job. You’re lucky Ekrid Malrow assigned her to your ship.”


  The Commander gave an order through her intercom, and then took a more serious look.


  “Al'Ario, we have analysed all the signals the emitters sent, and have decided to launch space probes from two systems in particular: Berenices and Virginis. They are the systems that seem closest.


  “Now, what we want you to do next is going to be a little trickier than before. Berenices does not have any stellars inside it, as opposed to Virginis, where there is a large asteroid you can use. Using stellars as a launching area makes the operation far easier, since all you need to do is program its course, put it outside and activate it.


  “Launching a probe in space requires positioning the probe at least a hundred metres from your ship and in direction of Residio, checking that it is fully functional in space, and then activating it, by remote control once more. Make sure the people checking it in space are back in the ship before activating the probe, or they could get attracted towards the probe, because of its small gravitational field, and be killed by the propulsion system.”


  Parmil swallowed hard.


  “Have you fully understood these imperative criteria?”


  “Yes, Commander Ungli.”


  “Good. The first space probe is being loaded into your cargo bay at the moment,” she said, nodding towards a team of dockers who had arrived, “and the second will arrive shortly. A primary school class will also come, since they have had the privilege of decorating it.”


  Parmil stared at Ungli.


  “Children decorated a space probe?”


  “Yes, and they are coming to see it off. Rest assured: they will stay here on Culuria, not leave with you. It could be dangerous, so we have decided against letting them go on a small school trip.”


  


  A school bus glided inside the hangar and came to a halt five metres away from the Karakal.


  “Joseph, stay in line,” came a male voice from inside the transport. “You too, Ruth. Come along, children. Exit the vehicle in an orderly fashion.”


  Soon Parmil had twenty seven-year-old kids in front of her, looking in all directions from the Karakal to the hangar, from Commander Ungli to her, and there were two teachers accompanying them: a man and a woman. Parmil smiled at the cute scene before her.


  “Say hello to Commander Ungli, children,” said the woman.


  They all chanted those words together in chorus.


  “Hello there children. This is captain Al'Ario. She will be taking your probe into space, taking a very long detour to a place that is in reality not very far away, so that we can find the shortest space road between here and there. Why don’t you say hello to her?”


  “Hello captain Al'Ario.”


  “Hello,” Parmil answered, not knowing what else to say.


  “Captain Al'Ario,” said the man in front of her, “the children may have a few questions, if you don’t mind.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “No, I don’t. What do you all want to ask?”


  A dozen arms shot up in the air.


  “Yes?” Parmil motioned to a little fair-haired boy who was fidgeting so much that he seemed to be on a korthey diet.


  “Why can’t we come with you?”


  All children put their arms down and stared at Parmil with demanding looks.


  She breathed out and thought a little. Tough audience.


  “The detour I am taking is very long, as I have to pass through many, many different places. This means it will take lots of time during which you could be doing other activities. The places I shall enter can be very risky, sometimes full with pirates, and that could be very scary and dangerous. Since I cannot take you away from school so long, and since I cannot risk endangering you, you have to stay.”


  All the children lowered their eyes to the ground and let out a moaning of disappointment. Parmil felt rotten.


  “Still, I’m sure I can take you on a space flight later on,” she continued hurriedly.


  The kids all reacted positively, even cheering. The three other adults around first looked at Parmil in shock, but this soon became a happy surprise, and they smiled at her.


  “Very nice idea, Al'Ario. Of course, the school would have to agree,” said Commander Ungli.


  After a further thirty minutes of speaking with the children, telling them a few of Parmil’s recent assignments, getting to know them all, the space probe arrived, was unloaded from the transport that brought it and was taken out of its crate for the children to see it one last time before it would start its voyage.


  Parmil stared at the machine, eyes wide in astonishment. The whole outer shell of the probe was covered in children’s paintings. Some depicted scenes of the probe in space, approaching Culuria most of the time. Others showed people watching the sky. Under a bunch of smaller people, ‘Our Class’ was written in large letters of different shades of blue. Someone had even drawn a pack of animals: a bogosaur, a dog, a giraffe and a horse of many colours, and a few things Parmil did not recognise.


  “This is beautiful,” she said with a broad smile. “Did you all paint this together?”


  They all replied with a “yes”, except for one smaller dark-haired girl who looked at the floor, standing a few metres away from the probe. The face seemed familiar.


  “What’s your name?” asked Parmil, bending down towards her.


  “Wadina,” she replied shyly.


  Ah, the vulture artist, Ekrid Malrow’s goddaughter.


  “Didn’t you paint anything?”


  The young girl did not reply.


  “Wadina has a phobia of paint brushes,” whispered the female teacher from behind Parmil. “It’s a long story.”


  “You had better get going, Al'Ario,” said Commander Ungli. “You will see them once you get back, don’t worry.”


  Parmil entered her ship, and waved to the children, who waved back, cheering. She smiled at them, and her eyes then found Wadina’s. The dark-haired girl looked at her with a demanding look. There was something about that girl. She’d find out when she got back.


  In the meantime, she needed to concentrate on Berenices and Virginis.


  


  As an Astraponta flew over his head, Fezzan entered the trade centre, where he had only just been told to go. Traders were everywhere, either trying to get their goods sold or to buy some more. Fezzan tried to recognise a face. No luck there.


  He felt a presence behind him, and saw a short woman as he turned.


  “Ah. Fezzan. It is good of you to join us.”


  Argoal took him to a small room. Five chairs were placed around a mahogany table, with three people already seated, notably Vriller. The second was a woman. Fezzan guessed, by the number of tattoos on her body, that she was Azzurdi. The other was a man in his mid-forties with his hair jet-black and dressed in a very expensive suit.


  “This here is Fezzan, the one who brought us the recording. Fezzan, this is Commander Kur-Tchek,” Argoal said, inviting him to grab the Azzurdi’s wrist, “head of Azzurdi monitoring. And here is Mr Drigglesbothe, Arpia’s main lawyer and prosecutor.”


  “How do you do?”


  Lawyer? Prosecutor?


  “I was unaware Arpia had a judicial system.”


  “Well, you see,” started the lawyer, “Mr Malrow may have the best opinions about Arpia, and may think it is perfect, but for the past five years it has taken amazing proportions and has become a true community, almost a whole civilisation.”


  Somehow, Fezzan got the impression that the man was ready to talk for hours.


  “For such a civilisation to work, we need rules. You may have heard of Mr Berne, a Hexporyen Commander. Indeed, he is Mr Malrow’s closest advisor, a little like a Secretary General. Along with a group of people who work with him, he forms the legislative body. Mr Malrow himself is the executive board. I have a number of people working for me who are part of the judiciary.”


  Fezzan lifted an eyebrow, and Kur-Tchek came to his rescue.


  “Ahem. We are here for other matters than the explanation of the Arpian system. Fezzan, we have a mission for you. Consider it an extension of your first job for us. Will you accept to work for us on this one?”


  “I’ll gladly help.”


  “Thank you ever so much. Vriller, your briefing.”


  The Cleaning Team leader, who had been silent since Fezzan’s arrival, now spoke.


  “After just checking a few things, we stumbled upon the Rani Shipyards station in the Dorani Lvei system. It would seem that, quite apart from the shipyards and enormous ship repair facilities that the Dorani hold there, it is very popular for more obscure reasons. See, when ships come there for repairs, they seem to leave with more passengers. We therefore have reason to believe that the slave trade is flourishing in that corner of Azzurdi space.


  “Basically, we want you to go there, mate. However, it’s a ‘restricted access’ kind of place. So for them to accept you there without questions, we’ll need you to be attacked and in need of repairs. Argoal?”


  “That’s right. We’ll stage an attack. A true attack, mind you. I’ve arranged for a message to be intercepted by the so-called Freedom Warriors. These pirates of the Galactic North-West will think you are going to planet As-Dorani to deliver attack plans against the Freedom base. This is of course false, though we do plan to deal with them later.”


  All in the room save Fezzan smiled.


  “We are certain that they will believe this tale. They will therefore be keeping an eye on you and will try to stop you from arriving near As-Dorani. This means you’ll be in Dorani Lvei, in the area of the Shipyards, when you get attacked. Now, of course, don’t get killed. Just get your ship damaged a little. Understood?”


  Fezzan nodded, getting the impression that this had been in planning for some time.


  “Here is a set of fake documents for you to use during this mission. You are El'Tirak, and enclosed are all your details. You lift off as soon as possible.”


  With that, they wished him good luck.


  


  Fezzan left the trade centre in a hurry, wanting to find out more about this strange trade as soon as possible, and in his haste bumped into a woman.


  “Watch where you’re going,” the young lady snapped.


  “Forgive me. I am in a hurry.”


  Young men these days, she thought, no patience at all. She was an Arpian Warrior going by the name of Birgo. She had been in Arpia a year longer than Parmil, and had chosen the Warrior path without hesitation when she was given the choice. Nothing truly special or out of normal had happened since then, until this day. She had just been asked by Ekrid Malrow to meet him in her hangar. Most unusual.


  Inside her hangar, Birgo saw a cloaked figure.


  “Don’t worry, it’s just so that I’m not recognised.”


  That was Malrow all right, she thought.


  “Hello again, Birgo. I want to go to Pri'sal in Pri'nodai, home system of the Warrior caste in Yolniui society. Unfortunately for me, and for you by extension, Yolniui ships will be wanting to kill me, because through my visit, Arpia is going to try to close a deal with the Pri'nodai, and some Yolniun aren’t all warm to the idea. However, they do not yet know the implications. I want you to get me there safely, in one piece.”


  Birgo nodded. She hadn’t followed everything, but she understood the destination.


  “I’m ready,” he finished. “What about you?”


  


  After visiting Virginis, Parmil arrived in the Berenices system, and got ready to launch her second probe. The artificial arms of the ship gently manipulated the probe, unloading it from the cargo bay into space. After a minute or so, the probe had been stabilised and it was time to put it a hundred metres away from the ship, to make sure it was out of range. Since the blast of the ship engines could damage it, Parmil had to manually get the probe away from the Karakal.


  She left the ship in a spacesuit, and Rikar followed her. They each took a rocket-board, whose ancestors were used on the street, on water and on snow. Very useful machines. They were able to take Parmil, Rikar and the probe away from the ship.


  After gliding in empty space for one minute, not going too fast out of fear of damaging the probe, they slowly brought the boards to a halt.


  While Rikar was checking the outer power indicators, Parmil took a look at the monitor.


  According to it, everything was working just fine. It could still receive the signal from the remote control that Bee'Misa was holding in the ship, and the solar panels were fully operational.


  Parmil took another look at the beautiful drawings. Intriguing how this poor, cute little Wadina had a phobia of paintbrushes.


  “All systems operational, captain,” came Rikar’s voice through the intercom.


  “Good. Same here. Let’s position the probe then, shall we?”


  She took a look at the map projected from her board screen, and saw where they were and where Culuria was. It took Parmil a few minutes of calculating the angles, but the monitor now showed a green message:


  “Planet Culuria: target acquired. Course updated and set. Probe ready for activation.”


  They made their way back to the ship, and entered the bridge after taking the spacesuits off.


  “Should I activate it, captain?”


  “Go on, Bee,” Parmil replied before turning to the main screen to watch the probe go.


  A blue light poured out from the small motors, and the probe started speeding away. Now only time would tell if this operation had worked.


  “Borreli, our turn to leave. We go the other, longer way. Back to Culuria we go.”


  



  Chapter XII


  


  The Dorani let Fezzan land, no problem about that. The Freedom Warriors were all they truly cared about at the moment, as they were actively trying to make them leave the Dorani Lvei system. Fezzan told Zack to take the ship to the repair facilities, but to always have his intercom on.


  “Just in case.”


  He slipped out of the spaceport, and, once he had found a dark alley, went in and put on the Azzurdi disguise Kur-Tchek had given him. Those false tattoos of crows, death, deer and wolves made him look like a dork in his opinion, and to the trained eye they may have seemed strange, but Fezzan felt sure that they would fool most warriors present.


  He made sure to exit the alley the way he had come in. As he started walking, he checked Zack’s reception.


  “Check. Disguise put on.”


  “Roger that, five by five.”


  Fezzan smiled to himself, sure that Zack had been aching to say that for some time.


  A couple of female warriors gave him a cute smile as he passed them by, and a couple of macho ones clapped his shoulder while crossing him. Most did not take much notice of his presence.


  Fezzan continued walking on, following the general heading. He noticed a warrior with a couple of slaves walking behind him. As he was walking towards Fezzan, the Arpian Warrior guessed he was on the right track.


  He reached a market place. Nope, no luck: just a normal market. Fezzan saw local fruit on stalls, and he noticed a cloak with the picture of a man running, with an axe coming down to kill him. Weird. Azzurdi freaks. He wasn’t Azzurdi any more, and glad of it.


  He walked on. After five minutes, he almost fell backwards after a man came rushing by, pushing his way through the crowd. Fezzan wondered if he was a runner or if he was doing a runner.


  Another five turns and three minutes later, he passed an arena where Azzurdi were watching a couple of warriors fight for revenge. A man shouted to the first:


  “Hey, ve one in blue! Slay ve one in red! One blow in the neck!”


  Something dawned upon Fezzan. He stopped in the middle of the pavement, and a woman almost walked straight into him.


  “Watch out where you stop!”


  The picture of the man running with the axe above his head.


  ‘Slay ve’.


  The runner.


  Slay the runner.


  Slay ve runner.


  Slave-runner.


  Darn. Twisted logic indeed. Maybe it could mean everything: the way they worked most of the time, the codes, … Then again, it could just be his imagination. Everything was worth a try.


  He doubled back and tried to find the market place.


  After a few minutes of looking, he spotted it, and leant against a wall to think what he was going to do next.


  In the end, he decided to just pass in front of the fruit counter while taking in as many details as possible.


  By chance, just in front of him, a hooded person came over to the fruit salesman and whispered a few words to him. Unfortunately for Fezzan, the hooded figure was cautious and Fezzan did not hear what he was saying. By the time Fezzan had reached the opposite side of the square, the hood had gone in the house behind the fruit trader.


  Think. What in the universe could the figure have said? A universal ‘slave-trader’ password? Or would it be local? Or just a small word of introduction?


  Fezzan meditated upon the possibilities. No, it could not be a local password, otherwise people from other places wouldn’t be able to buy slaves. It could not be a small word of introduction either, or anyone could buy slaves. No, it had to be a universal password.


  As he arrived to this conclusion, a woman made her way to the fruit place. Fezzan activated a sound enhancer ‘à distance’, the kind that could help one hear a whisper at twenty metres.


  “De knappe kapper kapt knap maar de knappe knecht van de knappe kapper kapt knapper dan de knappe kapper kappen kan,” said the woman.


  “Dat klopt,” answered the fruit man.


  What whas wat? Fezzan found he could not even think properly. Luckily, the ‘record’ function was on; otherwise he would never have been able to make any progress.


  He went to an alley and opened the intercom channel with Zack.


  “Zack, I desperately need your help. I’ve got here a recording of what seems to be the password to the slave business. Unfortunately it’s all gibberish to me and it’s a tongue twister.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Great. Sending the recording to you right now by airwave.”


  It took Zack three minutes to respond.


  “Okay, got it. It’s in Dutch, a language spoken by some people on Earth 1500 years ago. Disappeared quickly with the advent of global tongues. Seems that someone liked the idea and dug this up.”


  “How can I learn it fast enough?”


  “The easiest solution is for me to create a vocal reproduction of your voice and make it speak these words. What do you think of it? All you’ll have to do is fake the lip movements, and have the recording machine mike in your mouth.”


  “All right, good enough for me.”


  While Zack was dealing with the speech reproduction, Fezzan got himself ready. He detached the miniature microphone from his recording device and attached it to the upper part of his mouth.


  Zack sent the sound to him. Fezzan tested it out first, trying to get the right lip openings to avoid muffling the sound.


  Once all was dealt with, Fezzan made his way towards the man.


  “De knappe kapper kapt knap maar de knappe knecht van de knappe kapper kapt knapper dan de knappe kapper kappen kan.”


  “Dat klopt,” answered the fruit guy, who opened the door. Fezzan went in.


  He climbed down a flight of rotating stairs and found himself in some sort of underground market place. Slaves up against every wall and others in the middle. All on platforms, with their future masters bidding high prices to the traders.


  Ah, an office. Maybe he could get some more information there.


  Inside, all the men were wearing expensive suits above their tattooed bodies. Some, Fezzan noticed, did not have tattoos. Interesting. It seemed that not only the Azzurdi were into the business.


  “Hello, laddie. What can we do for you?”


  A man, in his mid-fifties Fezzan guessed, with a cigar in his mouth.


  Could be an opportunity. Time to lay a trap.


  “I’m interesting in this trade. Do you have any job vacancies or any people I could contact?”


  A second man, in his forties, eyed him suspiciously.


  “Who’s interested?”


  “Name’s El'Tirak, here are my details.”


  Fezzan passed him the file with the details of the false identity created for his mission.


  The second man read through the file, and nodded to the first one.


  “Go to Bufonse in the Ganuta Ihhol system,” said the man with the cigar. “When landing, say the tongue twister, and someone will meet you.”


  That went well. He left to find his ship.


  “Okay, Zack, Culuria first. Then we begin the infiltration.”


  


  On Pri'sal, Ekrid Malrow was taking a look at the Pri'nodai escort that was waiting for him.


  “Thanks lass,” he said to Birgo. “Great help. We’ve got two weeks here, okay?”


  With that, he was gone.


  As Birgo wandered around the spaceport, she met a group of kind members of the Pri'nodai warrior caste who agreed to tell her the story of the Yolniun if first she told them what an ‘outsider’ like her was doing in Yolniui space. She explained, and with a look of awe across their faces, they started whispering between themselves.


  “What’s so special?” asked Birgo.


  “Don’t you know why your Malrow is here? Let me explain: we Yolniun wish to attack the Absolem Constitutor, well, the Constitutor Intelligence Service actually, since it imprisons our blood brothers, the So-laon.


  “Arpia protects traders from pirates and tyrants, and if you had not noticed, the Service is becoming a dictatorship and threatening trade. So for the first time in centuries, outsiders will be given Yolniui technology, to use against the Service. This will deal a certain blow to the Service, because Arpia already operates mainly around Constitutor space, unlike us Yolniun who tend to keep to ourselves.”


  Walls shattered down. Arpia wasn’t only about piracy. It had become ambitious. War would be brought to Arpia sooner or later. The Service, Major Rason’s little organisation. For how long had it used the So-laon as slaves? Hundreds of years now. Birgo understood the Yolniui hatred of the Service.


  Birgo noticed the biggest Yolniun study her. The tall lady turned to the other Yolniun and started pointing at Birgo while talking in a language Birgo supposed to be Yolin.


  The others answered all in a dismissal of the thing she had told them.


  She responded, still pointing at Birgo. They all started to scrutinise Birgo with piercing eyes, as if they were trying to read her mind.


  “I told you,” she told the others. “I’m sure of it.”


  The others agreed this time.


  What in the universe was this about?


  «telepathy my friend»


  Birgo turned around to see who had talked, but there was no one near her. The voice reappeared.


  «behind you»


  Birgo turned back the way she had come and faced the Pri'nodai once again.


  Who in the universe had spoken? Birgo had lost all understanding of what was happening.


  “I personally believe you have the potential to become a telepath. You have it in you.”


  “Me?” she asked, not quite following. Had they just spoken to her in her mind? Her brain was having trouble admitting what seemed to be a given fact: they had spoken to her without using any normal means of communication.


  “Indeed, we are capable of doing such trivial games with others’ minds. But there is much more. If you wish, we can start training you this evening,” continued the tall Pri'nodai, apparently oblivious to Birgo’s mental struggle.


  Birgo stared at the woman standing before her. Something stirred in her. Why not? Could this really be? Was she capable of that? There was power in the air, and part of her was trying to seize it.


  Almost without knowing it, she had frowned in concentration and was trying to read the woman’s mind.


  «that is not the way to proceed we can teach you if you ask»


  After blinking in surprise, Birgo pulled herself back together, stood straight and asked the people facing her if they could teach her. A burning desire to learn and grasp that power had appeared deep within her, and she felt ready to take what little the Yolniun would be ready to teach her. Whatever it took, she would learn.


  


  During the whole evening the Yolniun taught Birgo to use the basics of her ‘powers’. It took her a while to first get used to the idea of ‘looking inwards’ as far as they wanted her to go, but she made progress. She soon managed to communicate by telepathy and learnt to have a minimal look at the mind of her leaders. At least, whenever they allowed her to do so.


  “Nice working there! I guess you have reached a level the So-laon call M1, meaning you have the minimal abilities of a telepath. See, most humans are M0, but you had a little more in you, and you just needed a little help to become M1. It seems you’ll soon become M2 if you continue. Keep it up!”


  After asking them if she could stay with them, request to which they agreed, Birgo asked if they would be willing to continue her training.


  She did not sleep well, troubled by dreams of power. She saw herself betraying all she knew, killing a faceless man who seemed in love with her, ruling the galaxy. She woke up, sweating. The last scene she remembered of her dream was a fox-like animal staring at her with hatred before jumping to her throat. She brought her hand to her throat. It was intact. Just a bad dream.


  During the first week, they put her to the test. They spoke to Birgo of things she did not understand at the beginning, the so-called ‘weaves of life’, the ‘unobservable fabric of the universe’, the ‘mental link to humanity’ and so on. They taught her in days what the early followers of Laoni had taken years to master, guiding her at times, forcing her to find a solution on her own at others. They pushed her from a distance, and she tried to understand how they had done it.


  After observing them and taking in whatever advice she got, Birgo soon learnt to create a feeble physical force with her mind. It mainly revolved around peace of mind and a strong belief in the effects she wanted. The process mystified her still, as she could not see anything until the force had its effects.


  When the second week came, she began to understand the weaves of life. The so-called ‘unobservable fabric of the universe’ was something much stranger than quarks, antimatter and exotic matter, and no other instrument but the mind could see them, hence the name. Not any mind, for that matter: the person had to be able to ‘see without sight’. This required looking inwards and taking a look on the outside world from there. With this new pair of mental glasses, Birgo was able to fully grasp what she had until then achieved without too much thought: when creating a physical force, she could see the fabric of the universe shifting before her.


  When her stay on Pri'sal had finally come to an end, Pri'Sanda, as Birgo had come to know her, told Birgo her last counsel as a teacher.


  “We have all noticed that you are gifted, and we are all impressed by the speed at which you have picked up powers it sometimes takes years to master. I have seen a few fast learners, and so have my friends. But none like you. There is great potential in you. We all hope it shall not be wasted.”


  Birgo thanked them dearly and left for her ship, tears of joy trickling down her cheeks. She, too, hoped it would not be wasted. Besides, the feeling of power she had when crushing an insect fifty metres away with just one thought was too great to forget. It was as if the universe was shrinking before her as she grew stronger. Soon, maybe, she would be able to shape it, or even crush with her hands.


  Her new set of thoughts set aside, she found Malrow and her second-in-command Jem chatting away in her ship, a Subarashii.


  “And I thought girls talked too much,” she said.


  “Welcome back, Birgo,” answered Jem.


  Malrow nodded a greeting to Birgo.


  “Now, no more time to lose. If you could get back to Culuria in the shortest time possible, I’d be most grateful.”


  Birgo acknowledged the request, and ordered for her ship to leave Pri'sal. As they were lifting off, Malrow turned to her.


  “Please, one more favour: don’t get scanned by Absols. We don’t want this technology to fall into the wrong hands.”


  Birgo smiled, sure that all would be fine. Something about this telepathic power made her more confident.


  



  Chapter XIII


  


  A week after Ekrid Malrow and Birgo had left Pri'sal, Parmil’s Karakal entered Culuria’s atmosphere.


  Commander Aster was waiting in the hangar.


  “If it takes longer than planned, don’t forget tonight is bowling night at Vonzo’s,” said Sam as Parmil left the ship.


  “I’ll be there and beat the lot of you till you’re mashed potatoes!”


  “Interesting concept,” Aster said with a chuckle. “I assume it went well, since we have started receiving signals from the probes a few days ago. We are very glad of what you have done, and appreciate it. For this reason, we have decided to pay you a hundred thousand credits.”


  “Thank you, Commander.”


  “You’re very welcome. Know that if the probes arrive safely here, we will need someone to test the routes. We would be grateful if you did that. For that, however, you will have to wait. In the meantime, I know Commander Argoal has something she wants done, but you will be contacted soon enough.


  “Incidentally, I also gather from Commander Ungli that you met the children who decorated the probe. They would very much like to see you again, you know. Do you by any chance have a recording of the probe’s launch?”


  “Yes, Commander, I do.”


  “Let me take a look, and then you will bring it with you. I shall take you to their classroom in a minute.”


  The video over, Aster smiled.


  “Rocket-boards?”


  “Rikar’s idea. My electroman,” she added upon seeing Aster raise her perfect eyebrows.


  “You see, this is why I insist on getting some kind of briefing of how our people accomplish their missions: there’s always someone who will have a brilliant idea, be it the electrician or the weapons engineer. I’m sure this idea can come in handy later on.”


  The two women wandered through the spaceport, and Commander Aster took Parmil past the Arpia HQ, out of the spaceport and into the streets of Yubenia, where they took a transport.


  Inside the residential district they left the transport, and Parmil discovered that she was in front of a primary school.


  “There are twelve primary schools in Yubenia, and this one is considered among the best, for reasons I do not know,” said Aster as they came inside the building.


  “There’s just one high school right now, since there are but a few hundred teenagers here. After all, Arpia is relatively young itself, and there were but a few people who already had kids before joining years ago.


  “Only three people have followed the full school curriculum in Culuria, and they are now at University on Earth in the wonderful city of Cambridge in Europe, under fake identities, and no one knows who they truly are.”


  They reached a classroom. Peering through the window, Parmil recognised the female teacher who had told her about Wadina. Perhaps she would agree to tell her more this time.


  The Commander knocked, and was invited inside.


  “Good afternoon, Commander Aster.”


  Parmil’s graceful superior returned the greeting, and Parmil entered the classroom.


  “Captain Al'Ario!” shouted the children.


  “Hello, children.”


  At once, all the kids started asking her questions with enormous smiles and terrific excitement.


  “Calm down,” the teacher said. “Quiet, children. If you wish to address captain Al'Ario, you stick your hand in the air.”


  The noise died down and made way for silent impatience, as half the children in front of Parmil lifted an arm, index pointing towards the ceiling.


  “Yes? You? What’s your name, first?”


  “My name is Io,” said the tallest boy of the lot. Dark hair, and a darker skin than usual. “Did the probe work well?”


  “It did, Io, and I have a small film of it leaving.”


  “Can we see it?” all the kids asked at once.


  “I’ll leave you to deal with this,” said Aster, and soon she was gone.


  


  The children watched the recording in awe.


  Some shouted that this or that part of the decoration was their work, others wanted to see the motors springing into life over and over again, and they all seemed happy.


  However, Wadina seemed reserved in her joy about the probe. Maybe it was because she didn’t take part in the decorating, thought Parmil.


  After a few more questions, a bell rang, indicating the end of school.


  “Can we still stay at school with captain Al'Ario for a while, miss Barkle?” asked the girl called Ruth.


  The teacher looked at Parmil, who nodded with a smile.


  “Well, I suppose so. Then I’ll just go outside to warn your parents. We wouldn’t want them worried, now would we?”


  After a minute, the teacher came back, and said that the parents were going to come back an hour later, an announcement that was met by cheers.


  “Can you tell us what space is like, miss Al'Ario?”


  Parmil bit her lip. She didn’t want to talk about such a dead and dangerous place. At the same time, she couldn’t find words to describe the beautiful nebulae and stars.


  “I might, but only if we all say something about ourselves beforehand. I’ll start, miss Barkle will continue, and then you’ll each say a few words, going round in a circle.”


  The kids were reticent at first, but their desire to learn seemed to get the better of them.


  “All right then. My real name is Parmil Szarnu, and Al'Ario is just my Arpia code-name. Don’t repeat that to anyone,” she added with a wink.


  “I have worked for Arpia for the past year or so, and I am really enjoying it. I have a great crew, the best since I started piloting. That was years ago, when I was fifteen years old. I received a Crimea Buggy for my birthday, a very old speeder. I first flew in space in February 1106. That’s…” Parmil blinked. What date was it?


  “Slightly over two years. We’re in March. In 1108.”


  Eyes open wide, Parmil looked at Miss Barkle, who nodded with a smile.


  “I can’t believe it. I’ve been with Arpia for eighteen months then! Time flies by so fast.”


  Miss Barkle nodded once again, but her eyes conveyed a message of their own: the kids, talk to the kids.


  “Well, what else? My parents died of a shuttle-crash when I was five, and my godfather died a few months before I left my planet, Spiciam.”


  Many of the children expressed their condolences. Despite their young age, they had obviously already encountered death.


  “Since then I have lived single, but with my close friends. I don’t have any pets, and still have lots of aspects of life to discover.”


  In turn, all the others said a few words about themselves. Miss Barkle’s first name was Maria. Then there were the kids: Joseph, Orion, Rick, Io, Charlotte-Ann, Pommelin, Archibald, Valentin, Laurence, Ruth, Sarah, Mistiva, Fowthen, Brindille, Frederic-Louis, Daniella, Koo-Jang, Ehneid, Horarai and Wadina.


  They all mentioned their parents, except for Sarah and Wadina, the two orphans. Sarah spoke of a sister who took care of her, but in spite of this attention she was still half the time at the orphanage with Wadina. The sister travelled a little, apparently.


  Fowthen and Pommelin were the handicapped kids of the class, and seemed very well integrated, as all were friendly towards each of them. This brought back a school memory of Parmil’s, in the history class: the ‘Handicapped Wars’, well before the appearance of the Ruling Council, a decade where there was an idea to eliminate the handicapped and use genetics to make sure no one was born with a handicap. The world was divided, and it was only after ten years that the idea was completely dismissed, but at the cost of the lives of all kinds of people who fought a strange struggle, somewhat similar to a civil war. Lucky those days were long gone, she decided, especially since mentally handicapped people had taken the lead of the science community in both the Constitutor and the Azzurdi worlds.


  All too soon the hour had gone, and the kids had to go back to their parents.


  “When will we hear about space?”


  “Next time you see the captain, children,” said miss Barkle.


  “When will I hear about Wadina’s phobia?” Parmil asked once the children had left.


  Miss Barkle smiled.


  “Cute, isn’t she? Tell you what: tomorrow morning I don’t have class since it’s Reynold Yungfor, the man you met last time, who teaches in the mornings. We can meet in the ‘Bread Journalier’ for breakfast. Does that sound good to you?”


  “That would be great. Thank you, miss Barkle.”


  “It’s nothing, really. And you can call me Maria. Good-bye, Al'Ario. Or should I say Parmil?”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Please call me Parmil: I prefer my real name. Until tomorrow then.”


  


  The Bread Journalier was a korthey shop that lay just outside the spaceport zone of Yubenia, and it had originally existed in a city of Earth called Saltburgh. Unfortunately for the owner, vandals destroyed the building because they had been disgusted to find it did not sell fast food. Urban legend or truth, the story did not end there: space pirates wanted the owner’s death, because their gang leader had been drinking korthey inside as the crumbling building fell to the ground, and he was killed on the spot. The owner discovered Arpia by a stroke of luck, and they staged his death. Thereafter, the man, Guido Waregner, opened his new korthey shop inside Yubenia. Strangely enough, many shopkeepers on Culuria shared the same kind of tale. One could only hope that no one had noticed this myriad of shopkeeper killings.


  Inside the Bread Journalier, there was no sign of Maria Barkle.


  “Hello Al'Ario,” said the waiter.


  “Bard!” exclaimed Parmil. “How are you? What are you doing here?”


  “I’m fine, thanks. The usual waiter, Filly, is taking a holiday at the moment, so I’m replacing him. Anyway, the spaceport bar now has enough personnel to cope without me for a few days.”


  Parmil raised her eyebrows.


  “Yep, we’ve started to expand our ranks. Shocking,” he muttered with a smile.


  After a little chit-chat, Bard came to the last bit of news.


  “Then there’s Commander Argoal, did you meet her? Because with the Arpia Cleaning Team, our sort of police, she has picked up signs of a very illegal activity in Azzurdi space: a slave trade.”


  “A slave trade? Awful!” Parmil remembered having thought about slavery recently, but recalled another conversation. “Commander Aster told me Commander Argoal would have something for me, maybe it’s related to that?”


  “Yep, maybe it is. Who knows?”


  Miss Barkle arrived, and Parmil ordered breakfast with her.


  “Wadina… Where to start? Wadina is the daughter of a man called Ernie Bardrien, who was the co-founder of Arpia and Ekrid Malrow’s best friend. After Arpia had settled here, he fell in love with a scientist. This woman was quite a bit younger than him, but it looks like it was love at first sight, the ‘coup de foudre’. They had a big wedding after a year.


  “Wadina was born in August 1100, so almost eight years ago,” she added with a wink, obviously remembering Parmil’s display of ignorance the previous day, “and Ekrid Malrow became her godfather. It was a very happy family. The mother worked part-time as a scientist, and the father spent half his time at work, advising Mr Malrow. The other half he spent at home with his wife and daughter, and he painted there. I think that the sixth floor office of the Arpia HQ, Malrow’s office, has a few of his masterpieces. At that time, he also taught Wadina how to paint. She showed signs of great talent quite early.


  “Now when Wadina turned five, Ernie Bardrien was working at home on a portrait of his daughter. It was his birthday present to her. But coming back from another room he slipped on a brush, and fell down on his jar of brushes. They went straight through the heart. And Wadina saw it happen.”


  Maria took a sip of korthey and closed her eyes for a moment. Parmil stared at her.


  “What?”


  “Stupid way to die for someone who braved pirates, I know. We all know. Unfortunately, there was no rewinding time, and that’s where the phobia comes from. Other events only made it worse. Her mother was Kristala.”


  “The scientist who created the NuGen?”


  “Yes. I suppose you know what happened to her.”


  Oh yes, she did. Parmil nodded slowly, and swallowed hard.


  “What has happened to the girl since then?”


  “Ekrid Malrow has tried to see her whenever he had the time, and the same goes for his companion, Commander Aster, but I’m afraid it’s not nearly enough.”


  Parmil blinked.


  “You said ‘his companion’? Commander Aster?”


  “Yes. Didn’t you know? They have been together for many years now. Well, since you are relatively new, it’s understandable.”


  “No, I didn’t know, but do continue.”


  “Well, Wadina is without a parent, without a guardian. We’ve tried to find someone for her, but she has not yet accepted anyone. So we’re just trying to get her integrated in the best way possible.”


  “Al'Ario!” called a woman’s voice from behind them.


  “Hello Commander Argoal,” Parmil answered.


  “I have a job for you. I hope I’m not interrupting anything… Hello, miss Barkle.”


  “Good morning, Commander. It’s all right, I had finished telling this story.”


  Maria turned to Parmil.


  “I shall have a talk with the headmistress to see if anything can be arranged, a school trip of some kind. The kids have been begging for you to take them into space, you know. There is something about you that they have seen and it gives them such a buzz.


  “I hope to see you some time around. Good-bye, Parmil,” she said, and they gripped forearms.


  


  Once Maria had left, Commander Argoal sat down in front of Parmil.


  “Al'Ario, you are a tough woman to track, I’ll give you that. But now I have found you. We are in need of a courier. The ACT, Arpia Cleaning Team, is the closest Arpia has to a police organisation. However, it also monitors what happens around the galaxy, with the help of Commander Holdor for the Absolem monitoring, of Commander Kur-Tchek for Azzurdi space.”


  Parmil nodded. Holdor, the old one, she remembered him.


  “We have recently stumbled upon the existence of a slave trade that takes place in the Azzurdi Empire. An agent we sent over there managed to get a recording of a slave market. Now, we want you to bring a copy to the Xarda International Court inside the Rabya Cobbo system.”


  “The XIC? It still exists?”


  “What do you know about it?”


  “Only that it’s some abstract institution created somewhere around 1060.”


  “Close enough. It was created as a follow-up to an interstellar conference of the year 1058. Only problem was that it never was given enough resources to have enough authority throughout the galaxy. Many leaders just made it look like an ornament, a passive institution.


  “About twenty years ago, the permanent judges were replaced, and Ekrid Malrow happens to be a good friend of one of them: Lady Armili Nundoor. With her, the authority of the XIC has grown somewhat, but they still need a police force and a big trial to be recognised for what they are by everyone. Who knows, maybe they will like to hear about the ACT,” Argoal said with a smile.


  She then gave Parmil a data-cube and a holo-cube.


  “The data-cube contains information concerning the ACT and all we have managed to gather about the slave trade thanks to an agent of ours. He should be back on Culuria in a few with more info, but this here is the crucial stuff. The holo-cube contains the recording and the message. Ekrid Malrow’s message will be played automatically once Lady Nundoor receives it.”


  Parmil examined the two devices.


  “Guard them well. No one should know about this mission, but if anything should happen, blast away anyone who opposes you. Once on Xarda, wait. Wait for the Court’s answer. They might give you a mission themselves, but once you have done whatever they ask, come back here.”


  Argoal left the Bread Journalier at a steady pace. The Arpia Cleaning Team had to be very busy these days, thought Parmil before paying for her breakfast.


  


  Indeed, the ACT was busy, and a few hours later, as an Effroyable-class vessel entered the vicinity of Yubenia Spaceport, its captain received a message.


  “Fezzan, Argoal here. Come to Room 4 in the Arpian HQ.”


  Fezzan made his way to the ‘room 4’, finding his way thanks to the secretaries.


  Room 4 was a hexagonal room, with windows on two of the walls, the other four walls covered with large screens, allowing but a small opening for the door. The blinds had been activated on the windows, and the space was dimly lit.


  “Do come in and take a seat,” said Argoal.


  Fezzan greeted Vriller with a nod.


  “Tell us about it,” said the latter.


  Fezzan started by explaining his discovery of the entry to the slave market there, then detailed what he had seen inside.


  “So they also have underground, secret markets? Interesting. It means that we were truly lucky about the first encounter. Or then maybe they were planning on having them all underground, and your little operation in Ganutan space changed their priorities to get it dealt with.”


  Argoal cut in.


  “Well done in any case. After you sent us the request to have satellite views of Bufonse, we took a closer look. Within the constraints imposed upon us by the privacy-friendly Azzurdi Code of Surveillance, the closest we got to identifying the place where the market is are these shots taken here,” she said, turning on the screens.


  Fezzan saw movement on the ground pictured by the video feed. He noticed a direction a quarter of the people seemed to be taking, to and from the spaceport. He followed the line, and it abruptly stopped.


  “We’ll show you the close-ups.”


  The best close-ups available were still from high up, so Fezzan could not be sure which building was the destination, but at least he knew the rough location.


  “So the next step will be for you to go on Bufonse and do what the guys on Rani Shipyards told you. Try to gather as much information as possible. Try to find out who are the master criminals, the heads of the operation. We won’t put a tracking device on you because of the risk it could pose. We don’t want to jeopardise your mission, not in the least. All we hope is that you make it through all right.”


  



  Chapter XIV


  


  The Subarashii named ‘Total Eclipse’ landed inside Yubenia, and as soon as it had touched ground, Malrow told Birgo to meet him in his office in the HQ, before hopping onto the awaiting transport. Full of white cloaks and guards, Birgo noticed. The contents of the data-cubes her boss was holding probably justified it.


  Birgo went through post-flight routines and saw to it that everything was taken care of. Outside her hangar, she picked up a speeder to the HQ.


  Inside the corridor, she asked a pleasant looking secretary where “Mr Malrow’s office lies”. The girl answered in a polite and friendly voice.


  “Take the lift to the sixth floor, you’ll notice the office easily enough.”


  When Birgo entered his office, Malrow was working on some papers.


  “I’ll be with you in a minute.”


  It was a tall, octagonal room, with a large window covering three of the walls, with a multicoloured mosaic paving on the whole length of the floor. The other walls either displayed paintings and pictures of different parts of Culuria or supported shelves full of folders and books.


  Curious layout for a Head Office: the desk was against the central part of the window, facing towards the outside. The middle of the office had five leather chairs around an oval glass table with a large Arpia logo on it.


  Malrow did not seem to work that much with computers or other electronic devices except for a modified version of the standard file organiser and a desktop type of computer without any external connections or controller device. No visible keyboard, microphone or camera to input data, not even built-in ones from the looks of it. He had to be using something hidden, she thought. Extra security.


  Birgo heard Ekrid Malrow shift around in his chair. She spun towards him as he revolved on his levitating chair and looked up.


  “Thanks Birgo. Well done indeed. By helping out this way, you have enabled Arpia to grow in importance and in celebrity, in a certain manner at least. I gather you were offered the hospitality of the Yolniun? Did you know that we were amongst the very first outsiders in hundreds of years to travel into Yolniui space? You must be the first who has enjoyed their hospitality. Let alone the training. What level did they say you have become?”


  “M2 from what I gather.”


  “M2, eh?”


  The penny dropped, and so did his jaw.


  “But… It’s amazing. It’s unbelievable! M2, in two weeks? You must be kidding.”


  Birgo found nothing to say. After all, it was the same thing the Yolniun had told her.


  Malrow calmed down. She could tell he was amazed and joyful, but he was trying to hide it.


  “Well, you see, the only true other telepaths with any power are Argoal, Haldora and myself. Haldora is a M2, whereas Argoal and myself are both M3s. So understand my surprise. And within two weeks.”


  Ah, so that was how he used his computer: telepathic ‘powers’. Now she understood it was probably the most secure way for him. Only a truly powerful telepath could penetrate such a system. With only a few people with a higher level than M3 around the galaxy, most of them Yolniui, and therefore mostly allies, it could not be too dangerous a system protection.


  Malrow continued to stare at Birgo, and she read his mind. He knew she could achieve more, but could not teach her anything. Many questions were popping into his head, but he did not ask them. Instead, she felt words appear in her own mind.


  «by the way i can feel you reading my mind so do not let me catch you doing it again you must resist the temptation to do it all the time and only do it when it is necessary and useful»


  He smiled, and returned to his documents.


  “With this new technology, we now can make even better weapons and ships. It will take a while though, a few months, maybe quite a lot more. Ships will take even longer, especially since the designs are for bigger ships than usual. In the meantime, we may have something for you, so keep an eye out for the Commanders. I guess I’ll see you later.”


  As Birgo left, she felt Malrow’s penetrating eyes on her. He had many questions on his mind to which he sought answers. She realised that she did too.


  After what she had heard from the Yolniun, she felt proud of being one of Arpia’s assets. Leaving the HQ, she wondered what the future could possibly hold for her.


  


  Birgo woke up with a start. Her throat was dry and hurt. The nightmare had returned, the fox-like animal with it. Was it a warning?


  The suns rose, and she decided to give the rest of her sleep a pass. She needed to quench her thirst. Nothing in her flat, she walked over to Gooms’s bar.


  Inside, she noticed something she had forgotten about in the past year. Bordra Juice, the miracle water. Stacks and stacks of bottles of the stuff were there. She quickly ordered for a stack of them to be sent to her ship.


  Gooms handed over the note.


  “That’s four hundred and seventy-five credits, Birgo.”


  “Can you arrange for them to be taken off my next mission payment?”


  “Yeah, sure, lady.”


  “Great. Could I also have one Fuzzy Fuzz?”


  While drinking her Fuzzy Fuzz at the counter, she felt someone watching her.


  She turned around to see a young teenager staring at her feminine features. He realised he had been caught staring, and he looked away, cheeks red with embarrassment, while making his way towards her.


  “Birgo?”


  She nodded, and the boy gave her a sheet of paper. Malrow wanted to see her in his office immediately. She told the boy that she knew the way, and headed off.


  


  Did Malrow ever sleep? He wore the same garments, and hadn’t shaven.


  “Hello again Birgo, I did not know I would see you so soon. However, we’ve got news. The group of soldiers calling themselves ‘the Free Constitutor Rebellion’, who want the Constitutor Intelligence Service to disappear for ever, seem to be willing to meet someone from here, so that we might perhaps join arms. Ever heard of them?”


  “Sure, many times, though at my university we were taught that they were butchers.”


  “Well, that’s the idea the Absolem Constitutor tends to convey to its lawful citizens. We at Arpia feel more and more that we share common interests. So go to the GJ 1227 system up North, and a ship will guide you from there. Be warned: the Absols sent a fleet going north this morning, so make sure the Rebel ship is not followed: the Rebels attach almost as much importance to the secrecy of their location as we do. It will be a good job for you, I feel.”


  Birgo smiled.


  “To see if I can attack an Absol fleet and thereby renounce my upbringing?”


  “Indeed. It’s time for you to see just how far you will walk the path with Arpia.”


  Outside the HQ, she bumped into Haldora, whom she had seen a number of times over the past months. Upon hearing Birgo’s stomach complain, Haldora suggested having breakfast. They spent the rest of the morning together, talking about their respective families and lives, and visiting Culuria. When the clock struck twelve, they parted, and as Birgo left, she felt strange. Something had happened that morning, something special. It was as if a switch had been pressed, and she could see Haldora clearer than ever. Everything he said was of the uttermost importance and relevance; everything he did was a pleasure to her eyes. She had looked at his deep eyes in wonder, felt truly valorised for the first time in her life when he said she fitted into the Arpian picture of life and goodness. What was going on? She dreaded the answer. She did not wish to blow anything away, nor risk the friendship she enjoyed with Haldora just because of a new feeling.


  


  Inside the empty GJ 1227 system, Birgo used the radar to see if any ships were around. To her surprise, there were eight dots, and Jem told her that seven had Absol readings. The other one was most probably from the Rebellion.


  “Gundams!” she swore. “We’ve got to save that Rebel.”


  She blinked. Her unconscious seemed to have made the decision for her. There could be some people with whom she had grown up in those Absol ships, but she didn’t care. She now made the choice consciously. She would fight for Arpia. She would be part of Arpia. That choice wasn’t about to change.


  She made her ship accelerate a little before unloading a dozen cheap infrared missiles towards the nearest Absol ship, a Destroyer. It had the desired effect: nothing much happened to the Destroyer, but it stopped caring about the Rebel ship, and four smaller Absol ships followed its example.


  “Come here, you Service-loving scum,” she muttered before activating her 400 millimetre rail-gun. This monster of a cannon was another piece of the Arpian arsenal, and was powerful enough to render nil a normal ship armour thickness, in just one shot. Unfortunately for its crew, the bridge area of the Destroyer provided no exception to the rule, and when a well-aimed pellet crashed into it, the Destroyer’s engines died.


  A second Destroyer, which had been firing at the Rebel ship, turned towards Birgo’s heavily armed Subarashii after seeing its sister vessel rendered useless, and it unleashed a massive array of fast radar-guided missiles.


  However, Birgo had prepared herself for such a reaction. She rushed towards the incoming smaller ships, two Stormers and two Patrol Gunboats. Following usual Absol Navy tactics, they changed to a diamond-formation to pass around the Subarashii.


  At the very moment when all four ships were at level with the Subarashii, Birgo activated her ship’s cloak. Each one of the radar-guided missiles, having lost their target for a moment, locked on to the nearest target, and within seconds, three of the smaller ships were no more.


  Birgo deactivated the cloak and fired towards the Destroyer. Some ten 400 millimetre pellets crashed into the bow, and soon enough, repeated explosions consumed the ship.


  “Five down, two to go,” muttered Jem.


  “One more down,” Birgo replied. The Rebel ship had just taken out the last ship to remain on its tail, a Cobra fighter, the Wasp’s big brother, and it had turned to face the last remaining Gunboat.


  “Let’s see how the Reb’ fares, shall we?”


  After sending out two missiles of a kind unknown to Birgo, the Rebel ship had dealt with the Gunboat.


  “Silver Beacon to Arpian ship. Silver Beacon to Arpian ship. Do you read me? I repeat. Do you read me? Over.”


  “Total Eclipse reads you, Silver Beacon. Are you all right?”


  The response took a while to come back.


  “Silver Beacon to Total Eclipse. We are safe and sound. I repeat. We are safe and sound. Over.”


  Birgo realised why the response had come late. This Rebel had been waiting for an ‘over’ signal from her. Were all Rebels this stiff on discipline?


  “Can you bring us to your base, Silver Beacon?” she asked, and quickly added “Over” for the Rebel to respond.


  “Silver Beacon to Total Eclipse. Program the following jump-route: 44 63 10 05; 87 30 52 52; 93 42 22 98. I repeat: 44 63 10 05; 87 30 52 52; 93 42 22 98. Over.”


  “Copy that, Silver Beacon. We’ll be right behind you.”


  


  After an hour of flight, the Total Eclipse’s radar detected a space station getting closer, and five minutes later it automatically stopped its hyper-jump sequence. Birgo watched the new scene unfold.


  Two dozen menacing huge battleships, bearing resemblance to Absolem Destroyers and Carriers, hung at different angles in the empty space ahead of the Total Eclipse, acting as a shield against intruders for a complex structure behind. This polyhedral structure was as large as Earth’s Moon and somewhat like a grotesquely curled up hedgehog.


  Upon identifying the newcomer, the warship at the centre of the ship barrier activated its backwards thrusters, and sent a transmission to the Total Eclipse, telling Birgo to drift through this newly vacated spot.


  As the Subarashii passed between the powerful but inactive battleships, Birgo felt a shiver of fear. These Rebels were ready for war, and she hoped that they would accept to fight alongside Arpia, not against it.


  Something inside her brushed the fear away. She could crush them if they opposed her. She had real power.


  When the Total Eclipse had finally landed on the space station, Birgo made a few steps towards her welcoming committee, a Rebellion officer and guards.


  She took a look at the landing zone she had been ordered to find. Hundreds of men and women were moving in every direction, reminding Birgo of her biology studies in high school when she had studied beings like the ba'khras, the ants of old and all those other organised insect species.


  She felt the officer coming to her, and smiled. She was getting used to her new skills.


  “Follow me, Birgo, ma’am!” he shouted. Birgo followed him down a series of escalators to a big titanium lattice door, the entrance to a large dome, guarded by a dozen automated turrets and thirty guards or so. She was shown inside, but the officer stayed outside.


  “Birgo, I presume? Admiral Kimoned. Glad you could come. Welcome to the Cavern, by the way. It’s our station’s code-name,” said the heavily decorated uniform through a bushy moustache. “These are Professor Williams, Angos Jaawe and his Eminence de Page, Bishop of the Cornell regions.” Birgo was dumbfounded to meet these men; all the more so because she knew how dangerous and difficult it had been for them to rebel. She had learnt the Absol version of the Birth of the Rebellion during the last years of school, but had also heard their own version of history through Haldora and Char-Tow. “We represent the Rebellion. We had heard of Arpia before, but were never sure it existed. Then, one fine day, we gather that a system far away has become the home of an ever-growing military might that resents the Service. Is that true?” he asked suspiciously.


  Birgo answered with all the diplomacy and respect she thought she could and should show them.


  “Your Eminence, dear sirs, the Anti-Raider and -Pirate Intelligence Agency, Arpia for short, is an organisation defending trader rights. Seeing that the Constitutor Intelligence Service is starting to repress traders and is starting to meddle with its business, it has no other choice but to stand its ground. That is why we would like to sign a deal and treaty with you. Arpia has recently acquired technology of incredible level, and you have the military experience. Mr Malrow asks for your help.”


  Bishop de Page spoke up after clearing his throat.


  “Excuse me, my dear, but for how long has Arpia existed and what kind of ‘incredible level’ of technology does a small organisation like that possess?”


  Birgo tried to remember everything that she had been told since her arrival at Arpia, and told the tale of the agency employing her. She told them of the Hexporyens, of the Ramiderc formula, of the Gwaark Bacteria and of Kristala.


  Only after she had finished did she notice the silence that had befallen each of the great men.


  Professor Williams was the first to speak: “What a story. Truly, I am impressed. Come back in an hour, we have things to discuss privately beforehand.”


  Birgo took leave of them, and wandered about the station, reminiscing what she had learnt about them through Haldora and Char-Tow.


  


  Some twenty years beforehand, Admiral Kimoned had been one of the foremost influence beacons of the whole Constitutor. He was among the top officers of the Absol Navy, and such was his military record that the Azzurdi Empire had put an enormous bounty on his head. Many bounty hunters had found their death at Absol gunpoint as a result.


  He then met Professor David Williams, a man with a certain political background. This ‘southern chap’, head of the Almega ship manufacturing company, had been a special advisor to the former Absolem Principe, and had retired from public life following the adoption, under the new Principe, of a directive transferring many new powers to the Service. Until Kimoned met Williams, the existence of this directive had been but a rumour to the Admiral’s ears. The Admiral later vowed to do all he could to dismantle the Service, after having been the target of a failed assassination.


  Then a man called Angos Jaawe had come up to the two men, and offered his help. Apparently, he had been conducting a small, discreet guerrilla against the Service for a few years. His blood brothers and sisters had helped him destroy certain cardinal Service buildings, always faking a major accident or natural disaster, from gas leaks to earthquakes and even meteor crashes.


  With him, Jaawe had brought another man, known throughout the large community of believers: Bishop Reqjoe de Page, one of the most important people of the Yaofskei faith. Since the Yaofskei was the largest religion in the Constitutor, with approximately sixty percent of the Absol population under its banner, this new ally seemed to be very promising indeed. However, the Higher Circle of the Yaofskei did not see fit to make its forty billion followers rebel against the Service, for a reason unknown to Arpia and the Rebellion to this day, Birgo remembered.


  But there was someone else, she reminisced. Yes, another man, cunning and sharp, a fox among the others. Mosni, Cain Mosni, former Service Chief. Birgo wondered why the only man of whom she knew nothing was the only one not to be present.


  


  Exactly an hour after she had left them, Birgo settled down in the room hosting the leaders of the Rebellion.


  “We have decided to co-operate with Arpia,” said Professor Williams right away. “We would like to see some of your technology already if possible.”


  Birgo grinned.


  “I can show you on my ship if you wish.”


  “Very well. Though this may be a dangerous move, here is a data-cube with all the information you need concerning the Rebellion and the military management. We shall also be sending someone with you to Residio for us to have a foothold in what is happening.”


  After talking over a few more details, Birgo showed them all the basic Arpian technology, and it seemed to be enough for the Rebels to be confident that they would win the war to come.


  Birgo spent the evening in the Rebel quarters, and officer Micaisonn showed her around. He brought her to the training hall, and Birgo received there an intensive lesson in land combat. Within a few hours, her skills in weapon and hand-to-hand combat had improved slightly, and she felt like taking on an Absol foot squad.


  After a rough night on a thin mat on the floor, Birgo was glad the Rebels had agreed to the Arpian proposal. Maybe they would soon have comfortable mats, she dared hope.


  The to-be-ambassador was an interesting man and a wonderful storyteller. Around a breakfast meal he told Birgo of all his past adventures, before and since the Rebellion. Having been Admiral Kimoned’s second-in-command, he had lived many a fascinating adventure.


  


  Upon arriving on Culuria, Birgo and the Rebel ambassador headed for Malrow’s office, and Birgo gave him the data-cube that Williams had given to her.


  “Nice job, Birgo. This is great: we now have access to Rebel technology and ships! While you were coming back, a cargo fleet went over to the main Rebel base, called Résistance, and is returning as we speak, so you can soon check out outfitters and the shipyard. You’ve been paid one hundred thousand credits, minus your expenses at the bar of the other day, of course. I’ll make contact as soon as we need you again.”


  Birgo wished a nice day to the two men, turned round and started walking out of the office.


  She heard Malrow talk to the Rebel, “We have arranged for you to have access to Arpian top secret information. You will be staying in the hotel next to this-”


  “Thank you ever so much, but there is one thing I still request from you.”


  Birgo stopped in her steps. This could mean a mission.


  “We have a spy on Spiciam who has just been compromised. Could you send someone to replace him along with someone to transport both spies? It’s urgent, and, as you surely know, Spiciam is the Service’s main base.”


  Birgo heard nothing for a while, feeling Malrow think. Malrow called for ‘Jay Greyburn’ on the intercom.


  «birgo come back in my office»


  The Rebel Ambassador seemed surprised to see Birgo reappear so quickly.


  “How… How did you do that?”


  “Ah, Arpian methods, my dear sir,” explained Malrow, and Birgo smiled at the remark.


  “Birgo, could you arrange the transport and be an intermediary with Jay on Spiciam?”


  Birgo nodded instinctively, and Malrow told her to wait for Greyburn in her ship.


  When Jay Greyburn arrived on board her ship, Birgo was surprised he was a spy. He had the distinctive appearance and manners of a man one could not trust. Then again, maybe that was exactly what a spy would not be according to Service standards. Maybe that was why she felt that she could trust the man. Strange.


  “Following destination, Spiciam,” she told Jem.


  


  Once the Total Eclipse entered Spiciam’s atmosphere, Birgo saw they would have to fight their way in and out of the spaceport. Jay Greyburn, top Arpian spy with a record number of infiltration missions, needed to get inside alive and well. Birgo realised that she would have to create a diversion while he slipped out of sight. At the same time the Rebel spy had to be able to come on board. She told her crew to split in two groups, and she took the first one outside, fourteen men in total.


  Jumping behind a parked vehicle, she started firing on a nearby patrol of Service guards. She had to admit that not only had her own training been a success, but so had that of her crew-members. The first guards were taken down in a few seconds. Another patrol arrived, intrigued by the shots, and was greeted by fierce fire. One woman called for help on her mouthpiece before dying under Birgo’s shots.


  After a few seconds, she heard the alarm sound and realisedthat they were close to barracks of some kind. Guards poured into the street, a dozen at a time, though most of them retreated after seeing what happened to those who dared to move forward.


  Birgo retreated a little after three of her men had been killed, only to realise that she and her men had entered a dead end. The guards knew it, Birgo could see that: they were sending people above the buildings to get a clear shot, while the rest of them regrouped.


  A call came from behind Birgo.


  “Captain, there’s a way out!”


  She turned around to spot one of her soldiers pointing at the wall. Taking a closer look, Birgo noticed that it was in reality a door.


  “Get it open.”


  Some ten seconds passed, and Birgo saw the guards approaching ‘en masse’. The door gave way, and Birgo’s men all rushed in. It sent them into a short corridor, ending with another door at the end. Her platoon quickly opened it, and they all came out in the open.


  Birgo spotted the group of guards all packed in the dead end.


  “Fire!” she shouted, taking them by surprise.


  Three seconds later, she received a message saying that Jay had got inside undetected.


  “Jem,” Birgo yelled to her second-in-command through her intercom, “get the Rebel spy right now!”


  With that, she and her men started fighting their way backwards.


  One minute twenty-eight seconds later, the spy was safe and sound inside the Total Eclipse. However, Birgo and five of her men were surrounded by Absol troops.


  “Drop your weapons, you bloody scum,” spat an officer.


  Birgo gave the sign for all her crew to drop their own. She relaxed her mind and felt time slow down. She focused on the officer’s hand and made him drop his weapon by creating a small weave between his fingers. While he bent down to pick it up, Birgo gathered all her strength and, by concentrating on the whole scene, made all the soldiers drop their weapons at the same time.


  It did not take time for her crew to react. Within half a second, they were all armed, Birgo as well, and as she managed to shoot one soldier down, she heard the sound of her ship leaving the soil.


  “Dammit, Jem, get us out of here!”


  Three seconds and thirteen more Absol soldiers down, the ship was firing away at the last twenty Absols, who started to scatter.


  Safely back in the ship, Birgo checked the radar and spotted ten or so dots on the screen. This might take a while to deal with. Luckily the Total Eclipse was equipped with afterburners and a cloak, so there was always a chance of evading the incoming attackers and jumping out of the system before the ship took any unnecessary damage.


  


  When they finally got back to Culuria, Birgo told Jem to go to the shipyard to repair the Total Eclipse, still wondering how her vessel had managed to come back with so few scratches.


  She and the Rebel agent went to the Arpian HQ, and there, Malrow and the Rebel Ambassador greeted them with arms open wide.


  “Well done my girl! You should have heard the messages sent by Major Rason to her Service and Absol dogs. There was fear in her voice. You and your team holding off all those troopers and killing more than half of them. Did you know those guys were the Elite Corps? You scared the wits out of them,” he said, laughing.


  “I have arranged for a sum of three hundred thousand credits to be sent over to your account. Arpia itself will cover any repairs for damage sustained by your ship during this mission. So no need to worry there.”


  Malrow moved away and paced around his office, all laughs and smiles gone from his face.


  “Know what, you’d better stay low for a while. They’ll be looking for your ship and face in Constitutor space, and they’ll probably start looking for signs of where you went. I hope you don’t mind me thinking aloud, gentlemen,” Malrow said to the Rebels, who brushed the concern away with a simple gesture of the hand.


  “Thank you. Now we don’t want this search because it could mean them finding out the hyper-gate. So you will have to reappear, but then go somewhere else. Hmm. What to do, what to do?”


  He brightened up.


  “Yolniui space would be safest, I believe. The Yolniun will be expecting you on Umir'sal, I shall see to that. I’ll send word when we need you back. Cheers, gal, you’re on holiday.”


  Getting aboard her freshly repaired ship felt really good to Birgo. What was more, in her opinion, the feeling of seeing Yolniun again was a very warm one. Rather, the perspective of some more training.


  



  Chapter XV


  


  Xarda was just wonderful, and Parmil admired those who had decided to create an international court on this very planet. It seemed as though nature had come alive and gathered around it to give it a natural feel, even to make it look humane.


  The buildings were guarded, and she was only admitted inside once the guards were sure that the message she was to give to Lady Nundoor was not of any danger.


  Marble corridors with smooth, polished stonewalls, golden ornaments, old Masters’ two-dimensional or three-dimensional paintings on the side and chandeliers hanging from above. Oak staircases with animal royalty sculptures at every landing. An air of grandeur and of power emanated from the place, intoxicating, overwhelming.


  After asking three times for directions and after two additional security barriers, Parmil arrived in front of an office.


  “Lady Armili Nundoor, XIC permanent judge”, read the silver plating.


  A knock on the door, and she heard “Enter” from inside.


  Parmil reckoned that the woman in front of her had to be in her eighties. Inside her office, the air smelled differently. This time, it was humbleness and authority Parmil breathed. The woman moved around gracefully, and Parmil found herself recalling the little she had read about Lady Nundoor. She had previously been quite a character in the Constitutor, a woman to whom many important people went for advice and help, a lady hated by those whose corruption of others was the very disease that she fought.


  “Good day to you, young lady. How can I be of assistance?”


  “Your ladyship, my name is Al'Ario. I have been sent by an organisation called Arpia to deliver a message.”


  “Let me see,” she said, turning towards her wall. “Konrad, find the file concerning the organisation called Arpia.”


  A series of documents were projected on the wall.


  “The Andorra Research for Paediatric Injuries Association? You are from Ekrid Malrow’s Anti-Raider and -Pirate Intelligence Agency?” the woman said, reading on.


  “Yes, your ladyship,” Parmil answered, puzzled by the fact she had a file about it.


  “So finally, after twelve years, it is going public. I am so glad for Ekrid. He is well, I hope?”


  “I think so, your ladyship.”


  “You look somewhat puzzled. Let me explain. I have known your employer, Ekrid Malrow, for decades now, but during these past dozen years, he has broken contact, only sending me a message once every two years to state that he is alive and well. I have not received anything for two years, so I had somewhat forgotten about Arpia. Hence the need for a computer file. Now, would you be so kind as to give me your message?”


  Parmil quickly mumbled an apology as she gave her the data-cube and holo-cube.


  As Lady Nundoor’s wrinkled yet nimble fingers folded around the holo-cube, a projection of Ekrid Malrow’s face appeared above them.


  “Hello, my dearest Armili. It has been a while, I know. Sorry about that. You will probably have guessed that Arpia is now going public. Indeed, I have recently made contact with the Yolniun and have established a friendly relation between them and us, and I am hoping to do so with the Rebellion very soon, hopefully even before you listen to this message.


  “The data-cube you will have received contains information concerning both Arpia’s Intelligence-gathering police force and something terrible they have uncovered. If you have any instructions you wish to give to the courier afterwards, do so. I hope to see you soon, Armili. Good-bye.”


  The judge connected the data cube to her computer, and started looking through the files she found inside.


  “Do take a seat,” she said after realising Parmil was still standing.


  “Thank you, madam.”


  Parmil watched her become fascinated by what she read. After a while, the judge looked up.


  “I will bring this and the recording to the attention of my fellow judges. Tomorrow we will have decided what to do. Stay around the Court, and come meet me tomorrow at noon.”


  Lady Nundoor rose, and Parmil followed her lead.


  “It was a pleasure meeting you, captain Al'Ario.”


  “The pleasure was all mine, your ladyship.”


  Parmil left the magnificent building, joined her crew in the bar, and then took them all out to a restaurant. The evening breeze was gentle as they returned to the ship for some sleep.


  


  After a morning of preparing to leave, Parmil entered the Court building and found her way back to Lady Nundoor’s office.


  As her watch showed noon, Parmil knocked.


  “Come in.”


  This time, there were five other people in the room. Two tall, long-bearded men, a smaller bald one, and two women of different proportions.


  “This is captain Al'Ario,” spoke Lady Nundoor. “Captain Al'Ario, allow me to introduce you to my colleagues. They are Lords Wirthson, Ianni'sheer and Urtiol, Ladies Ferrucka and Gyneoa.”


  “How do you do?” they all said.


  “Your lordships, your ladyships.”


  “We have discussed the matter at length, studied the information of the data-cube and watched the recording many times. We have decided to take action. Captain Al'Ario, we request that you deliver a warning to the Azzurdi government. We have also decided to confer the title of Galactic Police to the Arpia Cleaning Team, instructing it to act in our name throughout the galaxy, with full jurisdiction.”


  Lady Nundoor smiled, and spoke more quietly for a moment.


  “I daresay it shall enable Arpia as a whole to act within the limits of the law. As you know, some techniques are considered illegal unless used by an official police force and as a subsidiary means.” She winked, much to Parmil’s surprise. “It was the least we could do, as we are infinitely grateful to Arpia for bringing this monstrosity to our attention. We shall need the support of the ACT in the future. Indeed, there are many aspects of today’s galaxy still to be taken care of.”


  Lady Nundoor picked up two items and presented them to Parmil.


  “Here is the message you are to bring to the Azzurdi capital, and this is the data-cube for your superiors. You may encounter hostility on the way, so be prepared. Good luck, captain.”


  “Thank you, milady. Good-bye, your lordships, your ladyships.”


  She left the marble palace and told Borreli to check weapon and fuel supplies.


  “War?”


  “Not yet, but all I’ve heard of the Azzurdi is that they’re warmongers and love to fight fresh Absols.”


  “Let’s hope we don’t see too many stereotypes then,” said Sam, gulping down the beer he’d bought in some random bar. “I like being the only one around,” he finished with a wink.


  


  It felt good to land on Azzur, capital of the Azzurdi Empire, governed by the Ganuta House, after a cold reception in space, where some five ships tried to chase the Karakal away, even to destroy it. It seemed that someone did not want the message to reach its destination. At least Parmil was not being fired upon from the ground.


  The person to whom she was meant to bring the message was the Rramman of the Ganuta House, Torkimal. Apparently, the Rramman was something like the leader of his House, and the Ganutai being the First House, it would also make Torkimal the leader of the Azzurdi Empire. Time to find him, Parmil thought.


  “You sure you don’t even want two of our combat folks?”


  “Come on Bo, what good would that do? I’ll be going into a guarded building. Those guys wouldn’t be allowed inside. Anyway, if anything goes wrong, I know how to contact you.”


  Borreli smiled half-heartedly, and Sam sat on his lap.


  “Let her go, paps. She’s a big girl.”


  Borreli chuckled and pushed Sam over. Parmil left before he could change his mind, a smile on her face.


  She asked around, and soon arrived at a building of a certain prestige. The ‘Great Hall’, the locals called it. Many passing Azzurdi stared at her: Parmil was out of place here, and not that many strangers came to Azzur, as it was a long way from Yolniui and Absol space.


  “What is the purpose of your visit?”


  “I have an urgent message for the Rramman of the First House from the Xarda International Court.”


  The guard in front of Parmil stared at her with eyes wide open before howling with laughter.


  “Hey, Friktor, this young lady says she has a message from the Xarda International Court!”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Remember, that stupid Absol idea of galactic justice, before they became delusional?”


  “Must have been during a non-Ganutan period of rule. What’s this Court thing?”


  “Something we were taught in the Ancient History course.”


  “Oh! It still exists? People believe in its power?”


  “Looks like it.”


  They both laughed.


  “I’ll see if you are authorised to come in, but don’t count on it.”


  The guard moved away from her and started speaking in a communications device, while the man called Friktor eyed her with mockery. Parmil hoped the Arpia Cleaning Team would do something to change that conception of the XIC.


  The guard came back and smirked at her.


  “The Rramman of the First House will personally see you, lucky one. Hand over your dart gun.”


  He led Parmil through a few security barriers, and she was finally shown into the Council Hall.


  Hundreds of delegates from all the corners of Azzurdi space were present, at different levels, at balconies, all separated into Houses.


  There was a central ring, and a powerful man was standing inside it, facing Parmil.


  He seemed surrounded by an aura of authority. Power emanated from him. It was Torkimal, Rramman of the Ganuta House.


  “Come, messenger.”


  


  Parmil moved towards Torkimal, and handed the message over to him.


  After a minute of reading with a smirk on his elegant features, he lifted his head and laughed out loud, before turning towards the rest of the Council.


  “Members of the Council, do you remember the Xarda International Court? The most useless court ever created by any interstellar conference? That which does not have enough power to hurt a fly without having to vote the matter five times? It has sent me a message by this ‘captain Al'Ario’. Let me read it out to you!


  “Here goes: ‘Your highness, it has come to our attention that a growing illegal activity, a slave trade, is taking place within your realm, violating articles 2, 5, 13ter and all beta section articles of the Galactic Human Rights Convention, signed the first of January 1019 EE, and ratified by all nations before the 31st of March 1022 EE. You are bound by the law to take all measures necessary to neutralise and undo this activity, and to try all persons who have been active in the trade.”


  There were smirks among the delegates, and Torkimal smiled before continuing.


  “‘If you refuse to comply, we will ourselves force those measures onto your government and condemn you for this refusal, following the sanctions foreseen by articles 40 paragraph one to 51quater’.”


  Torkimal tore the message in two.


  “We Azzurdi do not recognise their law! We have our own justice, and it is the best in the galaxy! Who cares about a useless court?”


  The members of the Council cheered, laughed and applauded Torkimal who sneered at Parmil with defiance burning in his eyes.


  A man raised his voice.


  “Why exactly shouldn’t we follow their good moral principles? Because most of the members of this Council have at least one slave, the Ganutai more than others? Yes. That is what I said. Half the people of my Tikkera delegation will deny untruthfully that they have a slave, but only one Ganutan representative will speak verily when he denies such an allegation!”


  “I will second Tikkera delegate Runni'maro,” shouted a woman from another balcony. “I know many among my Mekam delegation who have a slave. I even admit I once had one for five months before I freed her. This slave-trade is a black mark of our society, and should be abolished!”


  Soon the whole Council was shouting, with some members even shouting at each other within one House delegation. The warrior house of the Ahheiban seemed divided, the Mekam and Dorani had a small majority of delegates against the slave trade, and the Ganutai and Tikkera were mostly for it.


  “Order!” shouted Torkimal five times before calm was somewhat restored.


  “As Rramman of the First House, I decide that we shall not discuss the matter any more before six months! Then it is possible we will have a vote. Until then, I must consider the matter myself!”


  “Just so you can mistreat your own more and maybe kill a few with sick pleasure,” Parmil muttered under her breath.


  Before she could fully realise what she had said out loud, the Rramman had swung towards Parmil and hit her in the face with an open hand.


  Within a split second, without thinking, Parmil punched back, her fist crashing on his nose.


  Dead silence had fallen upon the Council. Parmil realised with horror that she had insulted and hit the effective leader of the Azzurdi Empire. He was glaring at her with pure hatred in his eyes, ready to pounce on his enemy.


  As Parmil saw his leg muscles flexing, half a dozen people jumped on the Rramman to restrain him.


  “Get off me! Let me teach this insolent brat a lesson! Let me tear her apart with my bear hands!”


  The people around Torkimal started to lead him away from where Parmil stood, shocked by her own actions.


  With Torkimal cursing her in the background, a number of hands grabbed hold of Parmil and dragged her out of the Great Hall.


  “Yes! Take her away! Make her disappear from my sight! She is not to come within fifty light years of me; else I will come after her! Stay away or die!”


  As the Ganutan’s voice died down, the doors to the building were opened and Parmil was thrown out. Her face hurt where Torkimal had hit her, and her back was now in a bad state. She moaned, and opened her eyes to see her dart gun thrown at her. It landed on her stomach, and Parmil cursed herself for not going to the gym more often, for not working those abdominals a little. And for not learning to behave in the presence of galactic leaders.


  Through closing eyelids, Parmil saw a man step out of the doors as they were closed. He looked around him, then bent down towards her and helped her up.


  “That was most unwise, young woman. Most unwise indeed. Did you not realise who was the man to whom you were talking?”


  Parmil nodded shyly, still shaken, trying to keep standing.


  “Well then you were plain foolish. Or very brave. Maybe even both. Torkimal is one of the most dangerous Azzurdi around: one does not simply become Rramman thanks to eloquence and looks.” He shook his head. “Sorry, I’m rambling. Let’s get you back to your ship. I am Chi Tungen, Rramman of the Tikkera House.”


  Parmil was unable to even raise an eyebrow in surprise.


  “Here, have a BogoMuir, it will make you feel better,” he said, giving her one of the sweets made from bogosaur bones. “I have myself only recently become aware of this disgusting slave-trade, due to the rather hermit-like life I lead, unfortunately. I shall meet with the other Rramman, those of the Mekam and Dorani House. Torkimal doesn’t seem eager to speak about the subject, so I shall keep him out of this.”


  Despite her state, Parmil smiled at the euphemism.


  “Know that if the Xarda International Court gains more power, with a major trial and with a substantial police force, I will offer the support I can give. I doubt the other Rramman in question will accept the trade, so I am under the impression they would also help. I will at any rate make contact with Xarda soon enough.”


  He helped her swallow a couple more BogoMuir.


  “You had better leave now, and not come near Ganutan space any time soon. Your face will be on Torkimal’s black list, so do not show up in front of a Ganutan warrior either. You will probably be considered a public enemy. Know that I will do my best to keep the rest of the Empire from your throat. I say this because something tells me we may meet again. Call it a hunch, intuition.”


  He smiled and stroked Parmil’s hair.


  “You look a lot like your mother, did you know that? But you have your father’s nose. And you definitely have the Szarnu fire in your heart.”


  He left her standing there.


  What?


  


  When the Karakal finally landed back on Culuria, Commander Argoal was waiting in the hangar.


  “Al'Ario, I am relieved to see you are alive! You were very lucky they did not shoot you where you stood,” she said.


  “How do you know about it?”


  “You didn’t think such an event would go unnoticed by the media, did you? Your legal status in Ganutan space has dropped down by a lot, so you had better not dare go near their capital unless you are suicidal or are confident in your abilities.”


  Parmil crossed off Ganutan space from her mental map of the galaxy.


  “I have to say many laughed out of joy around the galaxy. We were very surprised when we heard about the Xarda International Court through the Azzurdi news network, as we thought they would forget about your message almost as soon as they had received it. Your actions have, in some way, given more importance to the XIC.”


  Parmil blushed.


  “Yes, blush away. For one thing, it has brought it to the attention of the Azzurdi government, and has therefore also come to that of the enemies of the Azzurdi, the Absolem Constitutor. Some Azzurdi have even started to use an adapted version of the Talion law: ‘Two eyes for an eye, a jaw for a tooth’, and it has kicked off rumours of legions of doom being trained to serve the XIC.”


  Sam, who was unloading a few crates behind Argoal, made a comic soldier imitation before Tara told him off for slacking.


  “All in all, your mission was a success. It has made people think about the situation and speak openly about it for the first time, and it has also revealed the XIC as alive and very well. But, do tell me what happened on Xarda.”


  “Lady Nundoor gave me this data-cube for the ACT.”


  Argoal opened it up, and looked at the holographic messages inside.


  “Galactic Police?”


  Parmil nodded, and the Commander smiled with apparent joy.


  “This is amazing! We can now act in the name of the XIC, and bring culprits to the court. This is really just in time, as we have recently picked up signs of a new drug trade. Well, I shouldn’t keep you, and I also have lots of things to deal with. Al'Ario, thank you ever so much for this. I will arrange for you to be paid a hundred thousand credits. You deserve at least as much.”


  “Commander, I have a question.”


  “What is it?”


  “The Rramman of the Tikkera House, what do you know of him?”


  “Not much. He has been Rramman for a few decades, and is among the elders of his House. Still, quite an impressive warrior for his age. Undefeated within his own House since he became Rramman, which is why he still governs it. Rumour has it no one wishes to challenge him, not for fear of losing but for fear of not being as good a Rramman. Knows many high-ranking people throughout the galaxy, and there were rumours of camaraderie with leaders of the Rebellion.”


  “No personal info?”


  “You’d better ask Commander Kur-Tchek. Why?”


  “Something he said.”


  She could tell from Argoal’s look that she knew she wasn’t being perfectly honest, but the Commander let her be.


  “If you’re interested in doing another job, go to the shipyard tomorrow morning for your next mission. Now, however, I must leave for a meeting. Well, good-bye, and thank you once more.”


  


  Once Commander Argoal had left, Parmil made her way to the bar. She wanted some time to think, away from her crew at least.


  “Hey, boys and girls! Torkimal’s new best friend has returned,” shouted Gooms from the counter.


  So much for personal reflexion.


  The whole bar cheered for Parmil, and Gooms offered her a drink.


  “I’ll take a Jibby Flippy then: I need something strong.”


  “Al'Ario, what did it feel like, punching that bastard in the face?” asked Bard.


  “Well, I wasn’t quite in control of myself, and afterwards I was shaking of fear. You don’t always hit the leader of a whole Empire of warriors in the face.”


  Half the bar erupted with laughter.


  “Cheers to Al'Ario, the XIC sword!”


  “Yeah! Let’s hear it for the slave defender!”


  A drunkard shouted out: “Down with the government! Basta with society! Viva la revolución!”


  Gooms went over to him and smacked him on the head with an empty bottle.


  “George and Rallephy, take this poor man back home, and sober him up a little.”


  Parmil drank her Jibby Flippy, played a game of Spaceball with the few men and women doing so outside and went home.


  What did Chi Tungen have to do with her parents? Had he also known Vastor? Parmil was ashamed to realise she had not given serious thought to Vastor’s death since reading the letter Malrow had given her. By pure chance, she had happened to meet a Rramman of an Azzurdi House who remembered her parents. And how did he know her name? She had only given out her code-name.


  She crashed on her bed, and sleep swept over her within a minute. Exhaustion had finally caught up with her.


  



  Chapter XVI


  


  “It’s captain Parmil Al'Ario!” shouted a child as Parmil entered the shipyard the following day.


  Before Parmil knew it, the boy called Io and the girl named Daniella were running towards her.


  “Now there, children, calm down,” ordered Reynold Yungfor who had appeared out of nowhere. “Good morning, captain. I trust you are ready for this trip?”


  “The trip?” Parmil asked.


  “Yes, you are taking us to Umir'sal in Yolniui space, no?”


  Parmil stared at him.


  “I have not yet had the chance to brief her, I’m afraid,” came Commander Aster’s voice from behind a giant cargo container.


  “Commander, am I to understand I am on a mission in Yolniui space transporting the kids?”


  The beautiful woman now in front of Parmil nodded.


  “You see, Al'Ario, the scientific community has passed a request to Yolniui outfitters for a whole shipment of weapon parts and technology. We are going to start making some Yolniui technology available to the public in our outfitters and shipyards. Many outfits and ships are already being assembled here, but there are some things we would prefer to import directly.”


  She blew a lock of hair away from her mouth. Not blowing hard, almost whistling. It seemed so feminine and sensual, so perfect. Why couldn’t Parmil be like that?


  “You will be going to collect some thirty tonnes of cargo at their capital planet, Umir'sal in the Umir'mas system. And you will be taking this primary class with you. Are you with me so far?”


  “Yes, I think so. But we’re at the beginning of July, no?”


  At any rate, that was the date that Parmil recalled noticing on the ship computer.


  “Indeed. The children are on holiday, but the school is organising activities for the ones staying on Culuria this summer. This is one of those activities. Thanks to Ekrid’s input, I might add.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Once you land, a Yolniui delegation will meet you, and the children will meet local kids about their age. The Yolniun will take them on a tour around the capital, more educational than official. You are welcome to wander around with them. Since I think I’m right in saying you have never gone there on a mission, it could be interesting and educational for you too.”


  She leant over towards Parmil, and lowered her voice.


  “Between you and me, Ekrid Malrow and myself would very much like you to accompany them on the tour: Ekrid says they are very trustworthy, and with great honour, but he says that nobody is perfect, and there may be some Yolniun who are not that honest.”


  Parmil blinked. They had always been made out to be as moral as possible. Still, they had to be human too in a way.


  “We don’t want any kids leaving the group. There are but two teachers, and they can’t have their eyes on all the kids at the same time. So if you decide not to go, please make sure someone follows them. We don’t want any bad surprises.”


  She smiled sweetly.


  “Ekrid and myself would appreciate it greatly if you looked after Wadina. I do not know if you are aware of it, but she is the daughter of Kristala and Ernie Bardrien, who have now passed away, and Ekrid is her godfather. So take care of her as much as you can. Understood, captain?”


  “Yes, Commander.”


  “Good. Another important bit of information about Wadina: she will turn eight years old the day after you visit Umir'sal, if you don’t waste time along the way, as it should take six weeks to get there. We would be even more grateful if you could organise a birthday party of some sort.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “I shall do my best.”


  “Very well. I shall now leave you to organise the trip. Bon voyage, capitaine Al'Ario.”


  “Merci beaucoup,” Parmil replied, using the few words of the French language she still remembered from her classes on the origins of the Absol language.


  “Bonne chance, et au revoir.”


  After Aster had left, Parmil went to find miss Barkle.


  “It’s so kind of you to do this: the kids are jubilant.”


  “So I see.”


  “Well, let’s gather up the troops. I do hope your crew won’t mind them.”


  Parmil glanced at Daniella, running after Io. Both were laughing, innocent as they were, allowed to act, well, like children. She smiled. The crew wouldn’t mind them. She certainly wouldn’t.


  


  Borreli cut the engines’ power, and large vehicles surrounded the Karakal.


  “Finish off the cake, children, we have landed.”


  Maria was helping Charlotte and Sam clear up the remains of the birthday party. Wadina smiled at Parmil and thanked her. Parmil was surprised; she had not heard the little girl speak in some time. Perhaps it was a good thing that they were late and decided to have the party before visiting Umir'sal.


  She left her Astraponta to meet a longhaired and wild-looking woman waiting outside.


  “Hello, captain Al'Ario.”


  “Yes, that’s me. How do you know that?”


  “Many Yolniun citizens possess what you call the gift of telepathy. There is therefore much we know. We also know you are one day late, though that did not require much skill.”


  “We had to refuel in Yolniui space, but we were made to wait.”


  “Ah, the usual ‘foreigner check’. Unfortunate. But where are my manners? I am Oz'Jythri, of the Ozfia caste. I have been asked to show the children around, and, being an Ozfia, could not refuse.”


  “Why does your being an Ozfia make it impossible to refuse?”


  “The term ‘Ozfia’ can be translated into your language as ‘servants of all’. It runs deep in Yolniui culture and history. The Ozfia are those who have failed the entrance tests to the other castes. We therefore expand our knowledge in everything to be capable of doing any task, and those tasks not proper to any caste in particular. The other castes ask us for help as well.”


  Parmil blinked. A subclass?


  Oz'Jythri smiled.


  “Not exactly, but yes, we are those entrusted with the residuary tasks. You would not understand, you do not know our culture.”


  She turned to a group of men and women behind her, and they came towards Parmil.


  “There is a public audience of the Yolniui Ruling Council in thirty minutes. If we leave with the children now, they will get the chance to see the most important political figures of the Yolniui government. Will you come along?”


  “Yes, I shall, and many in my crew have expressed their desire to join us.”


  “Then we must go fetch the children now. The dockers, of the Rao'timphu caste naturally, will load the shipment while we complete the tour. Here are the other members of our delegation: Rao'Fatences of the Rao'timphu workers, Zarri'Tige of the healer caste of the Zarri'dt, Jasd'Lri of the engineer Jasd'tnem, As'Uogae of the scientist As'perdim, Pri'Sanna of the Pri'nodai warriors and Umir'mora of the leadership caste of the Umir'mas.”


  Parmil greeted them, mesmerised by the strange division of Yolniui society.


  “Now, let us fetch the children.”


  


  They were taken through the streets of the capital, and the different members of the delegation told the children how the Yolniui system worked and how they were separated into castes. They spoke of the history of the Yolniun, and how they had lived in seclusion for the past centuries, attacked by their neighbours only a few times. Somehow this seemed to Parmil to be very technical for kids this young. Did they school their children differently?


  “I don’t like how they do things,” said Charlotte. “Sounds very far from our ideals of freedom.”


  Rikar looked at her and rolled his eyes.


  “Come on, Sha, look at them. Seems as though it works out for them!”


  “Plus, individual happiness isn’t the only important thing in life,” Tara added.


  Parmil spotted Rikar wink at Tara as he said that it was just as gratifying to strive for others’ happiness. Parmil smiled and walked on. It was cute to see their relationship evolve, albeit slowly. She sighed. Cute, but it also made her feel alone.


  The group arrived at a magnificent building a few centuries old that had recently been renovated. A group of Yolniui children were waiting outside, and they greeted their Arpia counterparts in a very joyful yet humble way.


  They were shown inside, and the close were closing behind them.


  “Stop!”


  All heads turned towards the voice. It was Maria.


  “Wadina and Orion! Where are they?”


  Reynold ran outside and looked in every direction. Maria remained where she stood, eyes darting across the faces of everyone in near panic. Parmil tried to recall what she had seen.


  The Yolniui kids greeting the others. A boy with a wide grin moving towards Wadina. Orion coming over, and asking if he could also come.


  Come where?


  Parmil searched deeper in her memory.


  “See that black building over there?” the Yolniui boy had said.


  Parmil cursed herself for not paying enough attention to that. At least her short-term audio-visual memory had proved itself useful.


  “Bo, with me.”


  They left Maria, Reynold and the crew to take the kids see the Yolniui Ruling Council while they tried to find the black building.


  Borreli spotted it, some hundred metres away. They ran towards it and stopped just outside the doorway to listen to what was going on inside.


  “And this is a new row placemat paralleliser. My dad says it’s very dangerous.”


  A what?


  “Neuro-plasma paralyser,” Borreli mouthed.


  A neuro-plasma paralyser? What was a kid doing with that? All the same, Parmil breathed out. It meant the Yolniun was just showing off a bunch of weapons and gadgets and had not led them into some trap.


  Borreli held out his hand as Parmil moved to go in. A deep male voice filled the room the kids were in.


  The man asked a question in Yolin, and the boy replied in a terrified voice. What was going on?


  “Oh. Strangers. I hate strangers. I am going to kill you!”


  Parmil blinked and saw Borreli’s eyes widen. It had to be a joke.


  The children screamed, and they heard the man discharge a shot.


  Borreli jumped through the doorway, blaster in hand, and aimed at the arm of the dark, tall figure. The weapon it was holding fell to the ground, and sudden silence befell the room as Parmil rushed in and went straight for the children.


  The figure in front of Borreli was looking at them with fear in his eyes. Borreli knocked him out with his pistol handle, and Parmil turned to the kids.


  The Yolniui kid and Wadina were shaking, and Orion was on the floor, motionless. Parmil checked his pulse, and brought her hand to her mouth. Too little, too late.


  


  “Is Orion dead?”


  Wadina was still shaking in Parmil’s arms. Orion’s body had been smuggled inside the ship and put inside a cryogenic tube without Wadina seeing a thing. The xenophobic man, mad out of isolation, had been arrested by the Umir'sal police force, composed mainly of Pri'nodai warriors, and was going to be put away for long. The Yolniui child had been returned to his parents, and the teachers had been discreetly told what had happened. Parmil hoped that the children wouldn’t learn it all too soon.


  She looked at the crying eyes of the young girl in front of her. Parmil realised that because Wadina knew what death was, she suspected that Orion had not survived.


  She lowered her eyes.


  “Yes, Wadina, he is dead.”


  After a few seconds of silence, Parmil looked at her with compassion. Wadina was in need of comfort. Parmil held her tighter and kissed her on the forehead.


  “But you are all right, Wadina. We can still be very grateful for that.”


  “This is my worst birthday ever.”


  Parmil sighed and rocked her body gently. The little girl moved with her and held her head against Parmil’s bosom.


  Once the whole group had come back, Reynold asked all the children to pay attention.


  “I am afraid that Orion will not be coming back with us,” he said.


  “Is he staying with the Yolniun for another day?” asked Ehneid.


  “No, he has had an accident. A very big accident.”


  “Will he be okay?” asked Sarah.


  “When will we see him?” another kid shouted.


  “He will not be okay. You won’t see him again. Ever,” said Reynold. He had been struggling with each word, and that last one had been the hardest, uttered in despair.


  What followed took little time. The words sank in, and soon enough the first few children who knew death, Sarah the orphan amongst others, started crying. The others understood a little later, and soon enough there were almost twenty kids crying in the Karakal. Parmil noticed Reynold and Maria both had tearful eyes. Borreli led the crew in comforting the kids. Good man, Parmil thought as the tears subsided.


  “Can we go now, Parmil?”


  “Yes, Wadina. Let’s go back home.”


  


  Throughout the voyage, Wadina spoke a lot to Parmil, telling the young captain her story, her life, her pleasures and her fears, and Parmil had tried to tell her whatever she could remember about herself in return. The crew had volunteered to work in a more strenuous system of shifts in order to take care of the kids as much as possible.


  Maybe the reason Wadina had opened herself so much to Parmil was the fact that she had saved her from a madman. Maybe she just liked her company.


  Parmil herself did not know why she felt so glad when she saw Wadina or heard her voice. Was it because she had almost seen her die?


  At least, Wadina seemed to have got over the shock on Umir'sal, and smiled whenever she saw Parmil. She even seemed to have forgiven Parmil for letting it happen on her birthday. That was something. More than something: it made Parmil put a genuine smile on her face.


  


  “Al'Ario, I am most grateful.” Malrow looked like he hadn’t closed his eyes in a week. “Very sorry about poor Orion, but grateful that no others fell, for Wadina more than all others. Orion’s parents are also thankful for the capture of the child murderer. They are on their way here to retrieve their son’s body once the other children will have left.”


  “Thank you, Mr Malrow.”


  He chuckled awkwardly.


  “Why do you still call me like that? I told you to call me Ekrid way back. The only people obsessed with titles over here are Holdor and Drigglesbothe,” he said, smiling half-heartedly, whoever this Drigglesbothe was.


  The children left the Karakal, beaming like Malrow.


  “They got over Orion’s death early enough due to the wonderful experience they had on Umir'sal and thanks to my crew’s devotion to making them smile on the way back,” Parmil explained.


  “Good. It wasn’t a total failure then, I guess,” he sighed. “You know, I’m blaming myself for what happened. Maria and Reynold do great on their own, but here the Yolniui kids were unguarded, and those two couldn’t possibly keep an eye on forty kids at the same time. Plus, your crew wasn’t trained to do that. I should have required more co-operation from the teachers.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “That’s something I was wondering about: they explained the caste system, but who are the teachers?”


  “Well, the younger Yolniun attend what they call ‘the River’, which is a general school system of primary and secondary education. Most teachers in the River are Ozfia novices who have yet to truly graduate as Ozfia, and some who have, but have chosen the River as their best means of serving the Yolniui people.”


  “And after the River, they enter tests for the castes?”


  “Yes, and most of the time it is the teachers who judge which caste the young are best suited for.”


  Parmil spotted Wadina stepping out of the ship. The young girl waved in her direction, and both Ekrid and Parmil waved back. Malrow looked at Parmil, and seemed amused. Because she’d waved?


  “Hello, uncle Ekrid,” Wadina said once she had joined them.


  “Hello there, Wadina. How was the school trip?”


  She sighed.


  “It was very scary on Umir'sal, but thanks to my friend ‘Al'Ario’,” she continued, making it clear she knew Parmil by her real name, “it went much better afterwards. She took care of me like a parent,” she said, and Parmil was not sure as to if it was a compliment directed at her or a reproach for Ekrid, who swallowed. “And she was there on my birthday.”


  “Well, I will be taking Wadina back to the orphanage, but we’ll stop for ice cream on the way. Al'Ario, thank you once more. For taking care of them and for the Yolniui technology, which will be unloaded after your visitors have arrived. I have arranged for a healthy payment to be made to your account.”


  He offered his hand to Wadina, who took it after smirking at him.


  “Good-bye,” he said as the two of them walked away, “and we will contact you for some more action.”


  “Good-bye, Parmil,” shouted Wadina. “Thank you for everything.”


  Parmil waved back. She was going to miss her conversation.


  


  Meeting with Orion’s parents afterwards was a different experience altogether. They were in heavy sorrow, and just watching them brought tears to Parmil’s eyes. They thanked her dearly for what she had tried to do, and then had their son’s corpse taken out of the Astraponta. The most emotionally heavy moment was when they identified the body. Poor parents.


  Parmil started thinking about Wadina. She was exactly the opposite of this couple. They had lost a child, she had lost her parents. Like Parmil. She was trying to find another parent than her godfather who did not spend enough time with her. Was she hoping to find in Parmil a possible parent?


  Memories of Vastor came forth, most prominently the letter Malrow had given to her so many months ago. How was she to find anything if Arpia kept on giving her jobs to complete?


  A truck arrived, and bunch of dockers unloaded Parmil’s cargo, all thirty tonnes of it.


  “Yep, that’ll all be in outfitters soon enough,” said the dockmaster. “They’ve already started selling that foreign stuff, and people are jumping on it. Earlier this morn’, there was a line one mile long, just waiting to get its hands on the jump drive organ. Luckily a whole shipment arrived right after it sold out. We’ll have to find a way to grow them ourselves.”


  After some useless banter, she went inside the Karakal. Rikar and Tara were lying on a couch. She was surprised to hear only Rikar’s voice. Was Tara showing her listening abilities? An old saying came to mind: “and if you believe in love, come on and let it show”. Parmil let them be and joined the bulk of her crew in watching a film.


  



  Chapter XVII


  


  “Hello, young lady,” growled a deep voice from a table just beside the bar entrance as Parmil and Borreli passed its threshold the following morning.


  “You are Al'Ario. At least, you fit Ekrid’s description of you. And who is this?”


  “I am Borreli, her second-in-command.”


  “Pleasure, pleasure. I am Berne, Commander since the early days. I am the leader of the Hexporyen people. I gather you have one employed, is it not so?”


  “Yes, sir. Bee'Misa is my deck officer.”


  “Very nice. She is a good lass. I do happen to know each Hexporyen personally, seeing our small numbers.”


  He looked at the empty seats facing him, and motioned for them to sit down.


  “I am the one in charge of keeping the Regulars active, and that is why I am here. Active in the sense of repelling piracy. To my knowledge, it has been a small while since your last pirate raid. Do tell me if I am mistaken.”


  “No, not at all.”


  “Very well.” He shifted in his seat. “I will also give you a questionnaire about your current situation. Indeed, Arpia is above all a company. Companies like to know what their employees think about their respective jobs and lives. So I become a career counsellor once in a while.”


  Pulling out a bunch of papers, he continued.


  “Think about each question carefully, and answer by vocal into this recording device. I would be very grateful if you could do this before landing back on Culuria after the mission I will give you.”


  Parmil looked at Borreli, pursing her lips. He nodded with a smile, took the documents and slipped them into his internal suit pocket.


  “Co-operation, very good. Now, the mission. We have had heard of a dozen raiders headed towards their tiny lair in the Stigma 4 system, and if we leave now, we’ll arrive around the same time as they will. We cannot afford to waste time on the way.”


  “Can you tell the crew?” Parmil asked Borreli, who nodded and slipped outside, already on the intercom with the Karakal.


  “The pirates will try to protect their lair, which is reported to be on the Deimos II moon near planet Deimos. Use your radar systems to find the lair, and take whatever stolen goods you find there. Understood, Al'Ario?”


  “Yes, Commander.”


  “Good. Then get ready, and I’ll meet you in space.”


  Within twenty minutes, her ship left Culuria soil.


  “Bo, coordinates for Stigma 4?”


  “I’m plotting the course right now.”


  “Good. We’re back in for some action.”


  


  As the Karakal approached Deimos II with the Resvedor, Commander Berne’s ship, Borreli reported half a dozen dots on the radar screen.


  “Biggies?”


  “No, Parmil. Three Azzurdi Effroyables with illegal markings, one Monsaigne and three Stormers.”


  Communication channel started, Arpia markings, said an electronic voice.


  “Al'Ario,” came Berne’s voice, “if you take out the Monsaigne and two Stormers, I can deal with the rest and you can reach the ground without a problem.”


  “Understood, Commander.”


  Parmil switched to the on-board intercom.


  “Tara, you blast the closest Stormer into smithereens. Sam, your team deals with the Monsaigne. The bridge here will make the third pilot wish he’d never learnt to fly.”


  As Borreli took full control of the ship manoeuvring, Bee'Misa settled behind the front quadrant weapons board.


  “Fire when ready.”


  After the ships in question had been destroyed, they entered the thin atmosphere of the uninhabited moon. A trail of blaster shots filled the air from beneath them, the Karakal rocking to and fro’ whenever hit.


  “It’s a ground turret,” Charlotte shouted from the radar panel. “Large platform, by the looks of it.”


  “Send in an AS-46,” Parmil answered.


  A second later, she saw the air to surface missile speed away in front of them before dropping.


  Bee'Misa turned to her, shaking her head in disbelief.


  “The missile was hit.”


  “What? I thought it was the best missile on the market. Darn ZiMechO, what a bunch of frauds. Well, if it’s capable of taking out the best missiles, let’s blast the turret to pieces the old fashioned way.”


  Borreli took the ship down with all speed, doing an irrational dance in the air to avoid being hit too much by the turret.


  “Distance: three kilometres,” Charlotte shouted.


  “All right. Give me Stratania control.”


  A helmet came down from the roof and fitted itself around Parmil’s head while a pair of joysticks sprouted out from underneath her hands. Old fashioned technology, don’t you just love its primitiveness? The voice in Parmil’s head was amused.


  It was the first time in ages that Parmil had used the Straton Method. It was a combat trick one usually only heard of, and that one tried out once when one was a kid. Good thing most civilian ships were still built with it as a last-resort ‘air-sol’ weapon: this single, energy consuming weapon was one of the few remnants of the days before the Ruling Council, but it was truly effective against any heavily armed and dangerous ground unit.


  Parmil used the pair of joysticks to close in on the target, turning the weapon slightly with every hand movement. Once she could see the turret clearly and dead in the middle of the virtual visor in the helmet, she hit the buttons at the top of the joystick.


  A large blaster shot left the front of the Karakal and headed straight for the target as the ship temporarily shut down.


  Energy restored to secure level, came the ship’s electronic voice a second later, and Borreli completed a series of complicated manoeuvres to avoid crashing into the ground, which had come up to meet them at great speed.


  “Target out, Parmil. Tell me, did you ever leave childhood?” said Borreli with a big grin on his face, wiping beads of sweat from his forehead.


  Parmil smiled despite trying to ignore the remark, and watched the sky clear itself of laser shots and explosive pellets, only to be filled with smoke.


  “Let’s get out in the clear and find the pirate lair.”


  


  Breathing masks on, Parmil left the ship with her half dozen marines.


  The land before her was a small and sparse forest, full of strange species of trees that Parmil had never seen before. They all dwindled up as high as possible with what little mass they had, and were of a very dull but light colour. Not enough oxygen to let them grow peacefully and normally.


  “Looks like everyone was in the turret, Parmil, ma’am,” said the one called Ruscon.


  “I’ll second Ruscon, captain. No trace of anyone else.”


  “Good. We’ll start loading then. Where is their storage place?”


  “A large cave underground, captain. Behind that boulder and on a little.”


  Parmil turned on the intercom.


  “Borreli, they are all down. Bring the ship to my position, and get the cargo bay cleared.”


  After half an hour, all the stolen goods had been gathered up, and Parmil spotted Berne’s ship in the sky. There seemed to be a few more enemy ships, perhaps reinforcements, and Berne was apparently organising a set of fireworks.


  She stared in disbelief at the incredible manoeuvres and wonderful tactics Berne was using against the pirates. His Crybellis seemed to be controlled by a giant puppeteer: when chased by a raider, it flipped over and started firing at the surprised enemy it now faced. Once, he even managed to circle round another pirate in the tightest fashion Parmil had ever observed. How he did it, Parmil did not know. She made a mental note to ask him when they would land on Culuria.


  “All twenty tonnes of stolen goods have been loaded, Parmil,” spoke Borreli through the intercom.


  “I’m on my way. Have the engines running.”


  


  On the flight back to Culuria, Parmil set her mind to answering the questionnaire Berne had handed over to her. Questions ranging from the very general to the very technical, she took her time for each answer.


  The “Are you enjoying your job?” question took her a few hours to fully answer, and it took her about the same time to answer the following question, once she had succeeded in understanding what it meant:


  “Article 6bis paragraph 3 of the Arpia Constitution Act states the following: ‘All members of the ARPIA are entitled to a daily revenue and to post-assignment payment, fixed by the executive board of the company, and receive the title of Indemployee according to rules set by the 1084 EE Interstellar Stirling Convention.’ Has this status any aspects you find discriminating in comparison with those of employee and independent contractor?”


  Bloody legal issues, thought Parmil. She could not understand how anyone could ever spend years studying law, with all those boring and strict subjects, where everything was black or white yet always grey, et cetera. However much the lawyers might be opposed to this opinion, she could not care less.


  Piloting school had been great for her: initiative and thought were more important than memory, and that suited her fine.


  


  Yubenia was a sight as the Karakal landed: the two suns were at the zenith, and the white buildings of the city seemed to glow as much as the glass structures. Parmil stared for a while before getting a grip on herself.


  She left her ship and let Borreli and deck officer Bee'Misa deal with the post-flight procedures and with the unloading of the cargo, taking only the document holder in which the questionnaire resided.


  She found Berne as he was shutting off the power of his Crybellis.


  “Ah, Al'Ario. You did the job very nicely. A hundred thousand credits have been transferred to your account, and I trust you will use them well.”


  “Thank you, Commander. I have answered the questionnaire you gave me.” She handed the document holder over to him.


  “Very well. Thank you, Al'Ario.”


  Berne made to go, but Parmil stopped him once she had made up her mind and asked what had been on her mind during half of the flight back.


  “How do you accomplish such wonderful manoeuvres when fighting in space?”


  He smiled. He seemed to have anticipated the question.


  “Brakes. That’s the secret.”


  “Brakes? As in reverse thrusters?” she enquired, dubious. She had gone over every possibility, and had dismissed that one right away, as sudden use of reverse thrusters was considered to be one of the most dangerous and unpredictable space flight manoeuvres, most of all in the case of a ship pursuit.


  “Well, it’s something I’m very proud of, and it goes back to the earliest days of Arpia being on Culuria. Did someone tell you the Hexporyen population was dying of a sickness that had developed in the few years before Ekrid Malrow came to Culuria?”


  “Yes, Commander Haldora did so.”


  “Ekrid Malrow, Ernie Bardrien and their bunch of idealistic followers brought over a bunch of doctors, and saved about ninety percent of those of us still alive. When I say idealistic, I mean it in a positive way, because after we had exchanged our respective histories, after Ekrid had told me all about the Absolem, I realised that there were few people who still had strong ideals.”


  He seemed to be reliving his memories, and chuckled.


  “Both Ekrid and Ernie agreed to stay on this planet, and they integrated the Hexporyen people into Arpia. Since Arpia was pretty small at the time, we doubled the number of people involved. Ekrid soon began giving me flight lessons, because he felt the leader of the Hexporyens should give the example. So I complied. He taught me everything he knew, and I can assure you it was a lot. Ekrid still is one of the greatest and most accomplished pilots I have ever met.”


  One of his crew asked something about a meeting, and Berne replied he’d be there.


  “As I was about to say, I was still learning when I discovered the brake system, and didn’t yet know exactly what it did. I tried it out in flight, and realised I had done something wrong after finding myself thrown to the bow of the ship along with Ekrid. He then told me not to do that with anyone who wasn’t strapped in, if I ever were to do it again.”


  Parmil could only imagine how painful it had to be, being sent flying across the ship despite the gravity system.


  “Somewhat intrigued by this effect, I must admit, I tried again. I did it alone this time, after strapping myself in tightly, and I started to like the feature. After a few more tries, I could flip the ship this way or that by using side engines. Ekrid told me I was becoming very good at it, but that one couldn’t use that in combat, because there is almost always a crew, and not everyone would have enough time to strap themselves in.


  “I decided to buy a new ship, and was drifting away near Absol space when I saw a couple of pirates boarding a Rebel Crybellis. I joined the party, and captured all the pirates with my crew. All the Rebels were dead, except for their captain. The Rebel captain was only just breathing, and he told me the ship was mine if I wanted it after thanking me for saving it. He died in my hands.”


  He smiled half-heartedly.


  “I’m sorry to bore you with this. I think you’ll have noticed many here love telling stories.”

  Parmil smiled and begged him to go on.


  “Well, I took the ship, and found it was exactly the kind of ship I had been looking for, fitting my style and techniques. I fitted in seats with seat-belts all over the place, and then recruited a team who wouldn’t mind my braking that much and who would be ready to rush to the seats each time I gave the order.


  “Almost all my crew today has been with me for the past decade, and they are completely used to my piloting. They know me so well many can see the brake manoeuvre coming at couple of seconds before I give the order. It works miracles, I can assure you that, and a few other pilots have decided to follow my example. It’s becoming a small school of flight,” he finished with a smile. He looked at the documents in his hands. “Well, I had better get over to Ekrid’s office. I’ll keep in touch: once I’ve gone through the questionnaire, I will show you the result sheet.”


  “Do you have any further instructions for me?” Parmil asked him.


  “I do not. If you try the outfitters though, you might get something from Commander Jygin.”


  


  “Parmil,” shouted a child’s voice as she entered the outfitter two days later, having taken a day off and spent some time with Borreli and Sam.


  She turned to see Wadina waving at her, with her friends Sarah and Charlotte-Ann behind her. Parmil waved back, and the girls rushed over to her.


  “Hello, girls. What are you doing here?”


  “We don’t have school today, and are going over to Mistiva’s house,” answered an enthusiastic Wadina. “And you?”


  “I’m just about to receive another assignment. Do you know Commander Jygin?”


  Charlotte-Ann nodded.


  “I know him. He’s a giant!”


  “He’s huge,” said Sarah. “And very round.”


  “My mum says he ate too much when he was a kid,” said Charlotte-Ann with a sly smile.


  “When will you take us on another trip, Al'Ario? I love flying, and I love your ship,” asked Wadina, too eager to care about Jygin.


  “I don’t know, it all depends on what Ekrid Malrow arranges with your school.”


  As soon as Parmil had mentioned that name, Wadina’s look dropped to her feet.


  “Why the sulky face, Wadina? Don’t you like your godfather?”


  “I do, I guess, but not as much as I like you or our teachers. He is always busy.”


  “Well, so am I. Don’t forget that he’s the big chief of Arpia.”


  “That’s because you don’t have to take care of anyone,” Wadina replied with regret. “He doesn’t come to see me often, and usually stays for only ten minutes. He never takes me in space, and there’s always someone very important he has to speak to,” she finished, uttering the word ‘important’ with irony and contempt.


  Parmil felt an urge to take Wadina into her arms and hug her, before wondering what on earth was happening to her.


  While Parmil was in mental conflict, Sarah mentioned that Mistiva would be waiting, and they left, saying they hoped to see Parmil again.


  She was getting attached to Wadina. There was something in that girl that captivated her, that grabbed hold of her heart and emotions, and it was getting more and more apparent every time Parmil saw her. It was a form of growing love she had never experienced before. Parental love? Was that it, was she developing a parent posture towards Wadina? Towards a girl she barely saw?


  Her godfather was the most important man on the planet, and was terribly busy. On top of his job, he seemed to be in a long-time relationship with Commander Aster, so this left little time for poor young Wadina. Parmil realised Wadina probably thought she had finally found someone she could identify with, all during that trip to Umir'sal. Was the girl trying to get to know her more? Parmil checked her watch and realised that she had a man to meet. Someone important, too. She sighed. Time to get moving.


  



  Chapter XVIII


  


  “Commander Jygin?” Parmil asked the tall, large figure facing away from her and giving out cargo docking orders.


  “Yes? What is it?” growled the red puffed face that had turned towards her.


  “Commander, I am Al'Ario. Commander Berne told me to come here, saying you would have instructions for me.”


  “Ah, yes, I remember. Come with me, and I shall tell you what to do.”


  The bulky figure moved forward, and gave a few orders to some traders on the way. Parmil followed the two and a half metre ‘giant’ to a cargo depot.


  “Tontiban,” he shouted, “get order 5K3T out in the clear, will you? Hangar number is on the form. The pilot has arrived.”


  “Right ho, Jygin.”


  Jygin turned to Parmil.


  “Al'Ario, right? You have been assigned to a cargo freight job. We’ve started sharing our tech with the Rebellion a while ago, and it’s very popular over there. Stocks are running out.”


  He sniffed and wiped his nose with his sleeve.


  “You are to take thirty tonnes of cargo to the Rebel headquarters on Résistance. Tontiban, my right-hand, will have the cargo brought to your hangar. You will be paid thirty bob for your services. Any questions? Good,” he continued, without giving Parmil time to respond. “I’ve got other orders to take care of. Good luck, and good-bye.”


  Her crew rounded up, Parmil loaded the cargo. Stingray laser parts, rail-guns of the 400 millimetre turret, cloak generators and a little more, all in all thirty tonnes of good quality equipment. Let’s hope it arrives on Résistance intact, she prayed quietly.


  


  The Rebels gave the Karakal a very cold reception on Résistance, a large oval structure stationed two unmapped jumps beyond their other station, the Cavern. They did not seem to fully trust outsiders. As they returned, Parmil was pleased to see Culuria ahead of the Karakal. It meant home. It meant Wadina.


  “Thank you captain,” said an automated message once the ship had touched ground. “You have been paid thirty thousand credits for your services. Access more delivery jobs through the mBB.”


  “I guess there’s no need to see this Jygin then,” Borreli said wearily before deleting the message.


  “True. Anyway, that guy’s height makes him intimidating.”


  “So, early afternoon and evening plans. Bee, Sha, Ruscon and Sam are coming with me to the cinema, watch some new release. Don’t know about the rest, though I guess Tara and Rikar will spend the evening alone, as will Junjun and Silent Johnny,” he said with a wink.


  “Johnny Jown, our gun engineer? With Junjun?”


  Borreli lifted his shoulders.


  “They’re discreet. Anyway, wanna join us? I’ll drop by here afterwards, see if there are any messages from the hierarchy, but afterwards, we could go on a Culuria By Night, walk around town. If you’re interested, that is.”


  “Thanks, Bo, but I think I’ll drop by the school.”


  “For Wadina?”


  “Yes. I think I’ll try to take her on an afternoon out, probably at the Kanga Theme Park.”


  “Nice touch,” he replied admiringly. “Very nice.”


  “I know, it may sound a little stupid, but I feel this need to see her. It’s weird, no?”


  “Listen, Parmil, it’s not stupid at all. You two go well together. It’s interesting to see how fast this closeness has developed.”


  “All because of that trip to and from Umir'sal.”


  “Hey, it’s not ‘because’ of it,” said Borreli with a frown. “It’s thanks to the voyage.”


  He looked outside absently for a while, and then turned back to Parmil, smiling.


  “You know, since I have known you, and that goes a long way, I have never seen you happier than when you are with her. Trust me. Your many flings, even Starkey and that ‘love’ you tried to believe in, none of it worked for you. Wadina is also really happy when you are together. If I didn’t know you, I would seriously think the two of you were related, perhaps even that you were her mother.”


  He smiled and put a loose lock of her hair back behind her left ear.


  “It’s so joyful and beautiful to see her by your side. I know, I’m sentimental, but it even brings tears to my eyes at moments, and I wish I could settle down with a person I love, almost out of jealousy of what happens between the two of you.”


  Parmil looked at him for a while, wholly surprised by Borreli’s words. She was smiling too, but felt a pang of sadness remembering Bo had never had a girlfriend. Not even a kiss. Probably because he spent so much time with his female friends such as Parmil. His jealousy had to find its roots deep inside his history, and she wished she could be a source of happiness more than envy.


  “Thanks, and I’m sorry.”


  He laid his hand on her shoulder.


  “Don’t be, I’ve survived thus far. Now go, the charming young lady will be extremely glad to see you.”


  


  Arriving by the school, Parmil checked the time. She was a little early: the lessons only finished half an hour later. She decided she would wait outside the classroom if there happened to be anywhere to sit.


  Approaching the classroom, Parmil heard voices rise in the air. Maria’s soprano voice and Reynold’s baritone vocals filled the corridor, and there were the children’s voices. It sounded somewhere between mediocre and good, without too many out of tune. A keyboard in the background provided a steady basis for the notes that came out of the room, and Parmil quickly identified the song.


  “Under the greenwood tree


  There’s a melody


  I hear in my sleep


  And it whispers of words absurd


  Of things unobserved


  As I lie disturbed.”


  It went on. Parmil remembered learning it at an early age from the Terran Traditional Songbook, very popular all over the Absolem Constitutor, and also present in many parts of the Azzurdi Empire. It was also at school that she had been taught that song.


  The song and its unusual time signature of five fourths brought back memories. Her music teacher, Herr Professor Von Miegenfert, had been an honourable member of the very respectable Germanic School of Music, known throughout the Constitutor for being the symbol of excellence in music teaching.


  Herr Professor Von Miegenfert had taught her class to recognise the notes, read them, how to use the thorax to sing, how to hit a note with the exact pitch and so on.


  After twelve years of following his extracurricular courses on Tuesday and Friday evenings, Parmil was capable of playing eleven musical instruments and composing for a whole orchestra. Well, the composition part had been a lot harder and less developed, but, as Herr Professor said, “you can achieve anything with patience and exercise.”


  Parmil recalled how it was the satisfaction of receiving the final diploma with the second highest marks and the feeling of being through with classical music that had made her form a band of her own. It didn’t last though, because of that stupid and mad Mekkarifnu girl driving a mallet into her head. After that, there was no buzz to continue, no desire to play for anyone, not even herself. Why should there be any?


  Hearing ‘Under the Greenwood Tree’ come to an end was like seeing her musical ‘career’ end, with all the emotion and tears it brought forth.


  Parmil waited for the next twenty-five minutes, telling herself she could always try to get back into music, thinking of what instruments she could try out again, and so on. Perhaps just for herself. It had been fun.


  


  “Good afternoon, Parmil,” said Maria, pulling Parmil out of her thoughts. She was sitting next to her on the wooden bench, and Parmil wondered how she had got there. “Oh, sorry, did I disturb you?”


  “No, that’s okay. The singing was superb, and brought back great memories. I was just going through them.”


  “Yes, I love that song. How are you? I guess you’re here to see young Wadina?”


  “Doing well, and yes, as a matter of fact. I really don’t know what made me come so spontaneously.”


  Maria smiled at her with a knowing look.


  “I’m sure she’ll be glad to see you. Sarah tells me Wadina has been staring at the night sky quite a lot lately, waiting for something. I suspect it was your ship she was trying to spot. She’s already adopted you as her new godmother, or so it would seem,” she chuckled.


  A flash of worry crossed Parmil’s mind, and Maria must have seen it in her eyes, because she took a comforting look.


  “Don’t you fret, it’s good. Ekrid is taking it very enthusiastically: it’s something we’ve been hoping for since Kristala’s death, this new relationship. You’ve scored, Parmil. You are her new model.”


  She realised this subject was embarrassing Parmil somewhat, and changed slightly, asking where Parmil would take Wadina, but Reynold opened the classroom door, and out rushed the kids, some stopping in their steps to say a quick “hello” to Parmil, others acknowledging her only with a smile.


  “Hello, Parmil.” Wadina was obviously trying to dissimulate her excitement.


  “Hello Wadina, how was school today?”


  “Great. We sang ‘Under the Greenwood Tree’, and I love that song. Did you hear us?”


  “Yes, and it was beautiful. I also sang it at school when I was much younger, you know. Tell me, what do you think about going to the Kanga Theme Park this afternoon?”


  She almost jumped with delight.


  “You would take me?”


  “I’m free this afternoon and evening, so yes. Only if you want to, though.”


  “I would love to,” Wadina said, too excited to stay still.


  Maria got up.


  “I will then tell Sarah where you are going, and I’ll need Parmil to sign a document saying she is taking you there. That way the orphanage can know why you won’t be there straight away.”


  


  On the way to the ‘Kanga Zone’ in one of the Culuria Transport Company underground Metro carriages, Parmil told Wadina where she had been recently and apologised for not being able to see her sooner. In return, Wadina forgave her and told her what she had done. Especially what Ekrid Malrow had not done.


  “Parmil, can’t you become my godmother? Because Ekrid is never there, and I want someone I like a lot to be there more often.”


  The question caught Parmil off guard, and an old couple sitting opposite them jumped at the same time as she did. Those two had obviously been eavesdropping.


  “But I’m on this planet even less than your godfather. How could I make it work?”


  “You could change your job. Ekrid tells me it happens a lot these days, and they have more and more people in the grey buildings in Yubenia. Lots of burrow crates.”


  “Bureaucrats?”


  “I think that’s what he said. Could you?”


  “Well, yes. I don’t know. I suppose,” she managed to say, with a great deal of stuttering.


  “Really?” Wadina asked with a bright smile on her face.


  Parmil thought for a moment. Was she ready to change job, to be stuck on a planet so soon after getting her own crew, and to become Wadina’s second guardian?


  “Listen, Wadina, I’d like to think it over. It’s an important decision to make, because you are already a big girl, because I like my current job, and because of other things. I like you a lot too, but don’t know if I’m the right person to be your godmother.”


  “How long?” the young girl asked, disappointed.


  The idea popped into her head, and she said it without giving it a second thought.


  “After the next school trip we’ll do together, I promise I will have an answer.”


  The smile on Wadina’s face was hard to resist, and Parmil smiled back despite her doubts. What was she thinking?


  They entered Roo Station, and before hopping off the Metro, Parmil nodded good-bye to the old couple, who smiled back.


  The Televator brought both of them to the surface in no time, and all of the sudden Wadina and Parmil were bathed in sunlight.


  Yet another characteristic of this place situated twenty kilometres out of Yubenia, aside from its popularity: it had been fitted with a meteorological control system.


  This system created a force field shooting straight up into the atmosphere that stopped all dense and heavy clouds from coming above the theme park. This top of the range machinery therefore let light clouds pass through, and made sure it never rained too heavily. The system was nonetheless turned off during the night to secure the land’s survival. Regulation concerning the use of such devices was strict throughout the galaxy, because of the many droughts abuse of the land had brought forth, not all of which could be countered by technology.


  “How many times have you been here before?”


  “Two times.” Wadina beamed. “I remember one time just before Daddy died, and when I was six I came with my class. Mummy didn’t come because she was busy working.”


  “What do you want to do then?”


  Wadina’s eyes opened wide.


  “The racing ship. I love it! I remember it very well still now.”


  “All right, young lady. The racing ship it is.”


  The queues were relatively small, and Parmil was sure it was because today was a workday.


  After an hour and a half of trying out many different rides, from the calm ‘Nile Cruise’ to the ‘Raging Rhino’, via the ‘Volcano Thrills’ and the ‘Spookville’ house of horrors, where Wadina was hiding in Parmil’s chest half the time, they both settled down by the playground for ice-cream.


  “A Triple Sunrise for this young lady, and a Maximi Almond & Roonernut for myself,” Parmil asked the waiter.


  Wadina jumped with delight upon seeing her ice cream appear on the table. No wonder: the Triple Sunrise was made out of one scoop of the succulent solarberry ice cream, one delicious scoop of Lunaroid Crispy, and a scoop of the best quality of Helkan white chocolate ice cream, the Helkan being renowned for their cuisine of all sorts.


  Whoever had the idea of combining these with strawberry sauce and Stardust sprinkles must have made decillions of credits, thought Parmil, seeing as it was the single most popular ice cream in the known galaxy.


  They were among the last to leave the Park, as the red suns waved good-bye to them.


  “Good-bye, Parmil,” said Wadina with a kiss on the cheek and a big hug once they were both in front of the orphanage. “It was great. Thank you. I loved it.”


  “I enjoyed it a lot as well, Wadina. Now, you had better run along: the people inside have been waiting for some time.”


  “When will I see you again?”


  “It depends on the Arpia bosses, whether they give me anything tonight or tomorrow during the day. If they do, how about right after my next job?”


  “Yes, please.”


  “I’ll see you then, I promise,” she said, ushering Wadina inside.


  Parmil made her way to the Karakal. Borreli rose from a chair in the bridge.


  “I just got off the intercom with Commander Jygin. We’re supposed to bring thirty tonnes of Arpia equipment to Rao'tardiv in the Rao'illsro system in Yolniui space. The dockers will be here in ten.”


  “No break?”


  “Afraid not. Seems you have to please every single Commander before they let you rest a bit.”


  “Bloody self-conscious prats,” she said with a smile. She liked those she’d met a few times. “All right. Let’s get the bay ready. Call in the crew, and tell them I’ll make sure we get some sort of free time afterwards.”


  



  Chapter XIX


  


  On Rao'tardiv, a group of Yolniui dockers awaited them.


  The Karakal’s landing gear had barely touched the ground when they began to unload the crates methodically.


  Thirty tonnes of cargo, that would take a little time when only using hands, thought Parmil. At least, that was her impression as she turned back towards the inside of her ship and went through the post-flight routines.


  Borreli went over to the hatch with a concerned look on his face.


  “I knew it. Come and look at this, Parmil,” he said in bewilderment.


  The crates were floating in the air! At first, Parmil could not believe her eyes: those one-tonne crates were all flying. Something was not right.


  She looked at the dockers, and saw that they were each concentrating on a different crate. What was going on?


  “Oh, my. That’s telepath work, I’m sure of it,” said Bee'Misa, who had joined them in their staring, along with half a dozen other faces that glued themselves to different windows.


  “Telepathy? You mean they can do more than just read a mind?”


  “Oh, yes. Much more. They can create something like a ‘weave’, some kind of material force.”


  “What?”


  “Those dockers create some kind of force-field or something like it around the crates, and they can make the crates float in the air by moving their ‘weaves’. And, my gosh, aren’t those guys good at it.”


  Parmil left the ship and noticed that half of the unloading had already been done. She walked up towards the only man who was not moving around near the boxes. He had some kind of aura to him, a mystic power. He was perhaps the one unloading most crates, thought Parmil, and she therefore decided against talking to him and interrupting his thoughts.


  It did not take too long before the crates were in the nearby cargo-trucker, and the man turned towards Parmil.


  “Captain Al'Ario? Thank for shipment.”


  Apparently they didn’t have the Absol ‘Babel’ brain implant around here. How primitive, she thought before remembering that they were supposedly the most technologically advanced civilisation around.


  “I dockmaster of Rao'tardiv. You spend night at spaceport motel, and cleared leave when wish.”


  Parmil smiled. His voice had changed when saying the name of the place, and it sounded truly melodic then. She remembered the few other words she had heard in Yolin, a few months back. Right before Orion was killed. She shook her head. It was a beautiful language, no matter what had happened. She wondered what it would be like to hear a whole conversation in Yolin.


  After a peaceful night, she got back on board her ship and made sure her crew had not disturbed the Yolniun. She had given them specific instructions, fearing a repeat of the disaster on Umir'sal.


  Borreli was ever ready; he had checked the missing crew-members and made sure they were on their way.


  “Only our hetero couple to wait for.”


  “What would I be without you, Bo?”


  “A jobless, purposeless lass living in the dirt and begging for divine intervention?”


  Bee'Misa chuckled beside them, and Sam chortled from his sofa.


  “Poor Parmiliña. I can picture the scene, with the divine zillionaire Borreli hearing your plea and showing you mercy by giving you a wallet full of credit chips.”


  “Zillionaire?” Borreli seemed amused.


  “You’d probably have made that much money by now if you’d considered getting into the psychiatry business instead of becoming our capitán muchacha’s assistant,” Sam said with a wink. “You’re better than all of them shrinks at listening and advising. Though bella Tara beats you without a question.”


  “What about me, kiddo?” Tara yelled from outside.


  “I heard him compliment you for the first time,” Charlotte replied as she wobbled over to the ship entrance.


  “I guess that means the crew is all there,” Parmil said as Rikar and Tara appeared and Sha closed the door behind the couple. She tapped her intercom device. “This is Parmil. We’re all set to go. At your stations, people.”


  


  “Thank you captain,” the automated message said. “You have been paid sixty thousand credits for your services. Access more delivery jobs through the mBB.”


  “Busy man, this Jygin,” remarked Borreli.


  “Sure looks like it.”


  “So where are you going? Off to see your new little protégée?”


  Parmil winked in his direction.


  “Hey, when will we get to see her again?” asked Bee'Misa. “Are they planning another school trip?”


  “According to one of their teachers, Malrow is working on organising another trip. No idea when it’s going to happen though.”


  “Oh well, go on. Tell us in the morning if there’s anything new,” Charlotte said from her workspace.


  “See you tomorrow then, cap’n,” said Borreli before waving her off with a wide smile.


  Parmil made her way to the classroom, only to find a message stating that all children of this class were currently at “Mr Reynold Yungfor’s house: 15 Entlar Crescent, 1270 Yubenia”.


  Having no idea what part of the city the postal code represented, she asked the first person she met.


  “Take the metro to Harridon, and it will be nearby.”


  Parmil thanked the kind woman, and left to the nearest ‘M’ post, showing the metro entrance.


  Harridon station was two stops away. Within a couple of minutes since entering Scairreck station, Parmil found herself outside again, asking for directions.


  “Ah, you’re lucky, young lady,” replied the old man she had bumped into, “because I am going there myself.”


  As she walked along the road, relying on the old man to keep her on the right track, Parmil listened to him.


  “My great-grandson, young Frederic-Louis, is in Mr Yungfor’s class. And you, why are you going there?”


  “I am going to say hello to Wadina, a girl in your grandson’s class.”


  “Oh, the late Professor Kristala’s daughter, no?”


  “Yes. That’s her.”


  “Were you in any way related to Mr Bardrien or Mrs Kristala?”


  “No, not in the least, but the young girl and I have become attached.”


  The old man nodded gravely and sighed before falling silent.


  After five minutes of slow walking, Parmil started hearing the young childish voices rise and die down again.


  “What is going on there?” she asked the old man, who had introduced himself as Mr Owein.


  “Do you not know? The probe the children decorated has arrived on Culuria, and Ekrid Malrow decided to organise a little something for the children once the scientists had taken all the information they needed. Some leading scientists will normally be there, and will have explained what the probe ‘saw’, and it has discovered. I gather each child will receive a part of the probe itself, but the protection case, the one with the drawings, will be put on display in the Omnium Museum.”


  


  The house from which the noise came was of modest size, about one hundred and twenty square metres, and was surrounded by a well-mown lawn, with a few small trees and a shrubbery. Behind the house was the real garden, which Parmil guessed to be nearing the size of the house itself, though from where she stood it was but an estimate. She spotted a few children, and guessed the others were outside too, hidden by the house.


  “Yes?” answered a shy male voice to the doorbell as the door opened.


  “This is Mr Owein, and I am captain Al'Ario.”


  “Hello, John. How are you today?”


  “Fine, just fine, Magnus. And you?”


  “I’m in great shape today. Come on in.”


  ‘Magnus’ then turned to Parmil.


  “Yes, captain Al'Ario, what can I do for you?”


  “I have come to see Wadina Bardrien.”


  “Oh, so you are the probe transporter? The one who took the kids to the Yolniun?”


  “Yes, indeed, that’s me.”


  “Wadina has become attached to you? That is oh so cute. Come on in, dear.”


  Parmil blinked. Dear? She came in, but from now looked at the man more intently.


  He moved in a smooth, almost feminine way, and led her outside.


  “Reynold, here is captain Al'Ario. Oh, and sorry. I did not introduce myself fully. I am Magnus de Hernenheit, Reynold’s partner.”


  Parmil smiled, inside and outside. It was unexpected, but welcome news. Gay men made her feel more… secure. More so than the rest of the male kingdom. Married men were sometimes just as bad as their macho single counterparts, people like Starkey. Just thinking about him sent a shiver down her spine.


  “Are you all right? Feeling cold, perhaps?”


  “No, thank you, Magnus. I was visited by a ghost from the past.”


  The man facing her smiled grimly.


  “Well, here’s a bit of advice. It’s not easy, but I’ve found it better in the long term to face ghosts than flee. Your lovely face shouldn’t be spoilt by your being on the run.”


  They were distracted by Reynold, who had arrived with two glasses of juice in hand.


  “Al'Ario! I am glad to see you here. Some juice, perhaps?”


  Parmil accepted it gladly.


  “Wadina has been eager to see you since you left last time. You have come just in time: did you gather the space probe you launched for us has arrived? Oh, come to think of it, Commander Ungli wants to see you as soon as possible apparently, according to Mr Malrow.”


  “Thank you, I shall go see her tomorrow then.”


  The children spotted Parmil, and they all greeted her. Wadina ran over to her and hugged her waist.


  “Hello, Wadina. I missed you.”


  “I missed you too, Parmil.”


  During the laser cutting of the probe, Parmil talked to Maria about teaching.


  “Well, you have a good method in mind. You might actually like to consider the option of becoming a teacher yourself,” she said with a knowing look.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, it could be an option, if you decide to settle down on Culuria.”


  After the ‘party’ was over, Parmil spent a few hours shopping with Wadina, and then brought her and the two bags full of gifts for her back to the orphanage.


  “When will I see you again? When will you take me back on your ship? When is the school trip?”


  “Well, according to miss Barkle, it won’t be for long now. She says Ekrid has arranged it for after my next job.”


  The young girl looked at Parmil with bright eyes.


  “Really? This is great! Why didn’t she tell us?”


  “She wants all parents and guardians to agree before telling all of you, to make sure you’re not disappointed if it doesn’t happen.”


  “Even if all the other parents say no, and even if Dead House says no, I’ll go with you. I would love to!”


  Parmil smiled. ‘Dead House’, the name half the kids of the orphanage used to describe their current home, gave her a vision of zombies walking the corridors instead of nurses. After all, most of the nurses were old. Very old.


  “I know, Wadina, and I would love to take you, even right now. Unfortunately, I am sure I will be receiving another assignment soon.”


  “Yes, I know that too.” There was regret in her voice. Poor Wadina. “Bye-bye, Parmil, and thank you for everything,” she said as she gave her waist a hug.


  Parmil responded by taking her in her arms, and cuddling like parent and child.


  “Good-bye, Wadina. I will see you soon, I promise.”


  


  “Al'Ario! Just the woman I was waiting for,” said a cheerful voice after Parmil had entered the Arpia HQ.


  She turned to see Commander Ungli, sitting back, relaxed, in a comfy chair underneath a window, bathing in sunlight.


  “Good morning, Commander.”


  “Same to you, captain. I’d like to know if the little party went well yesterday.”


  “Well, I was only there near the end. How did you know?”


  “Don’t forget your deck officer is family, and members of a family should see each other once in a while.”


  She sat up, and her smile disappeared as she studied Parmil’s face.


  “Anyway, I have a job for you. It concerns the probes. Interested in helping?”


  “Sure. What do you want me to do?”


  “I want you to test the routes taken by the probes. Using hyperspace jumps. We don’t know if it will be dangerous for a normal ship, though we suspect you will have a safe ride, judging by the data the probes came back with.”


  Parmil bit her lip.


  “It’s less risky than facing a fleet of armed ships, if you’re wondering. You enlisted for risk, and this what you’re facing right now. Still in?”


  She hesitated before nodding slowly.


  “Good. Test the Residio – Virginis route via the newly probed Engil system, and do the same for the Residio – Berenices route, travelling by the ‘new’ Heiloos system.”


  “How many times should I test them? Should I do it both ways, or just the one?”


  “Just the one will be fine, but it would be quicker to test both ways since Virginis and Berenices are truly far away from each other without using these bridge systems. I await your arrival back here at the latest in three weeks. If you haven’t come back by then, I will send a search party, but they will not be using those routes, so it will take some time for them to arrive the other side.”


  She took a sheet of paper in hand and produced it to you.


  “Here are the results of the questionnaire Berne gave you. It would seem he feels you fit in perfectly with Arpia, and doesn’t think there are any formation courses you should follow. Basically, you passed the ‘maintenance test’ without a glitch. Congratulations.”


  Parmil left the bar with a light smile plastered on her face and rounded up the crew, starting with Borreli, whom she literally had to drag out of his bed.


  “What in the universe have you been up to last night?”


  “I was partying last night with Bee, Sam, Rikar, Tara, Sha, …” He waved his hand. “And a whole lot more. Parmil, you have never seen Commander Jygin dance, girl. That giant is a heck of a dancer. Never seen anything like it. I’m still stunned.”


  “I can see as much,” she said, putting on the most reprimanding look she could muster. “Come on, get your wits back, and let’s hope the others will be in a better shape than you.”


  “So, what are we supposed to be doing in fact?” he asked as they walked towards the Karakal.


  “We’re back on the exploration job. Time to investigate new routes.”


  



  Chapter XX


  


  When the Ganuta Ihhol traffic control made contact, Fezzan played the riddle through the recording.


  “De knappe kapper kapt knap maar de knappe knecht van de knappe kapper kapt knapper dan de knappe kapper kappen kan.”


  The captain of the Veina Temp had to wait thirty seconds before the authorities answered back.


  “You have permission to land in Hangar T-9 of Bufonse’s main spaceport. Someone will be meeting you there.”


  On the way down to the hangar, unease crept in. Here goes, one chance, one only. If he failed, he would die and Arpia would have to find another way of disabling the slave trade.


  He closed his eyes and thought of nothing, soothing his spirit before the storm of events he might have to withstand.


  “El'Tirak?” asked a man outside the ship.


  “That’s me,” Fezzan answered with renewed confidence after nodding to Zack and seeing him smile warmly.


  “I gather you are interested in our trade. Now, let me ask a question. Do you have any?”


  “None.”


  “And are you a buyer?”


  “Middleman. I buy them for clients who wouldn’t want to show themselves in public.”


  “Very well. Come.”


  The man took him on a road Fezzan recognised as being the one that led to the market surroundings.


  Once they got near the market, the man crossed it, and went to a building just beyond.


  “It’s all right, Bu'man. He is with me.”


  Fezzan followed the man down a flight of stairs after noting which building it was.


  “Welcome to our organisation’s headquarters.”


  A big underground complex, with loads of people on computers and on communications devices who seemed to be monitoring shipments and sales. Not to mention ‘resource collecting’. Revolting. Here he was, in the middle of it, and he had to play the role of the bad guy.


  He followed his guide to the offices at the far end, frowning slightly to look meaner.


  He recognised a couple of men he had seen on Rani Shipyards.


  “Ah, El'Tirak. It is good to see you made it,” said the guy in his fifties, ‘Mr Cigar’.


  “Yes, it is strange how long you took to arrive here,” said the man in his forties who had been suspicious when Fezzan first met him. He could tell that the man didn’t like him by the way his Asian features came out when he frowned.


  “Excuse me if I take time to make up my mind on such matters that could change my life,” Fezzan spat at him, and jerked his head in his direction.


  “Why you little-”


  “Nusumo! I will not tolerate such behaviour here. Leave the kid be, for Gawd’s sake.”


  “Yes, Mr Bwingle,” answered this ‘Nusumo’, regaining composure, though his eyes were still full of hate and locked in Fezzan’s.


  “Now, El'Tirak, would you be interested in a first job?” Mr Bwingle asked.


  Fezzan nodded firmly.


  “Good. We have a small… ‘incident’ we would like dealt with. A certain stock of coke has been sent to the wrong place.”


  Fezzan raised his eyebrows, unfamiliar with the term.


  “Coke?”


  “Oh, sorry. I forgot to explain. That’s how we call slaves in our business. Between dealers and runners, you only mention coke, for otherwise it could be compromising. When a runner has a load of coke, he says to the dealer he has ‘Coke in Stock’. It’s an old expression we borrowed from the international slave-runners of before the first World Wars.”


  He seemed proud of his use of history.


  “Anyway, a shipment of coke was delivered to the wrong address, and we only just realised it now. Go to Sien Station in the Rigut system and find the market. Then tell this to the dealer: ‘Pieter wil jij zeggen dat er een probleem is: de levering was niet voor jou, maar voor Hungloo’. If he answers back with this: ‘Maak je geen zorgen, ik zal het weer goed maken,’ then it’s ok, and you can come back here.”


  Mr Bwingle reached for a small data-cube fitted in his pocket.


  “Now try to get it right, otherwise he may well not understand. Here’s an audio-visual version for you to learn the two responses while you’re in the office. Beware though: once you leave this place, it will disintegrate.”


  Fezzan spent ten minutes making sure he got the pronunciation right, and that he remembered every syllable.


  Ready, he walked away from Nusumo’s stare of mistrust.


  “One last thing,” the Asian said, “all of our markets will just have changed place because of a recent problem encountered at Yatshek.”


  Fezzan refrained from any expression that could betray him. After all, he was the one who caused all of this. Better stay silent.


  Once back on board the Veina Temp, he asked Zack to find the origin and translation of those sentences.


  “Dutch again, Fezzan. It seems to me it’s their trade language.”


  


  The trip to the Rigut system was eventful. They witnessed a few battles between Absol and Azzurdi fleets, extremely dangerous encounters. It seemed the Absols were once again considering invading Azzurdi space.


  Fezzan recalled his history lessons on the way, and remembered how, some three centuries beforehand, there had been an enormous war between the two big governments, the Yolniun preferring to remain neutral in their seemingly infinite wisdom. It had been a complete disaster for both sides, because they were equally armed. Ships were relatively similar, they all had blasters and bullet cannons all over the place, and so usually the outcome of a battle depended on whoever fired first and how close you were to the enemy. The result had been a sea of debris all over the Absol-Azzurdi border, billions of dead men and women, weakened governments and incredibly rich speculators of the weapons market.


  It was afterwards that the big differences in ship design appeared: the Azzurdi preferred to make their warships longer and with more armoured plating, whereas the Absols decided to create squat ships with a heavier weapons arsenal.


  A bright bureaucrat had whispered an idea to the Absol Navy Council: why not use the So-laon as a last resort defence mechanism? For some reason, everyone had lost sight of these mental slaves, employed by the scientific community to conduct ‘experiments’, forgotten by the Azzurdi after their independence because all So-laon were then kept on Mars in the Sol system.


  To the horror of both the Azzurdi Empire and the Yolniun, the Absol Navy integrated the flight-capable So-laon.


  In outrage, the Mekam Rramman gathered a fleet in no time and made a rapid incursion into the Constitutor. She led her fleet all the way to Sol, decimating Absol fleets on the way, and yet never stopping to deal with the planets or stations themselves. Thus it was that she came to Sol only to find a fleet of So-laon vessels waiting for her. And there did the Rramman see the might of these slaves.


  Before she could even give the order to fire, half of her fleet’s pilots had fallen, attacked by the far-fetching minds of the telepaths. Her fleet opened fire, but many shots and missiles were stopped by the powerful weaves the So-laon spun around their ships.


  The telepathic riposte followed immediately as both mental attacks and physical weapons were launched against the Azzurdi. The Rramman, having undergone the most refined Azzurdi combat training and being considered an M3, withstood the mental attacks without a problem, though most of the other men and women of her fleet did not. In the lull of battle, she saw many ships of her fleet crumpled by invisible forces and annihilated by strange beams of energy. The Rramman felt the presence of an M4 nearby, and built up her mental defences, but moments later, she had fallen to the ground. The So-laon let the remainder of the Azzurdi flee, and they returned to their homes, the sorrow of death filling their powerful yet imprisoned minds.


  Of course, the war did not end there, as the Absol Navy felt confident enough to launch a massive counterattack with the help of their So-laon slaves. This time, however, the Yolniun intervened: they sent a delegation of their most influential caste leaders and their most powerful Pri'nodai warriors, who succeeded in convincing the Constitutor and Azzurdi leaders that peace was the only viable solution, threatening to join arms with the Azzurdi should the Absols attack.


  So it was that peace came back, for a while, to the galaxy.


  Fezzan returned to his assignment by wondering what difference there was between the slave trade he was investigating and the So-laon servitude. Was it simply that one was ignored due to its firm roots in history, while the other was new and lowered the slaves’ status even more, by making them a commodity?


  


  Sien Station was just another version of Rani Shipyards, with ships coming from everywhere for repairs. Fezzan kept his eyes open for anything that might relate to the ‘Coke in Stock’ trade as he wandered about the squares and boulevards.


  After three hours of straining those eyes, Fezzan sat down and bought a Chika Chika Blue to deal with his dry mouth.


  He spotted a ‘Slay the runner’ picture. Once more, it was at a moment of abandon that a clue came up.


  “Boy are you lucky,” he whispered to himself. Sitting down at another table would have blocked the view. But there it was, the signal of this evil.


  “De knappe kapper kapt knap maar de knappe knecht van de knappe kapper kapt knapper dan de knappe kapper kappen kan,” he recited after knocking at the door to the underground slave marketplace.


  “Dat klopt.”


  So far, so good. A man opened the door and stared at Fezzan.


  “Pieter wil jij zeggen dat er een probleem is: de levering was niet voor jou, maar voor Hungloo.”


  The man did not reply at once, and panic started to grow inside Fezzan. Did it come out wrong? Was it the wrong place?


  Still no words came from the door threshold.


  “Maak je geen zorgen, ik zal het weer goed maken,” the man answered at length.


  Relief at last. Not for long. Fezzan realised that the man in front of him was the man who had raised the alarm when Fezzan did his recording on Yatshek. Darn! If he did anything, Fezzan would probably have to run for his life.


  Fezzan started turning and prepared to leave as fast as he could, but a hand touched his elbow.


  “One question before you go, laddie. Have we met before? I’m sure I’ve seen your face before.”


  What to answer, what to do? If he answered yes, Fezzan would probably have to say when, where, why and how. If he didn’t make up something, the man would probably remember the whole thing. If he answered no, the man would probably be suspicious.


  Fezzan made up his mind and went for the second option. After all, if he started to explain the ‘yes’, Fezzan could be sure the man would find some mistake in the false explanation.


  “Ah. Okili-dokili. Must be my mind. My bad. So, safe return journey.”


  Fezzan breathed deeply once he had left the neighbourhood. His cover had not been blown. Not yet, at least.


  


  Back on Bufonse, Fezzan made his way to the Centre of Trade, as the coke runners called it, and spotted Nusumo first.


  “El'Tirak,” he said with contempt.


  “Nusumo.” He acknowledged him by holding his gaze. “The mission has been completed. The mistake will be fixed.”


  “Good job,” said Mr Bwingle, who had come out from nowhere, a cigar between his teeth and a very expensive Absol suit on himself.


  “You have saved us quite a load of expenses, so your reward is quite substantial,” he said, handing over a bag to Fezzan. “A hundred thousand credits in chips of one hundred. We only pay cash by the way.”


  “Thank you,” Fezzan found himself saying, with true gratitude.


  “Oh, no need. This trade means big money. Big big big money. Ever heard of the word ‘quintillion’? That’s a small amount in comparison. We’re in the decillions.”


  Nusumo cut in.


  “Mr Bwingle, with all due respect, those are matters one should not speak aloud.”


  “Keep quiet, Nusumo. I’m just giving the kid a taste of what he could earn. You’re not my police, to my knowledge.”


  Fezzan tried to hide his smile, but Nusumo noticed it and glared even more menacingly in his direction.


  “Could you leave us a minute, Nusumo? I have a few matters to discuss with El'Tirak.”


  The subordinate complied, but Fezzan could feel the man’s hate towards him growing every second.


  Bwingle led him to a truly luxurious office.


  “Take a seat,” he said, pointing towards the most comfy looking sofa Fezzan had ever seen.


  “First of all, I would like to express my gratitude towards you for dealing with that incident so swiftly. Second, I also have to state what will happen to you.”


  He took a large draw from his cigar, and blew a ring of smoke at Fezzan.


  “Every person who enters our trade becomes an employee, and I am the employer. You will therefore have to obey me if you wish to prosper in the organisation. I know it may sound a little dictatorial, but it isn’t so.”


  Fezzan smirked inside, but his features did not betray him.


  “Let me lay out the structure of this organisation: I am at the top, with Nusumo as advisor and right hand. Then there are our 50% Agents, people who are the direct link between the dealers and us. They do the resource collecting, the shipments and the deliveries. Then, the dealers. The dealer is the one who simply sells the coke.


  “It’s truly simple as you see. Then of course I have an administrative personnel, secretaries and a few more important 50% Agents who have been in the trade for a while.”


  He paused, and looked at the closed door. His voice dropped to a whisper.


  “Lately, Nusumo seems to have become a little edgy and suspicious, even angry at times, all that because of a little incident that happened on Yatshek. I am therefore thinking of people who might be capable of replacing him.”


  “Why are you telling me all of this?”


  Bwingle sat up straight, looked at Fezzan in the eye, took a deep breath and poured out his confession.


  


  “I had a son, a truly handsome, charming, smart son. He had ambition in a way that inspired me. He told me that he wanted to become rich, ultra-rich, with servants who did all the work for him. He strove to become rich from the age of five onwards.”


  He smiled at the memories that were probably flowing through his head.


  “After a few years, he had managed to collect five million credits by himself. Fraud, most of it, but a feat nevertheless.”


  “Five million? In a few years? That kid must have been resourceful.”


  “He was. Very resourceful. And he said to me: ‘Daddy, I’ll give this money to you because I know you’ll find a way to make it prosper, and to get me people who will do all that I want’.


  “I seriously asked myself what to do. I then thought of hiring a maid. After all, his mother had died when he was two, and he had always wanted a female presence around the house. So I hired one, and found out that I also needed a female presence.”


  He shivered and massaged his genitals. Fezzan edged away discreetly.


  “However, the maid would not submit to me or to my child. So I tortured her. Thereafter, she submitted to both of us, and without having to be paid. If she ever crossed the line, I beat her, simple as that.”


  Fezzan did not know what appalled him the most: Bwingle’s matter-of-fact tone, or the facts he was relating.


  “I then realised that other people might enjoy a slave as well. Some for physical pleasure as a permanent prostitute, others to keep the house tidy, others to do all the dirty jobs, … That’s where Nusumo came in.


  “Nusumo was a man who believed in profit, and who would do anything for it. He’d already killed and robbed, but it didn’t bring him much. Since he was my neighbour, he knew about my slave, especially after hearing her cries, the sound of whips, the screams and a few other factors, like the fact that I was active at night once more.”


  He winked, and Fezzan forced a smile on his face.


  “He loved the idea of building a trade around it, and started to contact people he knew. Soon we were a group of twenty who talked of the idea of mounting a trade. My son participated actively in the group. He was the motivator of the group, our inspiration too.”


  He checked the door once more. His eyes betrayed his grief.


  “Some of the group captured a bunch of people, stole everything from them, beat them up, and brought them to our meeting place. Then they were each given to members of the group to be their own possession. A good beating always makes them faithful. Our group began to grow, and soon we organised ourselves. People, unwilling to be involved, asked for slaves against money. We began to prosper. That was a long time ago.”


  How long then? Fezzan resisted the urge to strangle the man facing him.


  “Last year, we had buyers all over the Empire. The Azzurdi government knew of us, the Houses too, but never spoke of us. After all, a few prominent people in some Houses have permanent prostitutes or butlers who come, sorry, that come from our hands. Last year, however, something else happened: my son, my dear Aldivir got killed by our maid. The thing had strangled him. Of course, I could not let this act go unpunished, so I killed her myself by slicing her in two, starting between the legs.”


  The growing disgust and horror devouring Fezzan’s mind became unbearable. Bwingle was sitting closer to him than at the start. He was right beside a true maniac. Mad. Crazy. Disturbed. Completely insane. Right beside him.


  Fezzan swallowed hard, and let the man continue.


  “You see, El'Tirak, my Aldivir would have been your age. And he looked exactly like you. He was built along the same lines, had the same features, … You are exactly the same in fact. With the same kind of ambition, I can see it in your eyes.”


  Fezzan felt like telling him that the only things he was supposed to see in his eyes were horror and panic.


  “So here is my proposition: become my son. You will then have a father who will take care of you, a rich father, and as many slaves, male and female, you could wish. All you need to do is answer ‘yes’. When I first saw you, I thought I was seeing a ghost. But I soon realised I was in fact living a miracle. Make our dreams come true, El'Tirak. Just say yes.”


  Before Fezzan could let his disgust take over, they heard a knock on the door.


  “Mr Bwingle! We have an emergency!”


  The older man stood up abruptly.


  “Oh, that Nusumo! Always interrupting at the crucial moment,” he whispered. “Come with me. You will give me your answer later on.”


  As he followed Bwingle, Fezzan thought of all the man had told him. He tortured and beat up people who would not submit to him, he was a pervert, a crazy old fool and a maniac. He wished Fezzan to say yes? He was cracked and didn’t have a clue of how close Fezzan had been to killing him with his bare hands. If Fezzan had been a woman, the madman would probably have tried to rape him. Lucky Nusumo arrived on time. For once, Fezzan felt thankful towards the younger of the two criminals.


  “So, what’s the emergency?”


  “We’ve found out somebody is trying to infiltrate our organisation.”


  “How?”


  “We intercepted a message in provenance from the planet of Aroon, and have identified the sender. We need someone to go pick her up.”


  Bwingle turned to Fezzan.


  “Go now, El'Tirak. We will feed to info through to you. Good luck, and I hope to see you soon.”


  


  Upon landing on Aroon, a small moon in the Chabadar system, Fezzan took a good look at the info sent through by Nusumo:


  “Name: Berkhaan


  Location: Aroon hangar 4T3”


  Apart from that, a blurred photo and a few more useless details. Well, at least they were complete crap in Intel.


  He decided to see what this was all about and went to 4T3.


  “Fezzan, what a surprise. What are you doing here?”


  It was a female voice Fezzan recognised.


  A woman stepped away from an Azzurdi Griffin. Bur'kan, the Tikkera Cleaning Team source. So that was the ‘Berkhaan’.


  “You’re in deep trouble, Bur'kan. The slave runners know you’re here, and they sent me to fetch you.”


  “What? How-come?”


  “You sent a message lately?”


  “Yes, to Vriller.”


  “Well, tough luck: it was intercepted by these guys.”


  “What are you going to do then?”


  Fezzan thought a minute.


  “Well, it’s not like you can stay around here. They now know there is an infiltrator. They’ll probably find out it’s me. In truth, I’ve found out quite a bit, so I reckon it’s maybe a good time for me to return to Culuria. Anyway I don’t want to be near their boss any more.”


  He left it to that. He was not going to tell anyone about Bwingle’s proposition, no one.


  “Come on, Bur'kan. I’ll take you in my ship.”


  “Good. I didn’t like this Griffin anyway. Just wait for me: I’ll sell it before coming.”


  



  Chapter XXI


  


  As Culuria materialised before the Veina Temp and the ship left the hyper-gate conduit, Fezzan felt a surge of relief. He was back home, in a friendly place where he would not be in contact with such dreadful people. Awful. Worse than his childhood demons.


  Bur'kan and Fezzan made their way to the Cleaning Team HQ, CTHQ for short according to Bur'kan. A frightening episode had just come to an end. Good.


  Vriller and Argoal listened attentively to Bur'kan’s info and to Fezzan’s tale.


  Fezzan tried not to leave anything out apart from Bwingle’s last move. They were especially interested in the tongue twister and use of Dutch, plus their ways of operating.


  “We’re gathering all this info because, though they will soon notice your absence and maybe change their ways a little, we still need an insider. We’ve got someone ready, all she needs is this info to enable her to enter the system while it’s still the same,” explained Argoal.


  When Fezzan had given away all the info he could remember, Argoal accompanied him outside.


  “You know, Fezzan, I don’t think any other person has had to experience all that you have just lived. I’m sorry about what happened down there, and hope you’ll get over it,” she said, leaving him alone outside the building.


  Sorry about what happened down there? How in the universe could she know?


  No one but a mind reader could know that. Mind reader? Was Argoal a telepath?


  The matter kept Fezzan occupied for a while. It did somewhat explain her post as head of Intel.


  


  The following day, Fezzan took a look at the headlines of the news, which were mainly about the new arrival of Yolniui technology, the Rebellion‘s alliance with Arpia and the Xarda International Court.


  Well, good. Things were moving on. Maybe they would soon see the adapted tech, who knew?


  To get his mind off things, he decided to head towards his usual place: Gooms’s bar.


  Fezzan spotted Kur-Tchek in the bar, and decided to sit next to her.


  However, halfway to her table, he noticed her preoccupied expression, and decided it might be a bad idea to disturb her, so he changed course and went for the counter.


  “No, no, Fezzan. It’s ok. Do sit down.”


  She put a few papers away before looking at Fezzan.


  “How are you doing, our dear young Arpian Warrior? I kept an eye on your movements, but never knew what was happening. So, this Bwingle is the head of it, no?”


  “Yep.”


  “That guy and his assistant Nusumo both have big criminal records. Did Bwingle tell you about his ‘maid’?”


  Fezzan nodded, and still shivered at the idea.


  “He is indeed a sick weirdo. Would have passed a few millennia ago, but this is atrocious. I bet you he didn’t tell you the most important thing there either: she was pregnant, and she had strangled the son because he had tried to kill the kid inside the womb: he wished to plant a stick through her to deal with the bastard son. So the father cut the foetus in front of her own eyes as she was suffering like hell. If I ever got as near to him as he got to you, he’d be dead within half a second.”


  “I have to admit I felt like killing him too,” said Fezzan, even more disgusted.


  “Anyway, a piece of good news about the slave network: the Xarda International Court, XIC, has sent a warning to Azzurdi to put a stop to the trade otherwise they will be prosecuted.”


  “What’s the deadline?”


  “I really don’t know: they didn’t bother to mention one, so that’s not exactly such good news. Another thing is that we now have a spy in Spiciam, probably the best we’ve got. We’re hoping he’ll be able to give us important information. Jay Greyburn is a great spy, and he’s done loads of infiltration missions on our behalf. Been an asset for the past five years. Anyway, get yourself a drink, because Argoal is about to arrive, and she has something completely different for you.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Argoal likes to use her telepathic powers to find out where people are, with whom they are talking, and to mentally tell Commanders like me what she wants us to tell Warriors like you.”


  Fezzan smiled and thanked Kur-Tchek for relaying the message.


  “Well, I should be off anyway. I’ve got some more Azzurdi business to deal with. Nice seeing you,” she said before leaving.


  He went to the counter.


  “Oy, Fezzan! Glad to see you,” said Gooms.


  “Hey Gooms. How’s business?”


  “Same as usual, although I’m now also getting a couple of Rebs.”


  He leant over to Fezzan.


  “Between us, they’re truly fussy,” he sneered, and continued with an ironic voice. “Really nice. ‘Gooms, three drinks. 21ml of milk, 37ml of korthey, 9ml of bottled water and 3ml of Cluster Juice. Make it fast: we don’t have all day’.”


  He let go of his nasal imitation.


  “With such orders, it takes me five minutes to get three drinks done. Imagine that! Still, they’re way nicer when not ordering: it’s probably just their discipline that makes them unpleasant. Anyway, what can I get you?”


  


  A cup of korthey in hand, Fezzan made his way over to Argoal who had just settled down.


  “I love that smell. Can I take a sip?”


  “Sure.”


  Fezzan waited a little for the reply to come back with the cup.


  “Thanks. My new mission for you: drugs.”


  “Drugs?”


  “Rema in the Romula system.”


  “Why? What’s over there apart from, well, dangerous carnivores?”


  “An enormous amount of people who don’t come for the fur. Ever heard of NOI?”


  “A highly addictive narcotic. Strange small space organisms discovered in deep space. Scientists created NOI based on them.”


  “Right. NOI has been a major problem ever since. The biggest drug in history, and a century of addiction. Well, to this day it was the best way to get high. Now something new has appeared on the market: something called InfiNight.”


  She spelt it out, and Fezzan raised an eyebrow.


  “Yep, cheeky. It seems to have stronger effects than NOI, and some people actually think it’s healthy, though I really don’t think so. People get higher, if that’s possible. It costs more, of course, and is more addictive. More of everything in fact. At least, that’s the little we’ve been able to gather so far. It’s still fresh on the market but already has an incredible importance.”


  She put her hands together.


  “We need to get a sample so we can analyse it and see what can be done about it. We’re starting to take advantage of the fact that XIC gave us the job of ‘Galactic Police’ and the relative immunity that accompanies the title. So go to Rema and find out what you can. Here is a fake identity for you just in case, name of Juvenius. Good luck,” she said, handing over a fake passport card and details.


  


  When the Veina Temp landed on Rema, Fezzan had to admit the traffic was unusual. Since the planet was icy and uninhabited apart from the roaming carnivorous creatures, one usually only found a small group of people here, either traders of hunters. Right now however, a few Silgariths were parked in orbit, freighters of all sorts were to be found in the whereabouts and packs of Astrapontas and Effroyables of all variants and colours were crammed in the confined spaceport. Pirates and traders alike were here for one reason, and Fezzan knew which one it was.


  “Zack, I want a tracking device attached to every single one of these ships. Doable?”


  “Sure, we’ll have that ready by the time you join us.”


  “Thanks, mate. See you later.”


  There was a checkpoint at the exit of the spaceport.


  “What is your business here? Hunting or other?”


  Fezzan prudently answered he was there to buy some InfiNight.


  A guard led him to another exit where other people controlled him, presumably to make sure he was not of some kind of police force.


  “We will need you to hand over your blaster,” said the spokesman for the ten heavily armed guards who did not look like they could utter anything other than a grunt. “For security purposes,” he added.


  They opened the gate for him, and Fezzan left the spaceport. He now understood why they had taken him somewhere else: there were different parts to the outside area. One exit led to the Hunting Grounds, while the one Fezzan had taken led to a more suburban area, and there was a big depot with lots of people moving about it. Fezzan assumed it had to be his target.


  Here, hoods hid all faces. Everyone was there incognito. This meant that the people of the gate were just checking the possibility of a threat, not keeping records of movements. Good, thought Fezzan as he lifted his hood to cover his face.


  “Come buy your InfiNight stocks here. Three thousand credits the tonne, but get ready for amazing profits if you’re here for trade. Once someone tries it, the person in question is hooked.”


  On the other side, someone was giving out samples to try out “right here, right now”.


  Feeling depressed? Want a purpose to your life? Had enough of not getting enough kick out of NOI? Come and try InfiNight. Makes you go on for all night, and doesn’t affect your health (as much).


  Fezzan felt like burning the poster.


  Buyers were everywhere, some also trying it. Some people were lying on the floor, smiling, and gazing at the roof like at a vision of wonder.


  “Excuse me,” he asked a reseller, “where is it manufactured?”


  The man in front of him stared.


  “You really think I’m going to tell you that?”


  He dismissed the idea with an uncontrollable laugh.


  Fezzan decided to keep an eye on the drug runners in hope of finding out what he needed to know. Stakeout time.


  Late at night, when Fezzan was shivering in the cold neighbourhood, the lights of the depot went out.


  “All right guys, Dwelt-a-Delta is where I’m gone now. Got to get more supplies for in two weeks time, otherwise none will be left. I guess I’ll see you then.”


  “Dwelt-a-Delta,” muttered Fezzan, trying to figure where he had heard that before.


  Of course: in bars everywhere! ‘Dwelt-a-Delta’, the place of retirement for many traders. It had to be in the agricultural areas that the drug was made.


  Fezzan made his way back to his ship after having his blaster returned to him.


  “Zack! Plot a course for the Delta Pavonis system. We’re going to Dwelt.”


  



  Chapter XXII


  


  Upon landing, Zack went to the bar with almost the whole crew as arranged. Best to avoid any suspicion. Fezzan watched them enter the building, and left in the opposite direction, making himself as invisible as possible.


  He exited the spaceport, unnoticed. Good. Argoal taught him well, she would be proud.


  Now, where to next? A field of corn stretched out in front of him. He spotted a couple of robotic farmers ahead. There had to be someone controlling them from not too far away. Out of curiosity, he started looking for the owner. A wooden cabin caught his attention.


  Right place: a man was sitting in a chair outside, his head turned towards the robots.


  Fezzan took an infrared scanner out of his cloak. He saw his little self, but a dot on the screen, and a big blob where the cabin was supposed to be and around it. His attention focused on it, Fezzan peered closer. The blob was in fact a series of small dots moving around. He looked up, but only the robot controller was there. Time to investigate.


  Running in a bent position, hands almost on the soil, Fezzan tried to get near the cabin without being seen. Luckily, the robots were facing many directions but not his; the man was too concentrated on his many employees to spot Fezzan.


  Around the corner and he was behind the cabin. A quick glance at his scanner told Fezzan that he was currently on top of moving dots. A listening device on the ground, he tried to hear something. No use: if anyone was indeed underground, they were more than three metres underneath. Only one option came to mind: he had to enter the cabin.


  He thought up a plan on how to get the farmer away without arousing suspicion.


  Searching the nearby ground, he found two stones and got ready to throw one, the second for later. He could not throw the stone too far or the man wouldn’t hear. Too close, and Fezzan would not get enough time to move.


  All went fast.


  Fezzan threw. The man left his position with a suspicious look on his face. Fezzan ran around the cabin. He ended up behind the man’s arched back, and slipped slip quietly through the open doorway. Stop. Wait. Listen. See if it worked.


  The scanner in hand, Fezzan kept an eye on the farmer’s red dot moving back towards his chair.


  A voice erupted from some communications device.


  “Zammer! Come in, Zammer!”


  “Here chief.”


  “Why the void did you leave your post?”


  “I heard a noise and went to check it, sir.”


  “And?”


  “Must have been a rat, Mr Hillona.”


  “I don’t like rats. You know what happens when I smell one.”


  “Yes, sir. I will take every precaution necessary to keep them away, sir.”


  “Good.”


  


  Fezzan waited another minute to make sure nothing special was happening, and looked around him. A trap door lay open in front of him, just a few paces ahead. Lucky Fezzan had stopped when he did: he could have fallen through the hole.


  A ladder was attached on the inside. Come on, down the tunnel we go.


  After eight metres of descent, Fezzan heard the sound of voices.


  Two metres later, he touched ground. The voices were clearer than before. He strained his hearing to pick up the ongoing conversation, edging forwards at the same time, step by step.


  “shipments… Rema stocks empty… during the next two weeks.”


  Fezzan recognised the voice of the ‘Mr Hillona’ of earlier on, and was close enough to hear every word, even daring a small look.


  “Good. From now, we will start a slight course change. I want you to dispatch a group of strong lads to Fortwil. Tell them to secure the H3 area we bought off a month ago. I want them to be from our lot. No mercs, no addicts either. Not from Rason or Kand. Just us, okay?” asked Hillona, a man in his forties exhibiting his riches: a jewelled watch, an expensive suit, a very businesslike manner and a smile Fezzan supposed to be deadly.


  “Yep,” answered another man with an evil stare and long white hair. He was shorter than his boss, wore nothing but black, and must have used some kind of hair colouring because his face looked like that of a twenty-year-old.


  “We’re starting to bring in quite a bit of money, so no doubt the others will want to review their contract. Or steal a bit of our stuff. Anyway, tell all of our transports that from now, all merchandise leaving here goes to H3 on Fortwil, and that’s where the Rema sellers should go get their cargo. Understood?”


  “Consider it done.”


  “Thanks, Unnule.”


  Fezzan had heard enough. Stay any longer and get caught, he thought.


  He quietly got back up the ladder. Inside the cabin, he checked the infrared scanner. The man was indeed sitting at his chair. Darn. Well, good thing he had brought his second stone just in case.


  This time though, Fezzan could not expect him to leave his chair. One option then: throw it towards him. Casualties were necessary in this case.


  The stone left Fezzan’s grip and started its trip. In the middle of the half second of the stone flight, the guy began turning his head in Fezzan’s direction. Instead of being hit in the neck, he got the rock in his jaw. Fezzan moved towards him to knock him out, but the man had slammed his finger on a red button before he could do so.


  As the man went down, an alarm rang, and the robots opened fire in Fezzan’s direction. These weren’t just farmer droids; they were combat ones at the same time. They had fast recharging shots and deadly precision: a shot punctured the doorframe in front of which Fezzan had been standing but a moment before. Time to run, he thought as he scrambled off in zigzags, cursing under his breath and calling Zack on the intercom. He fell when a shot burned a hole through his back, but staggered back up quickly enough. The prospect of dying was forcing him to go beyond his physical limits and endure the pain that dwelled inside of him.


  He finally reached the Veina Temp, still under fire from the droids, which moved rather fast, and from the few other humans who had joined the hunting party.


  “Enough of Dwelt, we’re making our way to Fortwil, Daff Ideom system!”


  The best way to get a good sample of a drug was to intercept a shipment. Especially if there was a chance of these people changing their minds about where to store the ‘goods’, he concluded silently as he collapsed on his bed. As his eyes closed, he saw Tirrel the ship medic arriving with a series of gun wound treatment kits.


  


  Whilst coming down on Fortwil, Fezzan looked up ‘sector H3’, and gave Zack the directions.


  “All right, people. We are just about to take control of a shipment of the InfiNight drug. The plan is the following: we will land, probably already under fire from below, maybe also from above. A group of ten will follow me at ground level. Zack will take the ship back up a little to fight off the incoming ships.”


  Zack nodded his understanding.


  “Once the ground team has found a good shipment, we will tell the air team to land. Then even more speed will be required: we need to get as much as possible into the ship. We will therefore need just three men to stay on board at battle positions, and a few on the ground. No more. All the others are to come help. Understood?”


  Time for some action. Fezzan smiled: he loved the adrenaline rush.


  As planned, they were fired upon from above and below. Fezzan exited the ship, firing away at the visible targets, and ten men followed. The last one had barely left the ship when it lifted off. The following minutes all seemed similar to Fezzan: he would fire, and duck behind a pillar or a ship. Then it started again: pick a target, fire, duck. All while moving along.


  Fezzan’s team reached a low building more heavily guarded and took down what looked like human statues, unable to move because of the attackers’ speed. The guards were overwhelmed, and Fezzan’s men were in possession of about twenty tonnes of InfiNight.


  Once all doors had been closed from the inside, Fezzan looked upwards, but a thick roof blocked the sky out. No way for Zack to come through there.


  He left his men there to guard the cargo while he tried to find the easiest way for Zack to bring the Veina Temp down safely and nearby.


  The East entry seemed deserted, and Fezzan could easily see the sky. The West entry, on the other hand, was full of men getting ready to blow up the door. He spoke by intercom to Zack and shared the basics of the plan forming in his mind.


  “Okay, I’m coming down, Fezzan.”


  Fezzan opened the East entry, and the ship came gliding in. Everything happened fast, but not out of hand: the West door blew up, the ship fired a rocket, all of Fezzan’s men started transporting the cargo, others leapt out of the ship as it started firing away.


  After a couple of minutes, the smoke of the explosion lifted, bodies of their enemies lay motionless on the floor, the last load was brought in and the ship lifted off. More ships appeared on the radar screen. How they hated to see someone steal their drug.


  “Let blast our way through and get safely to Culuria.”


  


  As the Veina Temp landed on friendly soil, Fezzan made sure all the cargo would be delivered to the Cleaning Team labs as soon as possible, and none smuggled out by the intrigued crew. After post-flight routines, he made his own way towards the place.


  Situated inside the CTHQ, the labs took up a couple of rooms where the only colours were shades of grey, from black to white. Feeling out of place, he left the scientists to deal with their job and sat in the corridor, where Vriller joined him and asked about his mission.


  “I came with all speed after hearing what had arrived in the labs. Tell me, what is their slogan?”


  Like a schoolboy Fezzan repeated what he could remember.


  “Cunning. Any idea how many are already addicted?”


  “Nope.”


  “Anyway, this is a job very well done. For your perfect execution of the mission, we have awarded you a pay of three hundred bob. I might well add that this will surely have lots of weight if certain people consider promoting you. And have you heard? The scientists have decided to let us taste the power of Yolniui tech, so they have filled outfitters and shipyards with Yolniui stuff. You should check it out, mate.”


  Fezzan was only half listening. Promotion. From Warrior to Commander? Could really be interesting.


  An hour later, the analyses were complete. A chemist listed the different ingredients found inside the drug.


  “It appears to be a new hybrid plant, created by putting corn and hellas weeds together. This plant would look exactly like corn, but the inside is completely different.”


  So that was what the ‘corn field’ was in truth.


  “So in fact, it could be grown almost anywhere and no one would notice the difference. Apart from this hybrid plant, we have also found traces of the calf-type of the Slivve space organism, meaning it is not completely independent of NOI. There are also a few minor components such as certain metals, in very small quantities, and certain hydroxyl solutions you would probably never have heard mentioned,” said the scientist with a sigh, and Fezzan and Vriller exchanged a smile. “It is in reality a very powerful narcotic, and I am sure it is in most ways far worse than NOI.”


  Vriller walked out of the building with Fezzan little later.


  “So those bastards lied. Of course they would. ‘Healthier than NOI’. If it were the case, I’d probably be more indulgent. But it isn’t. Well, well. Listen, Fezzan. You have done this incredibly well, that’s a fact. I shall need your help in a while, but right now Ekrid has other plans for you. His instructions are for you to go to Gooms’s bar right now. I’ll keep in touch. Good day, mate,” he said as he returned inside the CTHQ, already deeply in thought as to how ACT could stop InfiNight.


  


  Fezzan went to see Gooms, chatted away for a good twenty minutes, interrupted by a few clients.


  “Aw, that’s darn awful. I mean, NOI has been a poison all these years, and now they’ve got far worse? Eugh. Disgusting.”


  He leant over.


  “Though I’ll admit a little drug addicting people to my drinks wouldn’t annoy me that much, eh?”


  They shared a laugh.


  “Oh, a message for me. Let’s see,” Gooms said, fiddling with his watch. He looked up at Fezzan. “Lucky skunk. ‘Le Patron’ says that in the end he doesn’t need you, so it would appear you’re on leave for a day or two.”


  Oh, well. At least he would finally get the chance to truly visit Yubenia, Fezzan thought as he expressed his thanks.


  He got himself a 3D holo-map to get a feel of the city. A few in-air stations surrounded the few skyscrapers. The spaceport was the middle of the city, with the HQ bang in the middle. Then from spaceport it went to modest sector, then administrative, with the few more luxurious spots in one small part inside the financial district. It appeared that there were restaurants and bars at every corner, without a special food district, though of course Gooms’s bar was the most thriving food zone. No specifically residential or cultural districts, no slums either. The bulk of the Arpian industry happened outside the city, where Fezzan spotted a few big plants.


  “Zack, Fezzan here. Anyone fancy a walk around town?”


  During the next five days, Fezzan spent most of his time just choosing one sector to visit, and going into the different museums, shopping centres, factories and bureaux of the chosen district with those of his crew who had decided to join him, Zack and Vaalrie, the deck officer, being the two most eager ones. They also went to one concert, to an opera play and to the cinema. They met a bunch of new people, and saw a few known faces around.


  The morning after a pleasant meal Vaalrie and Fezzan had enjoyed at Zack’s place, Fezzan almost crashed into Kur-Tchek as he turned around the corner.


  “Oh! Hello Fezzan. Sorry about that. How are you? I’m a little excited because new outfits made thanks to the Yolniui tech have just been released and made public! I’ve already got myself a few upgrades on my ship. You should check out the outfitter.”


  “Any new ships?”


  “Nah, not yet. Latest news is that it’s going to be three new types of ship, and they’re going to be ready in a couple of months. Anyway, I must be off to headquarters. I hear Malrow wants to see you in his office, in case you didn’t know already.”


  Fezzan decided to follow Kur-Tchek’s advice and asked the outfitter computer to show him the new outfits.


  A melodic but electronic voice answered back after two seconds.


  Available for purchase are the ReSpectre generator and the Photoriun-based rocket launcher.


  Well, he would have to check them out. But first, see the boss.



  Chapter XXIII


  


  In front of the Arpia HQ, Fezzan bumped into a familiar figure.


  “Commander Haldora, how nice to see you.”


  This seemed to be a day prone to important encounters.


  “Fezzan, I have been hearing a lot of you lately. Argoal and Kur-Tchek think very highly of you, and so does Ekrid Malrow. You’re becoming part of the group of people with a high status, good abilities or good - oh, shouldn’t have said that. Anyway, see you,” he said, leaving Fezzan to wonder why he “shouldn’t have said that”. Was this the promotion of which he had heard?


  He entered the head-office, which seemed crowded for once. Commanders Holdor, Aster, Argoal and Kur-Tchek were present along with Ekrid Malrow and one other man he did not know.


  “Fezzan, these commanders you know, from what I gather, but here is Commander Char-Tow, a man who has been with us for years now. He is the foremost field operations connoisseur. You saw Haldora when coming in. So you will have guessed what this is about, am I right?”


  Fezzan nodded. So it was indeed promotion. How did he know they’d seen each other? Bloody kabouzskis. He wondered with a smile whether everyone in Arpia was a telepath, though he let the thought drift away.


  “Fezzan, we aren’t used to truly official promotions here since we all work as a whole, so I will be brief. In recognition of your wonderful work so far, of your incredible potential and of your exceptional skills, be they present in the everyday life, in combat or in ship command, we have decided together to promote you and to raise you to the rank of Arpian Commander. Well done, Fezzan, it isn’t all that common.”


  They all congratulated Fezzan, some in a familiar way, others formally. He could not help smiling when he noticed Holdor’s expression when Argoal gave Fezzan a hug to congratulate him.


  After another hour or so of talking to Kur-Tchek and Argoal, the latter stood up.


  “Come on,” she said, “I know of just the place to go have a bite.”


  They followed her through the streets of Yubenia. They seemed to be leaving the spaceport area, and going to the centre of the city.


  Argoal stopped in front of a colourful building Fezzan recognised as being a Helkan Restaurant.


  A Helkan Restaurant? Here? Fezzan was surprised that this cooking civilisation had a foothold in Yubenia. The ‘Space Chefs’, originated from the Old Continent on Earth, weren’t many in number, and Fezzan was astounded to find a restaurant, the kind of place with at least five of them. This group of people had learnt to blend all the different cooking techniques of every big country in the Terran world into the tastiest and healthiest food ever. He also stared at the prices: ten thousand credits per meal. At least, one knew it was the best quality.


  Argoal saw the look on his face.


  “Well, you didn’t see that one coming, now did you?”


  “Most certainly not. How in the universe-”


  “Don’t ask. It’s Ekrid’s work. We don’t know any more than that.”


  The seven-course meal went on for three hours, followed by a cup of old fashioned tea, though Kur-Tchek preferred to go for a cup of korthey.


  “Un café et deux thés anglais pour la table quatre.”


  Fezzan tried to make sense of it, and Argoal noticed his mental struggle.


  “It’s in old French, the way it was spoken more than 1500 years ago. They keep that language as a tradition.” Her voice then dropped to a whisper. “We also use it for special operations quite often, especially Vriller’s ‘Eagle Strike’ team, but no one outside ACT is meant to know.”


  When Fezzan finally asked for the bill, he felt completely full. What a meal! Well, it was certainly the most scrumptious way he had ever spent ten thousand credits in one go.


  They all parted, happy, having enjoyed a very nice meal and good time together. Once in his bed, Fezzan found himself thinking of the future. He was a Commander. The future was truly his to grab.


  He sighed with a smile.


  Tomorrow was another day.


  


  The next morning, Fezzan entered the restaurant section of the bar, and went to order a breakfast, going up to Bard, who was serving as usual.


  “Hey, Fezzan, how ya doing? I gather you’ve become a Commander. Well done, mate!”


  “How do you know?”


  He bent over towards Fezzan to whisper something.


  “That’s an Arpian secret.”


  Fezzan faked choking to death.


  “Yeah right, Bard.”


  “Well in fact it’s called the Arpian News Ticker. Every piece of news is displayed on it, and there’s a beep whenever something big is coming on. It beeped before the announcement of your promotion.”


  Fezzan tried to find an empty seat, and the only one left was at the table of a face he had seen before. The man was dressed expensively, and an aura of cleanness emanated from him. He was shuffling through the pages of a file, and had a concerned look upon his face. Mr Drigglesbothe, Arpia’s main lawyer.


  “Hello, Mr Drigglesbothe.”


  The man looked up.


  “I know your face. Aren’t you the newly appointed Commander, Fezzan?”


  “That is I. How are you doing?”


  “Not so good in fact. It’s all these illegal things happening, most of them handled by the ACT. I am in close relationship with the XIC, and must read through all their laws and case law regarding the subjects of slave trading and drugs. I might add that no one had thought slaves existed today aside from the discreet So-laon, so there aren’t any modern laws concerning them. At least, after you complete your mission and the man is sentenced to lifetime incarceration, I’ll only have three quarters of the current paperwork.”


  “My mission?”


  “Did you not know? Argoal has appointed you for the mission of uttermost importance concerning InfiNight. Well, I doubt she will keep you in the dark for much longer.”


  Indeed, Argoal came to the bar little later, and gave Fezzan a package.


  “Fezzan, you first job as a Commander will be to rid us of Hillona, and as many of his men as possible at the same time. In the package you will find a series of our newest kind of handcuffs. If you manage to arrest more people, use roping or anything of the like. Try to use some restraint and not kill everyone.”


  Fezzan smiled as he laid the package next to his plate.


  “Go to Dwelt, drop a beacon at the place you found and try to see if Hillona is around. If not, go to wherever you may find him. The beacon will help our team of ‘cleaners’ to deal with that place pretty fast. They will arrive on Dwelt soon enough after you. I’ll risk repeating myself: please get the smugglers alive. Oh, and try not to let even your code-name reach their ears.”


  The Veina Temp left after Fezzan had ordered one Photoriun rocket launcher and one ReSpectre generator to be fitted on his ship.


  “Let’s hope this Yolniui-Arpian technology works.”


  


  Arrived on Dwelt, Fezzan asked Zack once again to take most of the crew to the bar before leaving in the opposite direction.


  This time however there was a force field barrier blocking Fezzan’s way, and two robots stood guard behind it. What to do? It was not like Fezzan could throw the beacon device over the barrier: the robots would blast it to pieces. No, he had to disable the robots first, and the force field at the same time if possible.


  He returned to his ship and found the box he was looking for: electromagnetic pulse guns. The newest always had devastating effects.


  Fezzan made sure the EM pulse created would not be too great, for otherwise his many electronic devices would also be rendered useless. He still took a dagger in case.


  The pulse did its job, and the way through was clear. Unfortunately for Fezzan, the man controlling the robots had noticed something was wrong, and another robot came in Fezzan’s direction. A little squeeze on the trigger and that one was down too. He took aim and shot twice right at the computer in the guard man’s hands.


  The computer upon crashing released an electric shock, which went through the guard’s body. One man down, and a hundred robots too? He watched as all the robots shut down automatically.


  Fezzan put his dagger around the man’s throat, and shook him until he woke up.


  “Where is Hillona?”


  “I… I… I don’t know what you are talking about,” he said in a frightened voice.


  Fezzan lowered the dagger a little closer to his oesophagus. If he went any closer, blood would start spilling out.


  “Tell me where he is, or I’ll squeeze even more.”


  “Fortwil! He went to Fortwil,” he squealed. His fear was real, and his words seemed like it too.


  “And his assistant, Unnule?”


  “Also on Fortwil! The only ones here are myself and the scientists!”


  “Why on Fortwil?”


  “They have a big deal coming along soon!”


  “With whom?”


  “Major Rason and Yiskvu Kand of the Free Traders’ Guild!”


  “Any other place where they might be?”


  “He may well be on Rema! There’s a chance of them changing the location.”


  Fezzan had heard enough, and knocked him unconscious.


  He activated the beacon on top of the cabin, locked the door to the shack from the outside, and returned to his ship, over the motionless robots and through the deactivated barrier.


  “Zack, get everyone back. Hurry.”


  The Veina Temp was halfway up when Fezzan noticed a couple of Arpian Subarashii coming down.


  “Cleaning Team ready,” said the captain of one of the Subas through the intercom. “Good luck, Commander.”


  “Thanks, same to you guys. Keep an eye out for guard robots, but resistance should be minimal.”


  He turned to Vaalrie.


  “Okay, Hillona is either on Fortwil or on Rema. Set the course for Daff Ideom.”


  


  Arrived in the Daff Ideom system, Fezzan hoped with all his might that they would find Hillona, and told Vaalrie to monitor air traffic as Zack made an entry into Fortwil’s atmosphere.


  This time, the Veina Temp was not directly under fire from everywhere, but as soon as it approached the H3 area, it had been spotted and recognised. A curtain of shots was drawn across Fezzan’s face from below.


  The Veina Temp fired back with its newly refurbished arsenal, and down below a few turrets let out smoke trails, a couple of them blown to smithereens.


  “Ruddy void, did you see that?” Zack shouted. “This vessel has just become a battleship, with the new weapons!”


  Their own retaliation was far gentler: the Veina Temp had come too close for them to risk sending a missile, and a few turrets were no longer functioning.


  “Launch the smoke bomb!”


  In a cloud of white mist, Zack was able to land the ship without it being critically damaged. Fezzan and a team leapt out and started firing at everything that moved. Soon, they themselves were under fire. Unfortunately for the smugglers, it was a little late: all turrets were destroyed, half their brothers in arms were no longer and they were surrounded.


  “Drop your weapons,” Fezzan ordered to them.


  Their eyes went to one man, who dropped his blaster and shouted out loud.


  “Drop your weapons, don’t get yourselves killed.”


  They all complied. Fezzan locked his eyes into the man’s own.


  “Where is Hillona?”


  He kept his mouth shut.


  “I’ll repeat my question: where is Hillona?”


  Still nothing. The other men shifted a little, uneasy.


  Fezzan jumped towards him and landed a kick in his stomach, landing on his feet as the man hit the ground. Fezzan put his heel on the man’s neck and twisted it a little. The man tried to hide the pain, but did not quite succeed.


  “I don’t like people who ignore questions. I’ll repeat my question one last time: where is Hillona?”


  Looking into his eyes Fezzan saw fear. Good, he was about to spill it out.


  “They are both barricaded inside the main hangar. Hillona and Unnule.”


  Fezzan left his men in charge of the prisoners and took Zack with him.


  “Beware,” he began, “Unnule seems pretty sneaky and perhaps even dangerous. You go to the East door, I’ll take the West one.”


  As Fezzan approached the rebuilt West door, he saw a face appear in the window-hole: Unnule. Seeing him, the man’s eyes widened and he turned away fast.


  Fezzan armed a hand-grenade and threw it at the door. Being brand new and not as solid, it disappeared in the blast, and Fezzan rushed in.


  Hillona was standing twenty paces away, looking startled, and Unnule was halfway between both of them, already half turned towards Fezzan.


  Within half a second, Fezzan was pointing his blaster at Hillona, and Unnule was pointing his at the Commander.


  “Unnule and Hillona, you are under arrest of the Arpia Cleaning Team for creating and selling the drug called InfiNight,” Fezzan yelled out.


  Unnule showed his white teeth with a wide grin.


  “How are you going to arrest us? You fire, I fire. You lower your gun, we either kill you or run away. You are stuck.”


  Hillona interrupted.


  “So you are the one who was spying on us on Dwelt? The one who stole twenty tonnes?”


  “Spot on.”


  “You see, sir, here’s the dilemma: if Unnule fires, you will kill me as you fall. No one wants that. If you fire, same thing. If anyone moves, there will be shooting. So, what will happen?”


  An explosion ripped the East door apart. Both men turned towards it, and Fezzan saw Unnule’s weapon move a little. He shot, and Zack’s shape came forward, out of the heavy smoke.


  “Hillona and Unnule, you are under arrest for drug production and sales, for creating InfiNight and for trying to kill an Arpian Commander,” Zack called out.


  Fezzan looked at the scene: Unnule was clutching his bleeding hand, the blaster three metres away from him. Hillona looked defeated; Zack, confident.


  “Pass me a set of handcuffs, Commander.”


  All their prisoners were locked up in the ship, under the guard of five of Fezzan’s men, when the communications officer came up to Fezzan.


  “We have just received a message from a blockade of ships orbiting around Fortwil. It’s Rason’s dogs and Kand’s wolves wanting us to release the prisoners.”


  Fezzan noticed Hillona and Unnule smile.


  Hillona spoke out.


  “Sorry, ‘Commander’, but that’s what I call checkmate.”


  “We mustn’t play the same kind of chess, I believe.”


  Their smiles disappeared.


  “You’ll get all of us killed!”


  “Let’s see, shall we?”


  He turned to Zack.


  “Lift off, we’ll destroy those daring ships, then go to Culuria.”


  


  The reception party on Culuria was impressive: Argoal, Mr Drigglesbothe and Vriller stood waiting. Behind them, a couple of terrifying prison transports. Around the transports, what Fezzan supposed to be a Cleaning Team police squad stood to attention, weapons at hand, twenty men strong.


  Hillona and Unnule were the last to be brought inside the metal hover beasts. When the drug baron passed in front of Fezzan, he cursed him.


  “I have contacts in many places, and you won’t stand a chance!”


  Drigglesbothe turned to him.


  “Don’t worry. First of all, he won’t know your name; secondly he doesn’t himself stand a chance: we’ve got plenty of evidence against him. For the first time, Arpia will go to court as the Anti-Raider and -Pirate Intelligence Agency, not as the Andorra Researchers for Paediatric Injuries Association. We will expose all his operation to the Xarda International Court. Thank you very much.”


  He left at the same time as the transports, and Argoal and Vriller both gave Fezzan a pat on the back.


  “That was a great job, Fezzan,” said Vriller. “Our CT group sealed off the area on Dwelt and dismantled the place. Everything taken for evidence. Though we still took part of the things found: our labs will be trying to find a cure to the addiction.”


  “Don’t forget to mention we found evidence linking Hillona to Rason and Kand,” sad Argoal. “That gets pretty darn good, since it means Drigglesbothe can make a huge impact. All we have to wait for is the trial and the judgment from that point of view.”


  “Any news concerning the slave trade?” Fezzan asked.


  “Nope, not really. We have a mole inside, but it’s a low position: after seeing what you managed, they don’t want to take any risks. All people employed now have to wait six months before they can even consider asking for a promotion.”


  Vriller spoke up.


  “Not your fault, Fezzan. It’s just that Nusumo understood there was a small hierarchical problem. Bwingle is still at the head of the operation, but now Nusumo has gained a little more power.”


  “Anyway, I was thinking that I may have something for you,” said Argoal. “Be at the bar in an hour, and I will tell you about the next job we should do.”



  Chapter XXIV


  


  “Good to see you’re interested,” said Argoal later on as she sat down at Fezzan’s table, a cup of hot chocolate in hand. “Listen, when Birgo, one of our Warriors, went to meet the Rebels to try to get an alliance treaty signed, they told us they needed an agent extracted because he had been compromised. So we sent in our best spy, Jay Greyburn. He has been on Spiciam since, gathering as much Intel as possible.”


  Fezzan nodded. He’d heard of him, of course.


  “Yesterday he made a certain move meaning he wants to hand over a data-cube. We therefore want you to try to land on Spiciam with discretion. Jay will meet you there. He will hand over a data-cube concerning what he’s found on the Service. This data-cube will have to go straight to Ekrid. You up to it?”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “A job worthy of the only Commander who doesn’t give out missions?”


  Argoal pursed her lips.


  “I’d say you’re the first of a new breed of Commanders. Ekrid thinks war is coming, and he wants all the most capable fighters to be recognised within the Arpian community, for when they will have to lead others into battle. Trust me, helping out Jay is as important to the community as was Hillona’s arrest.”


  Fezzan smiled and nodded.


  “I’m on the case. You can count on me.”


  


  To enter the spaceport undetected, Fezzan activated the cloak. As soon as the Veina Temp disappeared from all radar systems, Vaalrie reported that three ships had changed course to see what was happening. To give them the impression it had only been an asteroid that exploded, Fezzan told his crew to drop off the blocks of rock he always had in his ship for situations such as this. He made a mental note to replenish his stock for the next time.


  They landed safe and sound, away from the crowded places.


  Fezzan’s communications officer told him the meeting place was just one mile away.


  Ten minutes later, Fezzan spotted Greyburn’s face under a cloak. Fezzan was surprised: he had the distinctive appearance and manners of a man one could not trust. Then again, maybe that was exactly what a spy would not be according to Service standards.


  “Tell father that Miss Mason and her friends are organising a party in a few weeks that will be happening in the home garden. Tell him to make preparations and to make the place as clean as possible beforehand. In the meanwhile, here are her main ideas,” he said as he gave the data-cube to Fezzan. “Oh, and, by the way, she is also thinking of visiting our cousins up North, and she would like to send a group to the bear regions to clean up their mess. We should go there beforehand and see if they are dangerous or not. Anyway, I have to go. See you soon, I hope!”


  With that he left Fezzan with very important information for Malrow. Lucky he’d had a small crash course on cryptography and codes, for otherwise Fezzan wouldn’t have had a clue what this story about some woman called Mason meant.


  Funny though how such a simple code was used by a top spy. Maybe once again such behaviour was not expected from a spy.


  Fezzan got back on his cloaked ship thanks to a special handheld cloak scanner, Arpian version.


  Nice chap, this Jay.


  


  On Culuria, Fezzan headed for the HQ. He handed over the data-cube to Argoal and then went to the sixth floor, where he told Malrow what Jay had told him, the same words.


  “This means we have lots to do. We need someone to bring the data-cube to the Rebels, first thing to do. Secondly, we have to warn Admiral Kimoned about the troops Rason will send to their systems.”


  Fezzan nodded absently, wondering who would be the poor soul to get the job.


  “We’ll want to send someone down to Mekam and to Azzur. For two reasons: we want them to see the data-cube, but it’s also a good moment to sign a treaty with them. We need someone right here right now, someone we can both trust and who will do the job quickly and well.”


  He leant over and spoke into his intercom.


  “Emily, could you send a message to Birgo’s Total Eclipse telling her to come to my office as soon as she gets back, please?”


  A melodic voice answered back.


  “Yes, Ekrid.”


  “Okay, Fezzan. This will be dealt with. Birgo already has experience with the Rebs, and looks like she can handle diplomacy. On another note, I want you to go on another pirate raid. Except that this time you will be in charge, and I’ll be assigning you a wingmate. Are you up to it?”


  Fezzan considered the question, then answer a firm “yes”.


  “Great. Well, go to the bar and find a young lady, Jullin. Here is her photograph. She will be the one to become your wingperson on this mission. Here’s her file,” he said, handing over a holo-cube. “Read it through before meeting her, it’s always better that way.”


  Fezzan smiled and nodded.


  “You will both have to take your ships to Loda Ryde and destroy all the pirates in the system. They will just have arrived before you according to calculations, so no damage will have been done yet. This is the holo-cube with the briefing for her to hear.”


  Malrow smiled.


  “Good luck, Fezzan, and watch out for her too.”


  


  Fezzan went to the bar, and spotted a girl who looked like the twenty-five-year-old one from the photograph, so he moved towards her. Cute features. Eyes that twinkled.


  “Hello, Jullin. I am Fezzan, an Arpian Commander. I gather you have recently become an Arpian Member. Good for you, I was like you a while ago.”


  They spoke together for another five minutes, small chit-chat about Arpia and the jobs. Fezzan took out the holo-cube and showed it to her.


  “I have received this from Ekrid Malrow and am supposed to open it in front of you, so let’s go to a private corner and open it.”


  Once seated and out of earshot of anyone else, Fezzan opened the holo-cube.


  “Good day, Jullin and Fezzan. We gather that a group of pirates has assembled for a raid in the Loda Ryde system. You are to go there and take them down. Fezzan, this will be Jullin’s first fleet encounter. You know what that means. Jullin, my only advice is to be confident enough of yourself. Good luck.”


  Déjà-vu. Had to be from the time Haldora came to give the same kind of mission to him.


  


  In Loda Ryde, there were some ten ships getting ready to jump out of the system.


  “They are headed towards Povolis system,” said Zack. “What do we do?”


  “Unleash hell on the first one!”


  The Veina Temp became the source of a steady flow of rail-gun pellets, blaster shots and the like, and once the first shot had whizzed before them, the pirate vessels stopped their hyper-jump preparations. They all turned towards the newcomers, and Fezzan ordered his crew to cease firing.


  “Who in Garthin’s name do you think you are?” snarled a woman’s voice through the communications channel.


  “This is Commander Fezzan of Arpia speaking. If you do not surrender peacefully, we shall have to take you all out.”


  The woman on the other end laughed out loud.


  “And you two are capable of hurting us, perhaps?” she asked, highly amused.


  “Just look at the Monsaigne at the rear. A stray missile has reached target, it would seem.”


  An Arpian Photoriun rocket, almost invisible to the naked eye and launched by mistake when Vaalrie was shutting down the weapons, had reached the furthest ship right on the bridge that very instant, and the explosion was lighting the star-field.


  The pirate yelled.


  “You killed my brother! I shall crush you like ba'khras!”


  A large Lrithgow started to advance at a ridiculously slow pace, but the others stayed behind. Maybe they thought the Lrithgow would indeed crush them.


  “Jullin, are you ready?” Fezzan asked through the intercom device.


  “Yes, Commander,” she replied confidently.


  Fezzan was surprised by her firmness, but ordered her to stand by for the moment.


  “See if you can already target the Lrithgow’s docking area. It’s one of the weaker spots.”


  Jullin fired a rail-gun pellet. The woman’s voice came back on.


  “Die, you scum!”


  Fezzan watched bemused as the pellet crashed inside the docking area, lighting the whole Lrithgow from the inside as a massive explosion erupted from there.


  A moment of impenetrable silence followed, as the massive carrier was blown apart from the inside.


  Fezzan looked at Zack and Vaalrie, but they were as astounded as he was.


  The other pirates seemed to recover quickly. The rest of the fleet, seeing the Lrithgow go down, had spurred into action, and were now firing at the Arpian ships.


  “Vaalrie, all weapons out. Zack, I want us to close in on them while evading their shots. Go!”


  Jullin was apparently thinking differently, as her ship turned sideways and sped away from the Veina Temp.


  “What in the universe is that girl up to?” Vaalrie asked between shots.


  “Two targets close to each other are easier to hit. This girl is smart,” said Fezzan as he took control of the ReSpectre generator. “Now let’s see what this is like.”


  The original Yolniui Spectre cannon fired ‘Spectre’ ammunition, a cross between explosives and an electromagnetic pulse, surrounded by a protective organic layer, the whole thing shimmering in sunlight and glowing in the darkness of empty space. Apparently, the Yolniun had fields where they grew this strange ammunition. The Arpian version did not use real ‘Spectres’, basing the subspace generator behind the weapon on Gwaark bacteria instead. The effect was still similar, even though the ammo was quite different in composition. When Fezzan fired the ReSpectre generator, an incoming pirate Astraponta blew up after being hit only three times.


  “This was too easy,” Zack said with a broad grin on his face a few minutes later. “These new weapons have made us almost invincible.”


  “I guess that’s how the Yolniun feel when they have to fight others,” remarked Vaalrie. “Don’t forget the Silgarith took more than just a couple of those rockets and ReSpectres to destroy.Heavy armour does the trick, I believe.”


  “Well, let’s see if Jullin is ready to go home. I certainly am,” said Fezzan. Would battles be this boring from now on?


  


  Fezzan entered Yubenia’s spaceport, left his ship and went towards where Jullin had landed.


  “Beautiful job,” he said to her as she came out. “Apparently, a payment of a hundred thousand credits has been arranged. I’ve also been told that both the Absols and the Azzurdi thank the unnamed avengers.”


  He smiled.


  “Now, if you’re done here, I’m supposed to teach you a thing or two about hand-to-hand and blaster combat.”


  He tried to give her the training Haldora had given him ages before, but being a teacher made everything seem harder. Remembering all the different aspects of the training was probably the hardest part, but even teaching Jullin to land blows in darkness was difficult, because the moves had become part of him to an extent where he did them intuitively. Yet she learnt to aim based on sound, to fight without light, and so on.


  The session continued beyond sunset, so it would not hurt her eyes to come out. Fezzan made his way to his home, and just crashed on his bed. He went to sleep thinking that at some point he would have to see the Azzurdi tech that had just been delivered to Culuria.


  


  When he woke up, Fezzan took a good shower with a bottle of ‘Jhy Humm: Cleansing Shampoo’ he had managed to find in a small store on Culuria. It just took him two minutes to get all ready. After all, it was not considered so manly to spend half an hour in the shower, even on Culuria in the autumn of this year 1109. He could not help thinking that this shampoo was pretty good. He had not felt this fresh in a while.


  He made his way towards the Arpian HQ. Every time he passed in front of it, he could not help staring at it. It captured his attention, even when he tried not to look. It had to be something specifically done for this particular building.


  In front of the doors, he met Holdor.


  “Hello, Commander.”


  He mumbled something Fezzan could not make out, but he seemed angry. Fezzan did not insist.


  The older man wandered off, limping slightly, Fezzan noticed. Grumpy a day, cheerful another, he really did not know what to make of Holdor.


  He decided to let it go, and, feeling in shape, took the stairs to the sixth floor. With only hundred and twenty steps, twenty for each three-metre high floor, he was there in no time.


  “Hello, Ekrid.”


  He frowned and looked at Fezzan in the eyes.


  “You went up the stairs, didn’t you?” He smiled. “Not so many people do it these days. Good to see they still serve a minimal purpose. Anyway, are you ready to take young Jullin on another raid?”


  Something in him stirred.


  “Sure. What’s it about?”


  


  Some five minutes later, Fezzan was headed for the bar, and he spotted Jullin eating her breakfast.


  “Hey Jullin, I’ve got something urgent for us to do.”


  She looked up from her half-empty plate, quickly finishing her mouthful. She smiled.


  “Yes?”


  “Once again, it’s pirate raid time. Another fleet of pirates has assembled, and they are apparently planning on attacking the Yubeh Star system. Lots of traders with the Yolniun are at risk. So finish up your food and we’ll be off.”


  On the way to her ship, Jullin asked Fezzan what his career in Arpia had been so far.


  “Oh. Well, that story is getting longer every moment. Let’s see. It all started when I was just a little trader…”


  He only got to the point when he had found Residio before they arrived in front of her ship.


  “Well, I’ll probably tell you the rest later on then, I suppose. Now we have a job that needs doing.”


  He got a message on his messaging system.


  “Ah, it would seem there are less than last time: this time we’re up against eight ships. What do you think of that?”


  Jullin answered in the way of a confident fighter with a hint of a smile.


  “Don’t worry, Fezzan. I’ll be there to help you if you’re in danger.” She winked, and Fezzan was shocked for not noticing her beauty before. “Just send me an SOS. Can’t be that hard, now can it?”


  Fezzan headed towards his own ship, a grin on his face. Cheeky girl. There wasn’t so much of a difference in age. He felt attracted. He made a mental note of inviting her out when they got back.


  


  Yubeh Star was one of the most intriguing systems in Fezzan’s view, mainly because it had twelve inhabited planets and three gas giants in total. One of his earlier assignments with Arpia had led him to visit every single planet in the hope of finding a known criminal and dismantling her crime syndicate, which had led to him utterly failing to react when faced with the choice of killing the stunningly beautiful criminal mastermind or capturing her. Luckily, he had been accompanied by Commander Aster, who had knocked out the woman in a flash, for otherwise Fezzan would probably not have become a Commander himself. He recalled Aster muttering something about men.


  Apparently, a well-known lawyer called Vern Engle had been the first to venture in the system, and he had right away decided to become the owner of these stellar bodies. A pity for science and humanity, but great for his successors, who became multi-decillionaires after the Ruling Council decided to buy the planets off them.


  Fezzan reminisced these miscellaneous facts, deciding that were he ever to retire or to need to disappear, he would try to visit every planet in every corner. The system offered a perfect hiding place due to the relatively small population and the quite large amount of land to hide in.


  He pulled himself out of his random thoughts as the planets materialised in front of him, along with eight menacing ships all turned towards the Veina Temp.


  “Golly! Did they know of our coming?” asked Zack, taken aback.


  “I don’t know, but look out! Arm weapons!”


  After Zack had pulled out of the way of the incoming shots, Fezzan and Vaalrie fired back with all available weapons.


  “Where in the universe is Jullin?” asked the Commander after an Effroyable had gone down.


  “She’s behind the pirates,” said the woman overlooking the radar.


  “What?”


  “Five are turning around,” shouted Zack.


  “Jullin, come in,” Fezzan spoke through the intercom as he fired at one of the turning ships in the reactor area.


  He waited, fear starting to build up inside of him as he destroyed another ship.


  “Take out the Griffin,” he snapped at Vaalrie, who looked at him wide-eyed before complying.


  “Jullin,” he shouted again.


  He could now see her Rebel Astraponta spinning around, heading towards a Crybellis.


  “Fezzan,” came in her voice rather faintly, full of panic, “I’ve been hit! The controls won’t respond any more!”


  “Pull up, Jullin, pull up!”


  “I can’t! I’m trying, but I-”


  It was too late. The Crybellis had fired with fusion pulses, missiles and rail-guns, and a nearby Monsaigne had just used up all its bullets on the Rebel Astraponta.


  As Jullin’s ship raced on towards the Crybellis, all the weapons hit it at the same time, and it blew up right away, the remains of the bridge crashing into the Crybellis’s side engines and bridge.


  “Jullin!” Fezzan cried out in horror.


  He shoved Vaalrie aside and smacked his fingers on all of the weapons systems at the same time. The Crybellis and the Monsaigne disappeared in a ball of flames, and the remaining Astrapontas turned to flee.


  “Oh no you don’t,” Fezzan fumed, locking on to the first of them with the rocket launcher while firing ReSpectres at the other.


  As the explosions died out, Fezzan looked with eyes full of hate at the remaining debris. Vaalrie stood watching him in shock, and Zack stared with fear at the raging Commander.


  After a minute of silence, Fezzan fell down in a seat and hit the nearest solid object with his fist before standing up again and going to his cabin.


  “Culuria, Zack,” he said with a coarse voice before closing his door behind him.


  


  On Arpia’s home planet, Fezzan left his ship with sadness in his eyes. He blamed himself for Jullin’s death. He had known her so little, and yet… There could have been something. For the first time, he had seen the future. A happy future. Not a one-night stand like all the times before. Was it a ‘coup de foudre’? To lose her now pained him so much. Throughout the flight back, he had remained sad and sober, and he could not get over it.


  “There was nothing you could do, Fezzan. Jullin was unlucky. Accidents happen,” said Malrow as Fezzan arrived near him. “At least, those pirates are dealt with, and no one else will perish under their fire.”


  Fezzan could still see the explosion in his mind. This would become a new nightmare, haunting his nights ever so often, he was sure of it. He still forced himself to believe he could get over it.


  In the early evening, a burial was organised. Poor Jullin: no family left, she manned her ship alone, and she had been a new recruit without that many friends, so the only other people invited who turned up apart from Fezzan’s crew were Commanders Kur-Tchek and Haldora and a few people she had met in the few days she was present.


  “So young and yet so mature, Jullin was the kind of person who would have sacrificed herself for the sake of saving someone else. And she did so, dying so that more should live and be free of the threat of piracy.”


  Once the ceremony was over, Fezzan vowed to help Arpia in any way possible, and to try to do that in such a way that no more should die “so that more should live and be free of the threat of piracy”.


  Fezzan left the rest, went to his room and crashed on his bed. He spent the rest of the evening thinking of what he had done so far and what he had not done that could have stopped such a disaster from happening.


  



  Chapter XXV


  


  Birgo’s time in the company of the Yolniun was well spent.


  Upon her arrival, a man called Oz'Eonda greeted her warmly, and said the Yolniun knew of her deeds, and the one involving spies on Spiciam in particular.


  He told her he was the leader of the Ozfia caste and explained the structure of Yolniui society. He introduced her to many telepaths and teachers and tested her own skill.


  After Birgo escaped from a trap of weaves Oz'Eonda had created, he went silent, only mouthing one word: “Biri'h'go”. However, when pressed, he did not explain to Birgo what that was. Instead, people around her began to whisper.


  After a few weeks of learning Yolin thanks to a special language program given to her by Oz'Eonda (curse their distrust of the ‘Babel’ implant), she asked him in Yolin what that word meant, and he only told her is was linked to a prophecy.


  “A prophecy?”


  “Yes. While none can ever predict the future, the most gifted telepaths are capable of analysing the minds of humans, and from there it is just a step to predicting the way these humans might act. Afterwards, they try to see how humanity might respond, and so on, and so forth.”


  “How can this become a prophecy?”


  “When the mightiest telepaths do this, they sometimes stumble upon one special set of words in their minds. It may be a sentence, or just different, seemingly unrelated words. Even if they do not understand the words, they write them down, ‘just in case’. We believe the words of the great Yol'ienstu to have come to life in the enslavement of the So-laon: ‘when brother of mind defends brother of mind, absolute power shall destroy the former’s will’. At the time, the words ‘mind’ and ‘will’ were not yet clear. You see, in Yolin, all words we know were found by telepaths who would try to understand the thoughts of nature, and in nature, they had never found ‘mind’ nor ‘will’. Ergo, we only found them when analysing human thoughts.”


  Yet still he would not speak of that prophecy in particular.


  Instead, he introduced her to Oz'Lazkhri, one of the greatest Ozfia, at least combat-wise.


  Oz'Lazkhri agreed to continue Birgo’s teaching started months before on Pri'sal. She learnt more about the weaves of life, and started to find this form of spiritual awareness much more pleasant and relaxing than the use of her five primary senses. Yet something bothered her about the way she thought of weaves. They appeared as a creation. However, weren’t they there to begin with?


  She received a good dose of training. The Yolniun had a way of making everything seem easy, but when she tried to do the same thing, it tended to be far less graceful and much harder. Well, it was probably going to get better over time.


  As opposed to her training on Pri'sal, however, the pace of learning was slow: it required lots of skill to become an M3. Many needed years to attain such a level. Some died of old age trying. And yet, somehow, the Yolniun seemed to think she could do better.


  So the training went on, and she slowly began to be able to create weaves strong enough to knock an ordinary human unconscious.


  “I foresee that, very soon, you will have reached the level of M3. Far sooner than anyone could have expected. Time will tell, Birgo, time will tell.”


  After numerous weeks on Umir'sal, she received a message from her superior, stating that the Absol authorities seemed to have ‘forgotten’ the Spiciam events, and they were now concentrating on other areas of the galaxy. As her Total Eclipse entered Residio system, she received another communication telling her to see Ekrid Malrow once she had landed.


  


  As she wandered through the Culuria spaceport towards the Arpia HQ, Birgo noticed a few rebel uniforms in the morning sunlight. It seemed that the collaboration was truly beginning to take form. Who knew? Soon the Rebels might have comfy beds. She sighed, hoping that they would, should she have to visit ‘the Cavern’ again. Otherwise, she might have to refuse their hospitality and sleep in her ship.


  As she walked into the building, she bumped into Argoal.


  “Commander Argoal, good to see you.”


  “Ah, Birgo. I hear you’re getting pretty powerful. That’s nice to hear. M2 and nearly M3 I hear. Well, I’ll be frank with you: Malrow wouldn’t keep a M2 as a warrior.”


  As she reached Ekrid Malrow’s office, Birgo saw what Argoal had been hinting at: Haldora and Char-Tow stood waiting with eager smiles on their faces, and Ekrid himself looked proud. Haldora. In the instant where their eyes had met, the full weight of the strange feeling she had felt came crashing down on her. She could not deny that during the whole trip to the Cavern, she had thought of him. Incessantly. She had seen his face on the walls of the Total Eclipse. She had heard his voice in her dreams. But then the Rebels had clouded her thoughts with those of impending disaster. That charming, attentive young man had slipped from her thoughts.


  Now, he was there, and Birgo felt the same way she had before. It was torture not to know what he might be thinking as he stood there, smiling.


  “Birgo, at Arpia, promotions happen when we feel it necessary, and in this case, we need something to be dealt with right away, so I will be as brief as I was a few weeks ago to Fezzan. In recognition of your wonderful work so far, of your incredible potential and acquired powers, and of your exceptional skills, be they present in the everyday life, in combat or in ship command, we have decided together to promote you and to raise you to the rank of Arpian Commander. To tell you the truth, Birgo, you are the eleventh person to be given this rank, and the second in months. This is a fruitful year for Arpia,” he finished with a smile.


  Haldora took Birgo in his arms and gave her a big hug, Char-Tow kissed her on both cheeks, and Ekrid followed suit.


  After a few hours of talking to Char-Tow and Haldora, the latter stood up.


  “Birgo, we have this custom where every newly appointed Commander has his or her first fitting meal in Yubenia’s Helkan Restaurant. What do you say?”


  “Helkan lunch it is,” she answered with a laugh.


  


  “Well, I’m going,” said Char-Tow three hours later. “I truly enjoyed this meal, Commander. Hope to see you guys soon,” he finished, giving Birgo a peck on the cheek. He did some kind of secret handshake with Haldora and left. Birgo did not even look at him go: she just stared into space. Throughout the meal, Haldora had smiled at her with a twinkle in his eyes. He had made the nicest comments, got close while keeping his distance, leaving Birgo to wonder if it was just his way of being friendly or his way of showing her more than friendship. In the end, she decided that the way he had stared in wonder was attraction, not anything less. It didn’t seem to be a dream. She would act. She would not let go of this chance.


  Birgo and Haldora left together, the latter accompanying the former to the HQ, for Ekrid wanted to see Birgo right after the meal. Once the walk had come to an end, Birgo turned to him.


  “Enjoy your afternoon, Haldora. Thank you for the walk. Thank you for everything.”


  With that, she gave him a kiss on the lips before entering the building, thinking what a wonderful morning this had been. There was no need for words, as words could not express her gratitude, her joy, her affection, her strength, her confidence. Perhaps even love. It couldn’t be only desire and longing, could it?


  She did not see the wide smile that was stuck on Haldora’s face as he walked away and skipped on the piazza.


  


  Birgo arrived in Malrow’s office, a large smile on her face.


  “Ah. Birgo. How did the lunch go?”


  She told him about the meal, and left it to that.


  “Good, good. I must say I saw this couple business coming,” he continued with a small smile.


  “Excuse me?” Birgo asked, blushing.


  “Oh, don’t play innocent,” Ekrid continued, teasing Birgo. “You and Haldora… Let’s say I happened to be looking out of my window at the moment.”


  He winked and Birgo was sure her cheeks would explode from the increase of blood flow in her face.


  “Anyway, enough about that. Back on topic. I’ve asked you here because of your next job. Our other new Commander, Fezzan, has brought top secret and urgent info that our spy, Jay Greyburn, managed to compile on Spiciam. All the info is contained in a data-cube. We are currently making copies of it.


  “So, once you get a copy, you need to bring the data-cube to the Rebels. Get them to make a copy for themselves. We have to warn Admiral Kimoned about the troops Rason will send to their systems. We also want to send someone down to Mekam. So, after having seen the Rebs, rush to Mekam, again with the data-cube. Someone will meet you there. They will tell you what to do next.”


  Birgo nodded.


  “One last thing, Birgo: this is perhaps the most important and fastest move you’ll have to do. Don’t screw up, and don’t be stopped by the Absols.”


  As usual: clear and brief, Arpian method. It worked all the time, Birgo thought as she left the building.


  By the time she had reached her ship, her second-in-command Jem had received a package from Malrow.


  ‘– Data-cube included. Please read the info when you are travelling to know what it is all about –’


  “What is it all about?” asked Jem.


  “We’re going back to the Cavern, and I’m now an Arpian Commander, that’s all.”


  Jem stared open mouthed.


  “What? When? How?”


  “I’ll explain on the way, but this is urgent, so get the engines running, will you?”


  She smiled. This was a good day. She wanted to be far from Culuria by the time the calendar showed the next date. That way, she would keep a flawless memory of this day on Culuria.


  


  The data-cube, Birgo had to admit, contained valuable information. What Rason had in mind was also mind-blowing: everyone was to be attacked at once, with the exception of the Yolniun.


  As soon as the Total Eclipse landed inside the Cavern, Birgo rushed towards the place where she had met the Rebel leaders.


  “Birgo, it is good to see you again.” Professor Williams gave her an enquiring look. “What is troubling you?”


  “Major Rason will be sending troops to your systems. Admiral Kimoned, Ekrid Malrow suggests that you wipe them out utterly after luring them into an empty system. Fighting near this station would be too risky.” She turned to Professor Williams. “Here is the data-cube our agent on Spiciam gave us very recently. I will need it back in three hours when I leave, but you may make as many copies as you wish.”


  “Very well, Birgo,” he replied, surprised by this sudden turn of events.


  “Oh, and it’s ‘Commander Birgo’ from now on,” she added before slumping into a chair, feeling she deserved the title. Admiral Kimoned smiled, amused, while Professor Williams frowned at Birgo’s new arrogance.


  Whatever the Rebellion leaders thought of Birgo, the effect of the information was immediate: never before had such a task force been sent towards the Cavern. Instead of walking fast, everyone seemed to be running right now. Desperate situations call for desperate measures, and it seemed that almost the whole Rebel fleet would be awaiting the arrival of the Absols.


  Three hours later, by the time Jem had informed her that the Total Eclipse was full of fuel and ready to leave, Birgo could already sense the soldiers were bracing themselves for battle.


  She made her way towards her ship, and a soldier came running up to her with a package in hand.


  “Commander Birgo! Commander!”


  He arrived level with Birgo, and started to speak, though because of the run he was out of breath. Birgo struggled to understand him through the panting.


  Good. She had the original data-cube back.


  She gave the flight course for Mekam to Jem, and the Total Eclipse left the Cavern, amidst a whole fleet of heavily armed battleships. War was coming here, and it was coming fast.


  


  On Mekam, a planet of five billion inhabitants, a group of twelve tattooed warriors was waiting for the Arpian delegation.


  Birgo followed them up a long staircase inside some sort of massive dome. After climbing twenty floors it opened onto the top floor of the dome. Seated in leather seats surrounding a large circular table were about twenty elderly warriors with many faded tattoos.


  “Commander Birgo, we were expecting you,” said the woman with the most tattoos. “I am Ubriundo Sarn, Rramman of the Mekam House. We gather that Mr Malrow and Arpia are beginning to prepare for war with the Service.”


  Birgo explained all that she knew concerning the Agency, its links with the Rebels and Yolniun, and when she had finished, Ubriundo Sarn told her that the Board would think about it and come up with a decision the next morning.


  Birgo left the room after giving them the data-cube.


  As she wandered through the spaceport, she was glad Arpia was thinking of an alliance with these fierce tattooed warriors. Many more tattoos would probably be made after they had gone to war. Birgo recalled there was one other constant: when the Azzurdi went to war, they came back with many casualties. That was why the alliance could also help the Mekam. They could do with more advanced technology.


  The following morning, she was summoned back to the Board, once again escorted by twelve guards.


  “We are intrigued by Mr Malrow’s plans, and gladly accept to sign a treaty with you and your allies on the matter. Arpian technology also seems very advanced, and I must say your ship is already very impressive as it is. We have arranged for our technology to be equally made available to Arpia.


  “We, House of Mekam, will be ready for the troops Major Rason will be sending, but the Ahheiban Board must also be warned about this. Not the Azzurdi Council because it is likely the Ganutai will know all about this and let it slip.”


  A murmur of agreement followed Ubriundo Sarn’s speech. She certainly was one of the most respected people present.


  As she listened, Birgo was under the impression that a deep hatred towards the Ganutai ran in Mekam veins. She resisted the temptation of taking a look at the thoughts of the people present, having heard that the Azzurdi were also trained in the ways of weaves and telepathy, however basic their training may be in general. She recalled hearing of Ubriundo Sarn on Pri'sal, and wondered whether this warrior happened to be a powerful opponent as well.


  “You will go along with Marshéb here,” the Rramman continued, pointing towards one of the most dangerous-looking warriors present, “and tell them your tale. Marshéb will stay there to see what will be the final outcome, and you will be able to go back to Culuria.”


  Birgo left Mekam as soon as possible, trying to get this mission over quickly enough for everyone to be able to react.


  


  On the way to Ahheiban, Marshéb told Birgo of the Azzurdi way of life, and the Empire’s history.


  In the decades after the Azzurdi had proclaimed their independence, the Ruling Council, soon to become known as the Adsolem Constitutor (and later Absolem Constitutor), had tried to crush this new separatist movement. But the Azzurdi were united back then, and no matter how hard they tried, the Ruling Council could not defeat the Azzurdi. Whenever they destroyed a fleet, another would appear in its place. After substantial losses on both sides, they opted for a truce, and the Azzurdi finally had the time to try to organise themselves.


  During the Independence War, feudal lords had emerged, stronger than many and with more influence, capable of defending a number of systems without immediate need for outside help. They were the backbone of the Azzurdi fleets, and the backbone of the whole Azzurdi union. It was they who decided of the form the Azzurdi government would adopt.


  There were six warlords who wanted power, and there was one who wished to control a subsidiary all-purpose army and navy, there to fight for the others should they fail to do so themselves. Yet as the form of government was being discussed, one of the warlords was assassinated, and his closest advisors were seemingly bribed into letting the Tikkera warlord become their leader; another warlord wedded the daughter of the Rani chief weeks before dying in the most mysterious fashion: he seemed to have been dreaming as he jumped into space without a survival suit. Many questioned this accident, but nothing came of it.


  So it was that the four Houses were formed, and the Ahheiban warlord became the leader of the army of the best-trained and strongest Azzurdi warriors, following a rather hierarchical system instead of the more reticular system of the Ruling Council. The Ahheiban became the true Azzurdi army, a referee between the Houses and the most respected and honoured combat teachers in the whole Empire.


  Marshéb himself was of the Mekam House, but had been sent to Ahheiban to complete his training, a rare honour and a sign that great deeds were expected of him.


  However, combat was not all in the Azzurdi life. Religion played a key role as well, for one, and so did the teachings of virtue and value.


  Unlike the Absolem Constitutor, where religion and government were radically separated, the Azzurdi had an official religion. Yet where many Constitutor leaders had been tempted into using the dominant Yaofskei faith to promote their ideas, a dishonest move, contrary to the fundamental principles of the Constitutor, the Azzurdi Rramman of all Houses strictly observed the rule whereby religion could not be invoked as an argument when assuming the role of Rramman in public.


  The Azzurdi religion was based on war and death for the greatest part: a warrior killed in battle was not to be mourned, for such a death was honourable (in most cases). With the prize of life beyond the stars, the Azzurdi did not fear death, only shame, be it shame on them, on their family, on their friends or on their House. Besides war, their religion put an accent on art. According to the great Ahiol M’beir priestess who died in the year 828, “art is the only true path to good and to the divine, for the universe is harmony, and so are all things within”. M’beir went on to prescribe that all warriors should bring grace into their movements, that all rulers should speak eloquently, that all men and women should bring out their hidden creative talents to live better. She had apparently based her findings on observed facts, thereby linking religion to science, something else the Azzurdi as a whole now tried to achieve.


  On the outside, the Azzurdi seemed reckless and barbarous. On the inside, they seemed to Birgo to have interesting ideas and principles.


  


  Arrived on Ahheiban, ten warriors greeted Birgo. Marshéb seemed to know them well enough, and they came to the Ahheiban Board within minutes. Since the Ahheiban served the Empire and the First House, with the current political situation where the Ganuta House, who had ties with the Service, was the First House, it became apparent to Birgo that she would need to be more persuasive for the Ahheiban to accept to prepare for serious war against the Constitutor.


  Nevertheless, the Board listened attentively to her long speech and they told her she had done well to bring this to their attention. Marshéb told her it was fine and he would stay on.


  As Birgo prepared her ship for a return journey, back to Culuria, she was glad that this racing around was soon to come to an end.


  



  Chapter XXVI


  


  The Karakal began its descent towards Yubenia spaceport, the hull dented where a stray asteroid had hit it in one of the new systems Parmil had just tested. It had not taken all that long, but it had been, to Parmil’s surprise, much duller than she could have expected: no new planets, no space beings and no marvellous new sights to behold. All in all, she was weary of exploration and glad to set sight on Culuria’s rich landscape once more.


  As soon as the ship had landed, a young scientist came barging in and copied the flight logs.


  Outside, Ungli was waiting with Aster.


  “Commanders,” the young captain said with a nod.


  “Al'Ario,” said Ungli, “thank you very much. We are very glad to see those systems are navigable. You have been paid sixty thousand credits for your services. In the name of all the traders who will be using those routes, thank you. In the name of the scientific community of explorers, you have opened the door to a whole new wave of exploration: we will now try to expand our knowledge of the star systems surrounding us. This discovery and successful probe voyage has indeed given us hope.”


  Aster smiled.


  “Al'Ario, Ekrid has finally managed to finish organising the school trip. It’s your next job.”


  Without her even realising it, Parmil’s face brightened and Aster looked amused.


  “Thank you, Commander.”


  “I knew you would appreciate it. Maria and Reynold will be bringing the children soon enough.”


  “Where shall I be taking them?”


  “You are to bring them to the capital of the Azzurdi Empire, and then to the birthplace of mankind, Earth.”


  “Azzur?” Parmil asked with a shadow of worry creeping up inside her mind. “Are you serious?”


  “Yes, I am. Don’t worry about Torkimal: he will not be there. We would not have sent you with him around. After all, you might have ended up punching him again,” she finished with a chuckle.


  Feeling a little relieved, Parmil sighed.


  “Who then will be greeting us?”


  “None other than Chi Tungen, Rramman of the Tikkera House, and Ubriundo Sarn, Rramman of the Mekam House. I trust you met the first of the two, is it not so?”


  “Yes, indeed, he gave me some friendly advice last time I visited Azzur, after the incident.”


  “The Mekam House is the one we respect the most. They are those who prone the best values in general. They are the opposite of the despicable Ganutai, and we hope the Mekam will soon replace them as First House. Ubriundo Sarn herself is a great warrior, one of the best, and she is a woman of integrity. She is one of the few Azzurdi to be aware of Arpia. One of ours, Birgo, should currently be on the way to Mekam, in order to start a partnership and friendship between the Mekam House and Arpia. For the sake of Arpia and Mekam cooperation, I therefore beg you to be full of respect towards Ubriundo Sarn.”


  She pulled out a small card, and fiddled with it.


  “In front of the Tikkera Rramman, the children are from the Andorra Research for Paediatric Injuries Association foundation. You will say the same when on Earth. Now, Andorra is a region that exists on Earth, and we have a few people in that region who have started a real association of the same name, and we use it as a cover. If anyone questions you about Arpia, give them this contact,” said Aster as she gave the card to Parmil.


  ‘Nicolas Fleiroop d’Ariannis


  Andorra Research for Paediatric Injuries Association


  82146-FKG Andorra, Europe


  Earth, Sol


  Interlink: +1AZ-1800.200.200.ARPIA,’ she read.


  “Nicolas knows all about the school trip, and if the Absol officials phone up, or anyone else for that matter, he will vouch for you.”


  “Who will the main Absol officials be?”


  “We gather there will be the Minister of Education of the Constitutor, and a highly placed Constitutor Intelligence Service official. Beware of that one: the Service is not to be trusted in any way.”


  


  The school bus arrived in the hangar, and out came Maria.


  “Hello, Parmil. Commanders,” she said with a nod, and the two Commanders turned to Parmil in surprise, noticing the teacher did not use her code-name.


  “Hello, Maria,” said Ungli. “Is everyone ready?”


  “Yes, the kids are all there and ready. Parmil, someone is more than impatient to see you.”


  Once the main doors of the school bus open, the kids rushed out and started racing to get to the ship first.


  Pommelin, one of the handicapped kids, even used his hoverchair to get in front of the fastest runners, Rick and Laurence. In the end, the girl called Brindille, who used incredibly fast cartwheels to get there first, beat the three to it. Now that was something Parmil had never seen before. Looked like someone was going to be a professional gymnast.


  “I missed you,” said Wadina as Parmil led her inside the ship.


  “I missed you too, Wadina.”


  “Hello there princess,” said Borreli with a bright smile on his face.


  “Hi Borreli.”


  “So, has Parmil been nice to you recently?”


  “Yes. Very, very nice. You know, I think she is the nicest person I know,” she replied with a sense of pride, and Parmil smiled.


  After ten minutes, everything was ready.


  “Do you want to give the order to lift off, Wadina?”


  Her eyes widened in pleasant surprise.


  “I’d love to! Can I?”


  “Go on,” said Bee'Misa. “Waiting for your instructions, captain Wadina.”


  “On your order, capitán muchacha,” said Sam.


  The young girl looked at Parmil, who simply nodded.


  “Lift off!”


  “You heard her, Bo. Off to planet Azzur we go.”


  


  Chi Tungen met Parmil inside the Azzur spaceport with a woman covered in tattoos.


  “Young Miss Szarnu, it is good to see you are still alive. I did tell you we would meet again.”


  “Sir, I thank you for your advice. If I am alive, it is thanks to you.”


  Turning to the woman, Parmil extended her hand before realising it was an Absol custom. The woman grabbed her wrist nevertheless, and smiled. She had a firm grip.


  “I am captain Al'Ario.”


  “And I, captain, am Ubriundo Sarn, Rramman of the Mekam House. You are the person who punched Torkimal, am I right?”


  “Yes, madam, it was I.”


  The warrior smiled.


  “I suppose that in the name of the Mekam I should thank you: the Ganutai are the House we Mekam despise and regard with utter contempt. Your act was much of a surprise to us all, and I can assure you that all the newspapers and programmes talked about ‘the Xarda International Court envoy’.”


  “Anyway,” said the Tikkera Rramman, “we are here for other purposes. I trust those are the children,” he said, nodding in the direction of the kids who had now assembled a dozen metres behind them.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I did not get the impression you also worked in a medical institution. Hearing you would be the pilot came as a surprise.”


  Parmil noticed Ubriundo Sarn’s mouth twitch slightly.


  “I have worked in Andorra for the past few years, and my connection with the Xarda International Court was just temporary.”


  Something about Chi Tungen’s smile gave Parmil the impression that he did not believe her. It was probably something to do with her parents.


  The two Rramman led the group through the spaceport and into the Great Hall Parmil had visited under very different circumstances.


  “This is where all the important people come,” Chi Tungen explained to the children, “and where they decide what will happen. For example, if we want to be friends with our neighbours, of be their enemies, we choose here. But we Azzurdi are divided into large Houses of many billions of people.”


  “Billions?” came Mistiva’s shy voice from the rear of the group.


  “Yes, billions. So we do not always agree. And, like brothers and sisters should, we discuss to find a solution.”


  “Is this where you decide what the Azzurdi children have to learn?” asked Koo-Jang.


  “This is where teachers come to say to smaller groups of people what works and what doesn’t, what children enjoy or dislike. However, the education programme is not discussed in detail when all of us are present, because few of us are teachers, and only the children and teachers know what is good and bad about the different ideas.”


  All adults present smiled, impressed, and the children looked satisfied by the reasonable approach to education.


  Horarai, the youngest of the class, threw his hand up in the air. Maria frowned: he was the cheekiest of them all, and tended to take advantage of adults’ attitude towards kids to turn them into ridicule.


  “Yes?”


  “Is this where you decide what children eat at lunch at school?”


  Chi Tungen opened his eyes wide when answering. He did not see Maria shaking her head.


  “No, I am afraid. We do not have enough power to decide that. The school cook takes those decisions,” he said with a nod, looking afraid and respectful when naming the person responsible.


  The kids nodded, but Parmil could see they were amused. The Rramman had fallen into the trap and talked as if he were in the presence of four-year-olds.


  The cook happened to be one of the most respected people in their school, since Chef Shayes was a Helkan Chef who had decided to share his cuisine with younger people at midday, and he would then work in the Helkan Restaurant in the evenings. No wonder the school had such a strict policy on lunches, Parmil noted: if they allowed outsiders to come for lunch, there would be queues the size of an Azzurdi Carrier.


  The group then came to the National Azzurdi Museum, a gigantic building block of historical exhibits, arts, science departments and labs, vehicle shows and much more. Everything was linked by a pod transport system, allowing for up to fifty people to travel from one side of the building to the other, five kilometres away, in less than a minute. Pretty nice technology, Parmil remarked silently, as it was something she would not have expected due to the stereotypical barbarism she thought characteristic of the Azzurdi.


  After spending the whole afternoon in there, guided by the two Rramman, they finally came back to the Karakal, and Parmil thanked both of them with great gratitude.


  “You are very welcome, captain,” said Ubriundo Sarn. “The pleasure was ours.”


  “Fare well, and I hope to see you again some time,” continued Chi Tungen. “We still have an unfinished conversation.”


  Parmil waved back before closing the hatch. Indeed, there were still things to talk about. She turned around and frowned. What did she want to know these ‘things’ for? For revenge? For personal information? She shook her thoughts away. She would try to sort out her ideas during the trip to Earth.


  Wadina was already in the captain’s seat, waiting to give the order.


  “Captain Wadina, the ship is ready to leave for Earth,” Parmil said, stroking the young girl’s hair. “What shall we do?”


  “Blast off!” she shouted with joy.


  “Yes boss. Straight away,” said Borreli.


  


  After spending half the trip talking and playing board games with the kids, and spending the rest of the time just with Wadina, Parmil safely landed the ship on Earth, in the legislative and administrative capital of the planet, a city called Bruxelles. Parmil recognised the spaceport, but could not remember when she had been there beforehand. She quickly called up this Nicolas Fleiroop d’Ariannis to find out any useful information about the cover in case the Service officer she had been warned about started snooping around, and then left the ship.


  A tall, proud woman was waiting outside, with a plump companion beside her.


  The woman smiled upon seeing Parmil, while his colleague frowned. Parmil could already guess which one was from the Service.


  “Captain Al'Ario, I presume?”


  “Yes, madam. I am here with the children from Andorra.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Makkir Sharaz, Minister of Education, and this man here is Rick Stock.”


  The man greeted Parmil with a grunt.


  “Nice to meet you,” she still managed with a faint smile, before turning to the lady again. “What is this place?”


  “This city started gaining importance two millennia ago, being at first just the capital of a country,” said Makkir Sharaz, waving at the city beyond. “It then became the capital of the first ‘democratic’ group of countries, which grew to be a new form of State by itself, Europe.”


  Parmil remembered. Some sort of dream of peace and co-operation many chose to share.


  “This European ‘transnational state’ collapsed after a century, but was brought back to life later on and mostly contributed to keeping relative peace on Earth through diplomacy.”


  Stock was studying Parmil’s ship. Apparently he wasn’t looking at the children, who were making their way towards them. Only the adults. Did the Service not feel kids could pose a threat? Parmil resolved to mention it to her crew.


  “… was forced by an organisation called the United Nations to invade two larger countries who were threatening world order within a century, and it was thanks to superior technology and great insider-resistance that they succeeded both times. These two States, once known as the Republic of China and América Latina, the former on the verge of collapsing, the latter having become a superpower after exploiting its Northern neighbours, then became satellites of Europe.”


  Parmil smiled and nodded. The first ‘world power’.


  “Bruxelles became the centre of the world. All the important decisions were taken there, so the headlines of news programs were often ‘Bruxelles votes this’ or ‘Bruxelles questioned for that’.


  “Of course, there was massive corruption after the two countries had become satellites of Europe, as the leaders of this Europe now held virtually all the power. This was then quickly changed, already by the first new elections around -480 NC, roughly 1650 years ago. The new president, Armando Carinnod, made Europe clean again, and made Bruxelles such that it could not lose its status of capital city without a revolution, which never came.”


  Seeing the enthusiasm the Minister was showing, Parmil wondered if she had been a teacher before becoming Minister. She was in her element, that much was certain.


  “At its birth twelve hundred years ago with the Ruling Council, the Constitutor we know followed the example of this man who is still considered the greatest politician ever, and since then, we have been settled here.”


  She checked her watch.


  “Oh, dear. I’ve been trailing off again. I do so miss teaching. Still, we have a schedule to follow, and we had better get going. Are the children coming?”


  “Yes, Madame la Ministre,” Parmil answered, using the French expression she had been taught to use at school in case a woman minister ever came.


  “We have a cultivated person here, I see,” she smiled. “Most people I meet do not use the formal address. Pity really.”


  


  The Minister took the group around the main sites of Bruxelles, from the five-hundred-year-old Berlémondo building to the brand new Parliament, via the ‘Musée du Cinquantenaire’. This museum was two thousand years old in parts, but most of it had been renovated, and it seemed to be the Absol equivalent of the National Azzurdi Museum, though it was of lesser scale.


  Parmil commented on its small size.


  “Yes, well that’s because Bruxelles has now existed for millennia, and since then the newer parts have been created around the ‘Vielle Bruxelloise’. No great city plannings or repositionings took place here. It is, along with most great cities on Earth, among the eldest cities of our whole galaxy. After all, the human race was born here.”


  Near the end of the day, the Stock midget came over to Parmil.


  “Captain Al'Ario,” he sneered, “I have a little question I would need answering.”


  “Yes?”


  “Who are you in truth?”


  Parmil was taken aback by the question.


  “You say you work in Andorra. Yet here we are in Bruxelles, capital of the Constitutor, just a little north, and you do not have a clue as to what it is.”


  “I have only been working there for a few months. I have never set foot in this city!”


  “Where were you before?”


  “Are you interrogating me?” Parmil asked in outrage.


  “Answer my question and I will probably leave you alone.”


  “Probably? I will not answer without access to a lawyer knowledgeable of the Service’s habits. One not corrupt.”


  Stock seemed amused.


  “Where would you find such an ideal lawyer?”


  “On Xarda,” she answered with a smile, insisting on the last word.


  That name stopped him. His turn to be unable to respond.


  She turned away and boarded her ship, leaving him standing outside and getting madder every second.


  


  As Wadina gave the order for lift-off, Parmil noticed that Stock was on a communications device, almost shouting at whomever was at the other end.


  “Rikar! Start a Service transmission interception. Comms device twenty metres away from me.”


  “I’m on it.”


  She ran over to where her friend was hitting the keys of his keyboard.


  “Is this it?” he asked, handing a set of headphones to Parmil.


  “Get me Scardu. Now,” shouted the person in the comms device. That was Stock all right. She gave the thumbs up to Rikar.


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Find what you can about a certain Al'Ario. Nistorabile is tagging the ship, so stay in contact with her. Send a team to Andorra to find out what this ARPIA is. Feed everything through to port 66, folder Arpia, no caps password jumpjet. Got that?”


  “Yes sir. I’ll start right now.”


  The communication ended.


  “Why did he say the password?” she asked Rikar.


  “It’s a special Service comms device with a grade 9 scrambler and pentadecimal encryption. Very few people even manage to hack into it,” he answered with a smile.


  “Great job, Rikar,” she said as she patted him on the back. How did he know this stuff?


  “If you want, I can use a little device of mine to give them the impression we are going to Andorra, and I can keep a tab on this folder he mentioned and modify any incoming data that might be important.”


  “You can do all that?”


  “Sure. I’ll just need to send signals to a little device I purposely left on Earth. It’s connected to the Service network.”


  Parmil looked at him in surprise.


  “Well, it’s not my fault if the Parliament is under Service surveillance. I felt it might be useful.”


  “Rikar, who taught you this stuff?”


  “A guy on Culuria. His name is Nunder'wan, and he’s an electronics geek. Computers, electronic devices, you name it, he can both make it and hack into it. He’s currently on the ship of a brand new Commander named Fezzan.”


  “You say to this hacker that he has my eternal gratitude. None of this is legal, but it’s going to be pretty useful to all of us.”


  She walked over to the cargo hold, which had been converted into a lounge for the kids. Tara and the marines were getting the last decorations ready.


  “Magnificent.”


  “A bit basic,” said Tara, “but the kids should enjoy Christmas in here.”


  “Good. Who will do the cooking for tomorrow night?”


  “Sam and Sha. For some reason I don’t understand, Sam becomes a mighty cook when Sha helps him out.”


  Charlotte appeared from behind Parmil.


  “Heard that. I think you should know your brother is a little edgy when someone is in the kitchen at the same time. It means he doesn’t concentrate as much and makes mistakes.”


  Tara chuckled.


  “Well, Sha, you’re something. Make him do even more mistakes and we’ll have better than a Helkan on board.”


  Charlotte blushed underneath her plump cheeks, and just shrugged her shoulders with a smile.


  



  Chapter XXVII


  


  Within seconds of touching Culurian soil, the children were ready to come back to their parents and waiting for the hatch to open. They all ran out after shouting a big “thank you”.


  The two teachers came up to Parmil.


  “Well, Parmil, this was very enjoyable. The way you spend time with the kids is really nice, and I think they liked the trip a lot. And the meals. I certainly did,” said Maria.


  Parmil smiled.


  “I’ll thank the cooks for you.”


  “Good, good. Parmil, you did a great job out there,” continued Reynold. “Why don’t you consider becoming a teacher? The kids love you, and hang on to your every word.”


  “I’m actually thinking about retiring from Arpia, and starting with you lot. I’ve never been a good captain, and I think I can be more useful as a teacher.”


  Maria took her hand.


  “Trust me, you’re a good captain. But if you choose to teach, we’ll greet you with open arms.”


  Wadina came over, and the teachers left. Parmil took her onto her lap, and just stared at her. Parmil had got over Vastor’s death. She was not interested in vengeance any more. She was interested in a good life. A happy life. One on Culuria. With Wadina. For Wadina.


  “I have decided, Wadina. I thought about it during the whole trip, and I know that if you want me to, I will do everything I can to become your godmother.”


  “You will? Really?” she asked with the widest smile Parmil had ever seen. Her eyes shone with delight.


  “I’ve decided, after thinking it through, that after one more job for Arpia I will stop being a space captain and become a teacher.”


  Wadina looked at her with eyes wide open.


  “That way, I can be there for you. That way, I can take care of you. I won’t be twenty light-years away, I’ll be on Culuria.”


  She could see Wadina’s eyes well with tears of joy.


  “Let’s go find Ekrid, shall we?”


  “I love you, Parmil!”


  She threw her arms around Parmil’s neck and clung to her, her head on Parmil’s chest. Parmil kissed her on the forehead and felt a tear trickle down her cheek. This had to be the happiest moment of her life.


  


  Inside the corridor of the Arpia HQ, Parmil asked a pleasant-looking secretary where Malrow’s office lay. She answered in a polite and friendly voice.


  “Take the lift to the sixth floor, you’ll notice the office easily enough. Wadina knows the way though, don’t you my dear?”


  When Parmil and Wadina entered his office, Malrow was working on some papers.


  “One minute, if you please.”


  Parmil took a look around and admired a painting of Lake Beaulier. She peered closer and saw that the signature contained the word ‘Bardrien’. Was that by Wadina’s father?


  Parmil was interrupted in her thoughts as she heard Ekrid Malrow turn towards them.


  “Hello Wadina, hello Al'Ario. How are you, young lady?”


  “I’m great, uncle Ekrid,” answered Wadina with a big smile. “Parmil wants to become my godmother!”


  Malrow blinked twice, but soon a warm smile appeared on his face as he turned to Parmil.


  “Are you sure about this?”


  “I am,” she answered with assurance. “I’ve decided I’ll do one more job for Arpia before resigning and becoming a teacher.”


  He shook his head slowly, and tears came to his eyes as he brought his hand to his mouth. He smiled, and surprised Parmil by giving her a hug.


  “I am glad you have found someone you love and who can return this feeling,” he said to Wadina as he gave her a hug as well.


  “Since Kristala was killed,” he told Parmil, fetching a file from inside his desk, “I have had these documents ready.”


  He handed the file over to Parmil.


  ‘Guardianship Form B - With consent from child and primary guardian’


  Parmil opened the file and started reading the summary of the different sections.


  “How big is this?”


  “Don’t worry: Mr Drigglesbothe, our main lawyer, is the one who did this form. The summary is all you need to read, because the rest are legal formulae the Absol legal system imposes, and we follow a system rather similar to theirs.”


  He turned to Wadina.


  “Wadina, Al'Ario and I have to talk alone right now. You can play on the computer in the playroom if you want. Is that okay?”


  “Yes, Ekrid.”


  


  Once Wadina had disappeared in the next room, Malrow continued. The smile faded from his face. These were important matters.


  “Basically, the guardianship would mean you become a guardian just like me, and you become responsible for Wadina as much as I am today. It’s the system of solidarity, if that means anything to you.


  “If Wadina causes damage or needs to pay something, we are both fully responsible, though of course the one who pays can ask the other for some compensation. We could then split the expenses between both of us if you wish, though I am very happy to pay for everything: Wadina needs someone who can see her more often and who can love her. I can deal with payments.


  “If you agree to do this, you would then become the tutor of her person, and I would be the tutor of her possessions. Officially and in the eyes of the law, we would have to take all decisions concerning Wadina and her possessions together, but I think that if we see each other every now and again to see where we are at, it will be just fine.”


  Parmil whistled. This was all very complicated. She hadn’t foreseen the legal element.


  “What system do you opt for? The split system, or solidarity?”


  “I won’t be able to see her all the time until I resign, sir, so I think it might be better to take the solidarity system. You see her when you can, and I see her whenever I have some time to spend on Culuria. Even if it means permanently a few months from now.”


  Malrow looked at Parmil for a moment.


  “That,” he said, “is very good thinking. You could have done a law course or mathematics, you know. Such logical thinking is a great asset.”


  He smiled and shook her hand.


  “Oh, and by the way, call me Ekrid. Not ‘sir’ if we’re going to be fellow guardians. Anyway, I don’t like that term.”


  “Then could you please call me Parmil? I prefer to use it with those close to me.”


  Malrow laughed.


  “Okay, Parmil, it’s a deal.”


  Turning to his desk, he pressed a button and called for ‘Jeffrey’.


  “Jeffrey is Armand Drigglesbothe’s permanent assistant over here. He will supervise the conclusion of the contract.”


  This ‘Jeffrey’ arrived, said hello to Ekrid and grabbed wrists with Parmil.


  “You may proceed.”


  Ekrid looked through the file, checked a box, crossed another, signed at the bottom of the pad and wrote his name in capital letters underneath.


  “Read it through just one last time, just to be sure,” he said to Parmil. “Afterwards, sign with your code-name just beside my signature and write your code-name in capital letters beneath the signature.”


  Parmil followed his guidelines, and signed; using the signature that had now been hers since the second time she landed on Culuria, since that day when she had been allocated her small flat.


  The lawyer authenticated the document by signing his name further down.


  “Very well, I will deal with this right away, Ekrid. Congratulations, Al'Ario,” he said before retreating out of the office.


  “Wadina,” called out Ekrid, “come over here.”


  “Yes?” came her voice as her head appeared from inside the other room.


  “Parmil is now your guardian just as much as I am.”


  She shouted with joy and jumped into Parmil’s arms.


  After hugging Parmil, she did the same to Ekrid.


  “Thank you, Ekrid. Thank you.”


  “It was the least I could do for you, pumpkin,” he answered as he cuddled her back.


  Parmil invited Wadina and Ekrid out to the restaurant.


  “All right, at three conditions,” he answered.


  “Go on.”


  “First, Aster comes with me. I can’t let her out of this.”


  “No problem, do as you wish.”


  “Second, I pick the place, and third, I pay for Aster and myself at the very least.”


  “You hardly leave me the choice,” she replied with a laugh.


  “I know you’ve heard of it, but I don’t think you’ve ever been to the Helkan Restaurant.”


  


  “Chef Shayes!”


  “Oh! If it ain’t little Wadina,” replied the large dark-skinned man. “What are you doing here, love?”


  “We’re celebrating because I’ve got a new godmother!”


  “Hey Shayes,” said Ekrid and Aster.


  “Hello there darlings. Who’s the lucky one?” asked the chef.


  “That would be me,” Parmil answered. “Chef Shayes, I am pleased to meet you. My code-name is Al'Ario, my real name Parmil Szarnu.”


  “The pleasure is mine. I have heard quite a bit of you at school, and no doubt everyone Wadina knows will be waiting to meet you.”


  They all went for the ‘normal dinner’ option because Wadina was there, a ‘large’ one implying five dishes at the very least.


  Even the ‘normal’ version took two hours to finish after the first course was served, and Wadina was sleeping inside Parmil’s lap by the time they asked for “l’addition, s’il vous plait”.


  After carrying Wadina inside the orphanage and kissing her goodnight on the forehead in bed, Parmil headed back out to wish the same to Ekrid and Aster.


  “Parmil, we don’t have anything immediate for you, so you can spend the afternoon with Wadina.”


  “Darling,” Aster cut in, “tomorrow is solfège day, don’t forget.”


  She turned to Parmil.


  “Wadina has her music lessons tomorrow. Ekrid always forgets, so never mind him. As long as Sarah’s big sister is there, it shouldn’t be a problem, but otherwise, here is the address of the music academy,” she said, giving her a holo-card with a built-in map. “If you have any questions, call me at my office. Okay?”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Thank you, Aster. I shall do my best.”


  “I know you will.”


  


  The following day, Parmil made her way to the school after notifying the orphanage that she would be picking Wadina up.


  She arrived around the same time as the other parents, and recognised Frederic-Louis’s grandfather.


  “Hello, Mr Owein,” she said as she approached.


  “Captain Al'Ario, it is a pleasure to see you again. Or should I say Parmil? You have come for Wadina, no?”


  “Yes, indeed.”


  “Oh, are you her new godmother?” asked a woman.


  Parmil answered positively, surprised the news had spread so fast.


  “I am Irnia, an Arpia Warrior, and Mistiva’s mother. I would like to thank you for what you have done with the kids, and wish to congratulate you: Wadina is a charming girl, and in need of someone she can love. I am glad she has found that someone.”


  All the other parents of the Wadina’s class introduced themselves, and they came from various backgrounds: most were ‘retired Regulars’, and ranged from scientists to administrators, from traders to industrial workers and weapon engineers. There were a few Warriors, and they also covered a number of different areas of specialisation.


  Spot on the hour, the bell indicated the end of school, and within seconds the first children rushed out of the building and into their parents’ vehicles.


  Parmil spotted a few children of Wadina’s class, and then saw Sarah and her little angel coming out together.


  As she started moving towards them, Parmil noticed a tall and well-dressed brunette do the same.


  “Hello, Sarah,” she said as Wadina saw Parmil.


  Wadina jumped into Parmil’s arms before introducing her new godmother to the woman.


  “Donthori, this is Parmil. Parmil, Donthori is Sarah’s big sister, and shipbuilder Iguine’s assistant.”


  “The famous Parmil-Al'Ario. These girls have talked quite a bit about you.”


  “I hope it was not all bad,” she answered with a smile.


  Wadina and Sarah had musical theory lessons together. Solfège. The theory Parmil could not remember that much any more. She’d forgotten about it after the mallet attack.


  “You could always get back into music,” said Donthori. “I could help a little: I mostly play the keyboard. In fact, come over to my studio, and we’ll see what you can recall.”


  


  At Donthori’s studio, a large and almost empty soundproof room inside her house, Parmil found herself in front of an eighty-eight-note keyboard of incredible quality: a Kawasi Instruments DGZ F10, costing around two million credits.


  “I have never seen anything of the like,” she muttered under her breath.


  “Working with Iguine makes such a beast affordable. If you spare for a few years, that is.”


  Parmil stared at the machine. It combined the best instrumental sounds available with recording equipment that one seldom saw used, even for big-time bands.


  “So, are you in a band? Are you a singer? A pianist?”


  “I’m an orchestra conductor during my free time.”


  “A conductor?” Parmil blurted out of surprise.


  “I compose for the Yubenia Symphony, and this is where we do the rehearsals and recordings.”


  Parmil looked at her in awe.


  “Congratulations,” she said in disbelief. “Do you perform a lot?”


  “Well, there are but three other full orchestras around, so we perform quite a bit, yes.”


  “How do you have time for that?”


  “I only need to work at the shipyard four hours a day,” she answered with a smile.


  Parmil stayed silent for a few moments, and Donthori turned the keyboard on before hitting a key that brought back many memories to Parmil.


  The perfect 440-Hertz ‘La’. Probably the most used note in all musical history. The sound a few of her own songs had started with. The pitch some people automatically adopted when speaking the second syllable of her code-name.


  Parmil laid her hands on the keyboard and tried to remember how the fingers were supposed to lock into position to give her the A chord.


  Donthori helped her remember a series of different chords and notes.


  “How long has it been since you last played?” she asked.


  “Years,” Parmil said with a little feeling of regret inside her stomach.


  “Well, I reckon the shock has passed, and I’m sure you’ll soon be able to play again very well. All you need is to find those memories of old.”


  Time flew by, and so did the whole musical track of Parmil’s life. She remembered the solfège lessons, Herr Professor Von Miegenfert she had liked to endure and even the boy in her class on whom she once had a crush.


  After a certain lapse of time, she was playing the instrumental version of a song she had composed right at the end of her musical theory course.


  “Forms of Expression,” she had named it. It was a deeply emotional song and somewhat of a success among her peers.


  Her fingers darted across the keyboard, and, closing her eyes, guided by memory, Parmil relived the moment of her first public performance of the song, in front of forty friends from school and music academy.


  She recalled Mekkarifnu standing at the front, listening with deep apprehension. She remembered seeing tears flowing down her cheeks. Then, after Parmil had closed her eyes for an instant, the girl had been standing in front of her with a mallet in hand.


  The horror at realising what she was about to do! There had been shouts from the audience, and madness in her eyes.


  “Never make me cry again,” she had shouted as the mallet crashed above Parmil’s temple.


  Afterwards, she had been told the girl had been having emotional problems, and her song had made her cry a little too much. She was on the edge of delusion, and Parmil had made her tip to one side. Why the song had caused it, Parmil did not know, and would probably never know.


  As she finished playing, Parmil heard different pairs of hands clapping, and turned to find the two girls had come back on their own.


  “That was beautiful,” smiled Sarah.


  “You have talent, Parmil. I pray it will resurface fully,” her big sister said.


  


  “That was one of the best songs I ever heard,” whispered Wadina as Parmil took her back into the orphanage.


  “If I remember everything, and if you want it, I will maybe teach you those songs.”


  “I would love that!”


  “We will see then. If I remember, you will learn. Deal?”


  “Deal,” she said, throwing her arms around Parmil’s neck.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, unless Arpia gives me my last job. If they do, I’ll leave you a message. I promise.”


  “Okay. I’ll be waiting for you.”


  Parmil smiled and kissed her on the forehead.


  



  Chapter XXVIII


  


  Inside Ekrid Malrow’s office, Birgo told him about all the things she had done in the last weeks.


  “Well done, Birgo. You did that job very well. You may wish to know that the fleet sent up near Rebel space never even got the chance to send a mayday signal, and the news just came in that the Absol plans in Azzurdi space were aborted seeing the reinforcement of border defence. So all is well for the moment.”


  He paused and probed her mind. Birgo smiled and raised mental barriers to block him out. Malrow chuckled.


  “Well met. I gather that many people were very impressed by you and by your potential. Guess what: big-time warriors and teachers have contacted me. About you.”


  Birgo stared, surprised.


  “When I think about it, we still have a few months before war will be upon us. So go meet the Shkwalla leader, Scott Eyiady, on New Sydney in Itikassus system, he will start your real training, and he will tell you where to go next.”


  The Shkwallas of New Sydney? Birgo had heard of this band of brothers emanated from a large island on Earth, but she could not remember what was so special about them.


  “They are a group of skilled mercenaries who will fight for he who pays the most. They went public some fifty years ago, showing their power by annihilating the fleet of some crazy Absol Navy Admiral who was getting ready to attack anyone, anywhere, threatening the Yolniun, the Azzurdi and even the Absolem. Since then, they have been used by Azzurdi and Absolem for internal struggles, but so far, never external ones. Scott Eyiady, their current leader, is one of the most accomplished warriors I have ever met, so your time with him shall not be wasted. Good luck, Birgo. I’m proud of you.”


  She made sure her ship was ready for her next trip, and tried to find out where Haldora was. No one at his place, no one at hers. She did however find a short message left at her home.


  “Gone for a few days on mission on Earth. Hope to see you soon. Kiss, Haldora.”


  Oh well, the war would be on before a year went by, Birgo told herself quietly. Pretty normal for such an explosives professional and great commander to be sent on mission. Sad though, she remarked before heading back towards her ship: she would have loved to see him before leaving for her training.


  She gave Jem the co-ordinates to the Itikassus system.


  “Come on, let’s get this thing done.”


  


  As the Total Eclipse landed on the main spaceport of the green planet of New Sydney, Birgo received a radio message.


  “Gudday, Birgo! Scott Eyiady here. Head for the spaceport bar. The password is hog-wallop.”


  Birgo entered the bar, and headed for the counter, where she told the bartender, with an uncertain voice, “hog-wallop”. The bartender told her to follow him. He brought her to a nearby room, occupied by a heavily tattooed man.


  “Thanks Bruce. Hi, I’m Scott Eyiady. You must be Birgo. I finally get the chance to meet you.”


  Birgo grabbed his wrist and shook once.


  “I have heard of your growing talent, and have also heard you are beginning to understand the weaves of life. That is where I come in. I am a Marku master, a master of the Azzurdi Marku combat technique, and I will be the first one to continue your training. You will be with me for two weeks.”


  “Two weeks?” Birgo asked, completely surprised by the short period of training. “How can I do anything in two weeks?”


  “It’s not what you can do, it’s what you can learn. What you learn you practise in your ship between destinations. We are on a very tight schedule due to the fact that war is brewing, a war that shall oppose the Constitutor Intelligence Service to all the rest. All parties know it is coming, all parties are getting ready. You need to be ready. Therefore, you get two intensive weeks with me. Anyway, judging by the speed at which you have picked up incredibly advanced techniques in the company of Yolniui warriors, this should be a challenge you can take on.”


  Birgo could tell that Eyiady knew of the ‘Biri'h'go’ whisperings that were going on in Yolniui space, but she discovered she just wanted to learn, not ask any more questions about that prophecy at the moment.


  “What should I tell my crew?” she asked.


  “They will also receive a two-week training from my best warrior, named Roy ‘Ironfist’ Carnarby, though it won’t be as pushed as yours.”


  Jem was extremely pleased of this piece of news.


  “Nice. Well, I’ll tell the rest of the crew, you don’t need to do that. You just concentrate on this mental and physical and I-don’t-know-what-else training, and the ship will be ready in two weeks for wherever your next trainer lives.”


  For two weeks, working day and night with but one hour of rest every twenty-four hours, Scott Eyiady taught Birgo how to master a little more her hand-to-hand combat techniques and her way with weaves. Her ability to kill in hundreds of fashions had become a reality that made her very dangerous.


  “It means you could become a serial killer and no one could know you murdered all the different people,” her master said with a smile.


  He taught her to use weaves simultaneously as a defence mechanism and as a weapon, how to feel a powerful telepath mind prying on her and react right away, and much more.


  When the training came to an end, Eyiady put on a serious face, and declared that Birgo had, in those two weeks, reached and even passed the level of M3.


  “I am amazed at how fast you have become so powerful. Your telepathic abilities are truly incredible. Maybe the prophecy shall come true.”


  Birgo tried to ask, her training now over, but he warded off every attempt she made.


  He told her to head for the planet of Aliotta in the Sauddie system, the system in Azzurdi space to which only a select few foreigners had ever been granted access. There she would see Oli Batuga, the greatest living Marku master.


  Birgo expressed her deepest gratitude and thanks to Eyiady before returning to where she had left her ship. There, all her crew greeted her. They did look stronger. She wouldn’t be the only ground-combat person when war came.


  


  After a few weeks of flight, during which Birgo practised and practised, over and over again, just resting enough to recover her energy, the Total Eclipse landed on the barely inhabitable rock that was called Aliotta, guided by thoughts sent to Birgo from someone on the planet.


  On an eroded mountain overlooking a huge canyon, the only structure sensors could detect was a lonely wooden hut a few metres away. Birgo told Jem to take the ship to Mekam and ask the Rramman for training in the name of Birgo. She told him that she would make contact once finished. As Birgo was saying good-bye, an elderly Azzurdi warrior walked out of the hut.


  “You must be Birgo,” he rasped, walking back inside without further word. After a moment of hesitation, Birgo followed into the primitive housing. The man faced her, and studied her before starting to prod and poke her just about everywhere.


  “I am Oli Batuga, former Ahheiban martial arts instructor, of the Marku style,” he said, delicately feeling her bones, muscles and articulations. “Learning is never easy, and in this place where I order and you obey, it shall certainly not be simple for you.”


  He escorted Birgo to a lift.


  “In this underground world of darkness, daylight is a luxury you shall not enjoy for a while. Some spend many years down there, some, an eternity. The training I shall give you will make your body strong as steel and flexible as straw, and your mind shall expand beyond the horizon. This is necessary to become a true warrior.”


  Deep down they went, and Birgo started to worry about the ventilation.


  “There are many levels down underground, all with different quantities of air. You shall learn to cope with the privations of these levels. Self-teaching is the most important aspect right now; react, adapt and survive.”


  Birgo had never felt as miserable and weak as when she first made her way out of the lift. Her lungs were straining to expand due to the lack of air, and she felt life pour out of her slowly as she choked.


  “The body is controlled by the mind. Use your mind to adapt your needs,” said Oli Batuga, unimpressed. “Be one with your surroundings.”


  Birgo was wise enough not to retort, so she closed her eyes and controlled her breathing. Soon, she was helping her body to cope with less air, breathing deeper and slower and using less energy.


  Once she felt confident enough to leave her meditation and open her eyes again, she saw a slight smile appear on Oli Batuga’s worn face.


  “We may yet make a warrior out of you.”


  


  The training went on for ever. The Marku master taught her fighting techniques, different uses of weaves, the power of meditation and control over body and mind. He taught her pain and discipline beyond anything she had ever had to endure; he imposed privations such that it was only through sheer force of mind that Birgo survived in the various underground levels. Yet the nagging doubt was still there: something about her Master’s understanding of weaves was wrong. She knew that she thought differently, but could not figure wherein the difference lay.


  The lift brought them back up one day after Birgo had thrown off deadly mental attacks and even trapped Oli Batuga in weaves. It was strange for Birgo to have the vastness of the sky above her head again, after two months underground according to the old man. The stars, once but decoration in space, now seemed long lost friends.


  After a couple of days, Birgo spotted her ship preparing to land. Her master seemed to have sensed how long it would be before she was ready, and had apparently sent a message to the Mekam Rramman on the subject, who had in turn informed Jem.


  “Birgo, you are, to my knowledge, the first person to have mastered the underground so fast. In these many hours of devoted training, your spirit has grown far beyond the limits of flesh. The Marku art of combat is fulfilled in you, who through deadly grace and precise instinct make it embrace beauty.


  “Though I am now too old to take on another student, I am deeply grateful that such a gifted woman is the last person to leave this planet a warrior. I would consider you to have reached the level of an M4 telepath when it comes to your weaves and abilities. Your combat skills, them, have almost attained, if not already surpassed, those of a Marku master. Only one more can still teach you besides experience and meditation. Go to Pri'sal. Master Pri'Singyan will receive you there. Now go, my young protégée, my greatest achievement and most promising student. Change the universe wisely, for it is now in your power.”


  Oli Batuga patted Birgo on the shoulder before retreating into his little hut.


  Birgo looked at him, tears of sadness filling her eyes. She doubted she would ever see the wise old man again.


  With a heavy heart, she joined Jem and the rest of the crew once more for a journey to Pri'sal.


  


  On Pri'sal, a grey-cloaked Pri'nodai named Ragnein greeted Birgo and took her to Pri'Singyan’s mountain retreat. On the way, Birgo learnt that he was one of Pri'Singyan’s students, and did not have the ‘Pri’ prefix to his name because he was yet to graduate. She was soon introduced to the master himself.


  “I have heard much about you, Birgo,” grumbled the surprisingly small Pri'nodai warrior, studying her apprehensively. “It is an honour for me to teach such a promising student, and it is the first time a warrior comes here with prior Marku training, a style most worthy in my opinion, especially when taught by master Oli Batuga. I myself teach the Piribal style, a more mentally oriented training, for most Pri'nodai warriors are already strong physically before coming here. Ragnein here will deal with your crew. I gather they also enjoy a good training.”


  Over the following two months, Birgo learnt that the Pri'nodai was a master among masters, and all of his students were well on the way to becoming masters themselves.


  As the days turned into weeks, Birgo could see the efforts of both the physical and the mental training start to pay off.


  Birgo soon discovered the differences between herself and the other students. While the Pri'nodai warriors created complex weaves around their opponents and around themselves, Birgo tended to use what was around her as basis for her weaves, and Pri'Singyan came to notice this very difference.


  “Either master Oli Batuga has changed his training, or there is more to your fighting than the Marku style. Rather than filling the space around you with your spirit, you seem to blend with the universe, and you then somehow act with the universe, or vice-versa. This is most unclear to me at the moment.


  “It is time for you to leave here,” he told her. “You have now reached the level of an M5 telepath, at a speed I have never seen or heard of before. I cannot teach you any more, your combat skills being now so well and fully executed. I need to give thought to this different view of the universe you have, and to much more of which I shall not speak. Return to Culuria. It is time.”


  Walking away, she felt abandoned. Distrusted. No one ever dared tell her about this so-called prophecy. No one seemed to be able to do anything lasting for her. Everything they threw at her, she deflected. She outgrew them so fast that they did not know what to say.


  As she took a last look at Pri'sal, she revisited her memory. Her teachers had all showed an inkling of disdain at first, as if they thought the rumours about her were indeed just rumours. Yet when she had beaten them, each one of them in turn, the disdain had been replaced by a mixture of reverence and fear.


  Fear?


  She liked the idea. If people couldn’t respect her properly from the start, she was capable of teaching them to fear her.


  She shook her thoughts away. This was madness. Just like her bad dream, the one that kept visiting her every few weeks. She would do what was right when the time came for her to reveal herself in all splendour.


  She could tell right from wrong. At least, she thought she could.


  



  Chapter XXIX


  


  Parmil had only stepped outside her flat when she received a message from Commander Jygin.


  “Al'Ario, we need someone to fetch a parcel from Perdulieu in Yubi Porra. Urgent, we gather.”


  “But-”


  “No buts. Get moving otherwise you might miss the person. One last thing: try to find out who the anonymous person is, and do not open the parcel. It could always be dangerous. Vriller will have a team waiting for you upon your return. Now go.”


  Parmil made her way to the spaceport and opened a channel with Borreli on the intercom.


  “Mm?” asked a tired Borreli.


  “Been partying again? Or did you go to the cinema this time? Sorry, but we have to go. Right away. Be at the ship within five minutes.”


  “What’s the rush?”


  “Some urgent parcel delivery.”


  “All right,” he yawned through the intercom. “I’ll round up the technicians, and you get Bee'Misa in the know.”


  After dispatching a good number of calls and running the whole length of the main spaceport, Parmil arrived inside her hangar.


  “What can be so urgent about a parcel?” she wondered out loud.


  “I heard the Arpia spy on Spiciam, Jay Greyburn, might have discovered very urgent information about some big Service operation,” answered a tired voice from behind Parmil, startling her.


  She turned sharply to see Borreli leaning against the doorframe.


  “So do you think it might have something to do with it?” she asked him, relieved.


  “Maybe. Who can tell? Anyway, I need a shower. I’ll be inside the ship,” he answered, slowly moving inside the Karakal.


  Parmil sent a message to the orphanage. This was the big job. The last one.


  Within ten minutes, everyone was present.


  “Bee'Misa, lift off.”


  “Yes, captain. Destination: Perdulieu. Course plotted. Let’s get this baby rocking.”


  


  Borreli settled down in his pilot chair, fresh from his shower, and looked at Parmil as he turned on the engines. She had chosen the girl, he was sure of it. This would probably be their last job together, after which she would probably pass the mantle on to Tara or even himself. If it made her happy, he’d support her.


  For how long had they known each other? He had met her in hospital right after the madwoman had hit Parmil on the head. Borreli had been visiting a friend who was in the bed next to Parmil’s. For some reason, she had captured his attention by her wide smile and self-assurance when telling the doctors she would be fine. Borreli had then used his friend’s illness as an excuse to see this stranger, and one day, when his friend was asleep, he had talked a couple of hours to Parmil. Weeks later, both his friend and Parmil left the hospital on the same day, and Borreli thought he would never see her again.


  However, a few years later, he had enrolled at Prospera School of Space and found himself sitting next to a beautiful young girl he recognised. Soon enough, they were close friends. Yet the more he learnt about her, the more he found her wonderful. It became apparent to him he actually loved the girl. But he would not speak of it. After all, the girl had her eye on someone else, thought of him as a friend, and so forth.


  Borreli was like so many young men who could see what was not so visible, yet were always seen in the same way by those same women they loved.


  Even now, he could affirm he loved Parmil, though he was perfectly incapable of saying how much, and what kind of love it was: familial, friendly, pure, … He had decided many years before that it was not to be, and so had tried to move on, and just be happy for Parmil. However, move on he could not, captured by everything Parmil was, thought, said and did. This new ‘love affair’ between Parmil and Wadina hurt him even more, torn between the idea of this fruitless love and the fact that Parmil was happier than ever before.


  Borreli was brought back to the reality of flight by a hand lain on his shoulder.


  “Are you okay?” Parmil asked, concerned.


  Borreli blinked, turned and smiled.


  “Sorry, daydreaming.”


  “Well, don’t let me catch you do that again. Don’t want you to do that if we land in a fight.”


  


  As Parmil and her crew went through the post-flight procedures on Perdulieu, she decided against wandering around the spaceport mindlessly, waiting for some anonymous person to make contact. After all, the person in question might not even be there right now, she thought.


  “Come on, people, we need this anonymous contact to know we’re here. Let’s hit the bar. Be warned, though: I’m not buying,” she said, met by a chorus of laughter.


  She locked the ship after everyone had left, and followed them to the Foundersport drinking hole.


  Inside, Parmil took a Honky Hercules to match the atmosphere and music of the bar, and started having a conversation with Rikar and Ruscon.


  As the latter recalled his childhood memories, Parmil felt a hand brush her shoulder, and she turned to find a person in a black cloak moving away from her, the right hand now motioning for her to follow.


  “Looks like the contact,” Ruscon said. “You want back-up?”


  “Bo will organise that right away. If there are any problems, I will have the intercom channel open, and you can pinpoint my location using it,” she said, leaving her chair.


  “Let’s hope it goes well,” said Rikar.


  Parmil followed the cloaked person outside and towards a sports complex. Looking at the building, she soon realised why: it was a massive building, several stories high and another few underground, no doubt. It probably had many different exits. She remembered coming there with Haldora back when she had started making her way into Arpia.


  “Borreli, cover all exits of the sports complex,” she whispered into the intercom.


  She wondered who on Foundersport used such a place except for Arpia, especially when one considered the fact that most inhabitants are Yaofskei monks. She recalled the great number of faithful she had crossed on the way.


  Finding no answer, she just moved on, and entered by a side-entrance. The hooded figure took her into a dark corridor nearby, and stopped in the shadows of a small alcove.


  


  “You are from Arpia?” enquired an electronic voice. The person was using a voice transformer. Judging by the sounds that came through and the physique of the figure, she could still tell that it was a man standing in front of her.


  She nodded.


  “Who are you?” Parmil asked.


  “You need not know that. Call me ‘X’ if you wish, but no more. In locker 50C8 there is a package for Arpia’s leader. It is imperative that it arrives in his hands as fast as possible. Once I have left and once I am sure I am not being followed, you will find the key in this alcove. If however I find I am under surveillance, I will make contact.”


  With that, he left Parmil alone.


  Parmil took a look at the alcove, and only saw a walkie-talkie, the secure kind that would only transmit to one similarly configured device. If the parcel appeared to be a dud or something dangerous, it would be best to have all the evidence untouched, she told herself. Consequently, she put on a pair of gloves and slid the walkie-talkie into a holder bag made especially for this purpose.


  Within seconds, the electronic voice came through the device.


  “Get your men away from exits 5, 2, 7c and 11b or you will not find the parcel.”


  Rats, he knew. How could he? GPS? Scanning technology?


  Quickly, she made her decision.


  “Borreli, get the men of exits 5, 2, 7c and 11b away from their positions. Order of X.”


  “What? How does he or she know?”


  “No idea, but get it dealt with. The parcel is what we need.”


  A minute later, X came through once more.


  “Thank you. If you now open the walkie-talkie, you will find the key you are looking for. Good-bye.”


  Once the channel had been cut, Parmil asked Borreli to bring Rikar and whatever bomb experts she had, if any.


  “Don’t know if we have any, but I’ll try to get everyone who knows anything about them.”


  After five minutes or so, Rikar arrived, along with the marines called Triton and Birdey, and they all got to work while Borreli and Parmil watched.


  Dismantling the communications device, they took precautions before each step, from simple eye verification to scanning.


  “It takes time because we want to keep everything as evidence just as Borreli ordered. Otherwise, you’d have the key and parcel right now,” Triton said with a smile.


  “Good thinking,” Parmil answered.


  The key finally became visible, between a bunch of explosives that Parmil felt sure would have detonated had X not been able to leave the building, and Parmil took Borreli with her to find the parcel while the marines put the walkie-talkie back together.


  It took them the better part of ten minutes, but Parmil was now standing in front of locker 50C8 with Borreli. Rikar and the two marines had also joined them after dealing with the device.


  Triton first used a particle scanner, the best Absol Navy issue of the product, to find out if the locker itself was not rigged up.


  “All clear. Can I have the key?”


  The parcel, a steel container of about ten cubic centimetres, was sealed shut on all sides. Parmil could not quite see how it was supposed to be opened peacefully.


  The marines spent another five minutes scanning every single spot of the cube with different machines.


  “No sign of any explosives.”


  “Let’s leave with it then. Nothing more to do here,” she said.


  


  On Culuria, Vriller met the crew of the Karakal with his team and Commander Haldora.


  “My explosives experts already had a look, and found nothing,” Parmil told him.


  “Still, I have to double-check it. We don’t often get parcels from the outside, even less from anonymous people. Something about this is really fishy if you ask me,” the leader of the Cleaning Team answered.


  “Let’s check it again then.”


  Parmil watched as the technicians examined the box from every angle, trying to figure out what danger it could pose.


  All the arsenal of scanners was used on the parcel, but not one machine picked up signs of a threat.


  “Looks clean to me,” said Haldora. “We can’t detect anything else than an electromagnetic field. Ideally, I would like to open up the box and see what’s inside the field, but at the same time it’s supposed to be a confidential message. What do I do, Vriller?”


  “If you can’t detect anything, I think there is no need for extra efforts.”


  The Arpia Cleaning Team leader turned to Parmil.


  “You can bring it to Ekrid.”


  


  “I take it the parcel survived Vriller’s examination,” said Malrow in the office on the sixth floor of the Arpia HQ.


  “Yes, it did, and all they could find was an electromagnetic field inside. Haldora would ideally want to pull the box apart and see what there is inside.”


  Ekrid studied the steel cube carefully, trying to see how to open it.


  Finding nothing, he checked the clock on the door, and Parmil did the same.


  Only quarter past four? Parmil took a few moments to realise it was a backwards clock.


  “Well, it’s quarter to eight. I had better get going: Aster and I are supposed to be at a cinema avant-première at eight.”


  Tapping the box, he smiled at Parmil.


  “Thank you for fetching it, Parmil. We’ll see about that tomorrow. Let’s hope we can pry it open.”


  Parmil stopped in her steps outside the HQ. With all the commotion, she had forgotten to tell her crew it was her last job. She had forgotten to remind Malrow.


  Too bad, she would do it in the morning. She sent a message to the orphanage to tell Wadina she was back and would see her in the afternoon on the morrow.


  She walked to her flat and settled in a sofa. This was it. This was home. From now on, she would live on Culuria.


  


  Next morning, her fridge and cupboards empty, Parmil entered Gooms’s bar, ordered breakfast, and settled down in front of a news ticker.


  She barely had the time to start before something big exploded outside. Parmil could hear screams, glass shattered, and panic emerging.


  All inside the bar left to see what has just happened.


  A cloud of black smoke rose from the Arpia HQ. Parmil had a look at the building and saw the whole sixth floor damaged. Ekrid!


  Emergency services came pouring in and rushed into the building. While the crowd got bigger and bigger, the emergency services evacuated the building, led every injured person to the medical trucks and crafts, and tried to evaluate the situation. A search began for every single person who had been in the building at the time. After five minutes, Parmil recognised Ekrid’s unconscious body being led with all speed and all care to a medical craft that left to the nearest medical facility.


  The sound of disaster filled the morning.


  A special announcement was made on the news channel.


  “After two hours of mobilisation of the whole medical staff, the medical teams have announced, very relieved, that there are no dead. Two people are in a critical situation: Ekrid Malrow and Commander Aster. The doctors are doing their best to keep them alive and well.”


  So it went on, describing the morning events.


  “It would appear it was a package delivered by a Regular member to Ekrid Malrow yesterday evening-”


  Parmil stared, open-mouthed. What? But the package had been thoroughly examined! Would they say it was her fault?


  “Mr Malrow, despite his critical situation, has vouched for the loyalty of the Regular and made sure that no action is taken without his approval.”


  Well, that certainly brought Parmil great relief. She got a message on her beeper, and almost fell off her chair in surprise.


  ‘Ekrid Malrow wants you over at the main hospital right away.’


  


  Parmil had to go past two security barriers and checks before she was allowed near Ekrid, and a man was waiting by his side.


  Malrow opened his eyes, and motioned for both of them to approach him.


  With a faint voice, he gave them his instructions.


  “Fezzan, this is Parmil, code-named Al'Ario. Parmil, Fezzan. Fezzan is an Arpian Commander, and Parmil is the Regular who brought the package.”


  Both of them shook wrists, and Parmil realised that this was the Commander whose computer genius had taught so much to Rikar.


  “Good. My friends, I want you to find the person, said ‘X’, who gave Parmil the package.”


  Ekrid swallowed before continuing. He seemed to be in great pain.


  “Parmil received the package on Perdulieu. I therefore want both of you to go there and lead your investigation. Fezzan, you already have your Juvenius ID. Parmil, on the table next to me is a fake ID for you, name of Juvenius. You are Fezzan’s wife should anyone ask. We will tell Wadina where you are, and why you are there.”


  A small struggle against the pain, and he continued.


  “I chose you, Fezzan, because I do not doubt you and because I know your abilities for the job. Work as a team, and find out what you can. You will be out there with no help. I won’t maintain contact with you either. Just find out who did this and bring him or her to me. You’d better get going as fast as possible, otherwise evidence or information might disa-”


  He started having a fit. Parmil cried out for help.


  Both of them watched and waited as the doctors fought to keep Ekrid Malrow alive and well.


  After a quarter of an hour, the main doctor came to them, sweating like a pig.


  “It’s ok. He’s asleep.”


  His speech turned into a whisper.


  “You’d better leave as quietly and as fast as possible, and do not tell anyone else. Do your mission, and come back with answers. Good luck. Now go.”


  Away from the chaos surrounding the hospital, Parmil turned to Fezzan.


  “Commander, my ship is ready, if you wish to use it.”


  “Please, Parmil, Al'Ario or whatever, you may drop the ‘Commander’. We’re in this together, as equals.”


  “Then please call me Parmil,” she said with a smile.


  “Shall do. I’ll gladly come on your ship: mine has a growing reputation, and that might be a hindrance to us. If you do not mind, however, I shall bring with me some crew-members whose help will surely come in handy.”


  “That’s fine by me, Comm-, sorry, Fezzan. Shall we then get going? As Ekrid said, people will forget if we don’t leave soon.”


  Half an hour later, Fezzan introduced Zack and Nunder'wan to Parmil’s crew, and Rikar vigourously shook wrists with his tutor.


  “Rikar, since we’re both on the job, as a team, I don’t believe anything can stop us,” Nunder'wan said with a wink.



  Chapter XXX


  


  On Perdulieu, Fezzan and Parmil entered the bar and ordered two cups of herbal tea before settling down to try to gather in as much information as possible.


  They started a small talk conversation to look normal while taking in everything they heard around them.


  Seeing that nothing seemed to be of any interest coming from the other men in the bar, Fezzan switched to real talk.


  “What did he look like, the man you met here?”


  “Oh, the person was hooded, so I couldn’t see the face. The voice was most certainly that of a man. Had a long black cape on him.”


  Upon hearing this, a man at the table next to them turned his head.


  “Man wit’ a black cape, yer say? And wit’ a ‘ood ‘anging above ‘is face? Macie ‘ere saw ‘im.”


  The large woman in front of him, with dark red lipstick, smooth brown hair, a large bosom and slightly grey make-up, stared at Fezzan and Parmil.


  “Oh, that man,” she said with contempt. “You see, I work at the Yinigo counter of the Foundersport trade centre, and so, a few months ago, this man comes up to me. He’s all like: ‘Give me fifty kilograms of Yinigo Shells’.”


  She put her normal voice back on.


  “I mean, come on, you don’t go ordering people about like that! So me, you see, I tell him all right. ‘You don’t go talking to people like that!’ So he was all like: ‘I don’t care. Give me the fifty kilos, woman.’ So I was all like: ‘Not if you talk like that, mister.’ And that got him so annoyed he called me names!”


  “What kind of names?”


  The woman looked as though Fezzan had just said them to her.


  “Awful names! Awful. I was so shocked that I finally decided to give him the paper for the fifty kaygees. Didn’t want to see him again. But I got him to pay a little more than normal because, you see, I’m a smart girl, I am, and so, easily, I just changed a few figures on the computer. Of course, I did change them back to what they were before once he’d gone, but my gosh, was that awful!”


  Parmil dared ask further questions about him.


  “Could you describe his face? Did anybody else deal with him?”


  Her horrible nasal voice answered back with disgust.


  “Puh. Nope, didn’t see his face. I wouldn’t have wanted to in fact. What a horrible man.”


  Fezzan insisted on the second idea.


  “Did anyone else deal with him?”


  Now it was the man’s turn to answer.


  “Oh, sure. Wernin did.”


  “Who’s Wernin?”


  “Works in the Yofski section. From wot I ga’er, t’e man sold fifty of ‘em religious thingamajigs.”


  


  In the Foundersport trade centre, Fezzan and Parmil took note of all the information they could find:


  Perdulieu Foundersport trade centre


  ‘Welcome, dear brothers of the Yaofskei faith,


  May you enjoy your stay at the Monastery.


  Please make a donation: all funds are used as a means of exchange for True Relics, which make us stronger in faith, and those from planet Vega 4 in Thalamus system, being the truest, come at a price.


  Do also consider buying some of our Yinigo Shells. They are the perfect furniture decoration, removed with care from the magnificent Perdulier Yinigo creatures, and all proceeds serve the purchase of new True Relics. It is always possible to bring them to the main demand sources, such as Horacio in Carrinod Primus and Achmeol in the Ordnancia system.


  The Yaofskei faith is a fusion of many old Earth religions. We are a gentle, peace-loving people. At the monastery, we minister to the sick and dying, and do charitable works. With the blessing of His Eminence Archbishop Vinne Engel, we are here to spread the word of our scriptures. Do also visit Vega 4, home to our faith. Who knows, you might even get the opportunity to meet His Eminence.’


  Darn, thought Fezzan. The perfect plan: be just like all the other Arpia traders. Go to Achmeol, sell your Yinigo Shells and buy a few kilos of Gwaark Bacteria, more if you can, and you make a quiet killing. No one would see you with a black cape on Culuria because you’d have taken it off: no more need for anonymity.


  The guy behind this was smart, he thought. And Arpian.


  “Vega 4?” asked Parmil after they had left the building.


  “Sure. Get your crew to plot the course for Thalamus system.”


  


  Vega 4 trade centre. This was even more Yaofskei than Perdulieu. Monks were crawling all over the place, and every single one of them greeted Fezzan and Parmil with the greatest respect, true strangers to the universe of war that surrounded the place, especially when one considered that Lorecage, a nearby system, was the system most prey to pirate raids.


  They both headed for the True Relics counter.


  “Good day, my dear brother and sister. You are most welcome inside the trade centre of our beloved planet of Vega 4. How might I be of assistance?”


  “Hello, sister,” started Fezzan, with a voice full of distress and in need of reassurance. “We are looking for a friend of ours who disappeared weeks ago.”


  “Oh dear. How unfortunate!”


  “Yes, sister. However, we have reason to believe that he might have come here to purchase a large amount of True Relics of the Yaofskei faith. Approximately fifty in total. He would have been wearing a black cape and a hood. Do you recall seeing him?”


  “I have just come back from another assignment, helping the poor on the streets of Horacio’s capital city, so I was not here. However I do know the person who was here in my absence. Would you mind waiting while I call for him?”


  “Not at all. Thank you, sister.”


  A few minutes later, a monk came up to then.


  “Hello, brother. Hello, sister. I am Brother Isau Himfrou. I gather from Sister Mequell Belvue that you are trying to find a stray friend.”


  “Yes, brother. He came to buy approximately fifty True Relics and was wearing a black cape.”


  “No, no. I do not remember seeing a black cape.”


  The little thread of hope linking Parmil and Fezzan to X disappeared from their sight. No cape! It was the only clue they had. Parmil sighed.


  Fezzan was feeling exactly the same way, and Parmil could see it in his eyes. Despair.


  He still spoke up.


  “Is there no way we can know who bought fifty of the symbols, and what happened to them?”


  The monk looked at his feet, thinking aloud.


  “Father Shir Bbuurt has access to the sales records, but he isn’t here for the moment. Let’s see, what does he need to do? Ah, yes. He will be back for one afternoon in five days.”


  The man turned towards Fezzan.


  “Be in the spaceport in exactly five days, no less, no more. If you miss him, then… In fact, you don’t have an option. He will be away for a very long time afterwards, so you have to see him in five days.”


  Fezzan took hold of his wrist.


  “Thank you ever so much, Brother Isau Himfrou. Thank you!”


  Parmil thanked him after Fezzan had finished revering the man.


  “Don’t forget: five days!”


  As they walked away, Parmil asked him about the excessive thanks.


  “Don’t forget we are looking for a friend who happened to disappear. Put on a sulky face when we see this Father: it might help.”


  


  During the next four days, they visited many hospices and places of worship, wandering about the capital city of the Yaofskei planet, and resisting the constant indoctrination atmosphere the monks created.


  “What do you believe, Fezzan?” Parmil asked on the fifth day, waiting for Father Shir Bbuurt to appear. As a result, Fezzan looked to the sky for about five minutes, deep in thought.


  “I am not sure,” he said finally, just as Parmil was feeling the urge to walk away. “One thing is sure: I do not adhere to a single religion I know of.”


  “That aside? One God, many or none? Is science supreme?”


  “Well, when I look at the galaxy, when I look at the number of planets out there, at the existing intelligent life, at the beauty found everywhere in its various forms, I believe it is impossible that all of this came to be like that, for no true reason, randomly. There is order even in chaos, we know that well enough by now.”


  Parmil smirked at him. He was getting preachy.


  “Science can explain lots of things because today, science is considered the voice of reason, the one voice that speaks the truth. But science has its limits, and scientific truth has its limits too. I mean, science relies on observations and hypothesises. What happens to that which you cannot observe? After many millennia of searching, we still haven’t found an answer to what came before the Big Bang, which itself is only a theory. Why did life appear on Earth? ‘The conditions were favourable’. But that does not explain why life did not appear on many of the other planets we know. Do you follow me?” he asked, looking a little unsure. Parmil nodded, and Fezzan went on.


  “So basically, what I’m trying to say… Well, science isn’t always there to answer questions. We accept its answers because we believe in rationality and reason, because we believe that what reason says is true.”


  “Do you?”


  “What?” Fezzan enquired.


  “Do you believe reason speaks the truth?”


  Fezzan hesitated.


  “I was taught to think that way-”


  A message from the control tower came through to Fezzan’s intercom.


  “Father Shir Bbuurt will land in the main spaceport in five minutes.”


  “I disagree with half of what you said, so we should continue this conversation later,” said Parmil with a smile. “Let’s go welcome the Yaofskei believer.”


  


  They spotted him getting out of his ship, a basic shuttle transport. He was the symbol of modesty. His humble self moved slowly towards the two of them, a small reception party. His walking stick seemed to be holding on, withstanding the weight of the old man. His brown robes covered his whole body, and no outer signs of wealth met the eye.


  As Father Shir Bbuurt approached, Fezzan heard him humming a tune, sometimes adding a few words.


  “Pom pom… Over the blue sea, there is an island you can’t see… Hum hum, believe me when I say it’s heaven on earth…”


  He was now within talking distance of the pair of them.


  “Hello, hello, my good children. Do not stand there waiting like soldiers, do come over tell me what brings your new faces to me.”


  Twenty minutes later, Parmil, Fezzan and the old man were in an office full of paperwork, computers and video screens.


  “Fifty relics, you say? Let’s see. Oh, my. You are lucky: there were only ten people who bought that amount in the past months. Now… I’ll get you the video clips for every one of them.”


  Parmil and Fezzan looked at each other. Videos about every single person coming to buy True Relics?


  While the older man was going through the computer files with Parmil watching, Fezzan risked taking a look at the video screens. There were enough to cover the whole spaceport. Every single one seemed to record what it saw.


  He took a look at the cupboards and drawers around the room. All full of paperwork. No recordings. Where could they be?


  Turning around, Fezzan saw a door, halfway open, and he could catch a glimpse of the inside while staying where he was. Boxes and boxes. Stacks of them. A few video-recording cases lay empty above them. Further along he could distinguish a whole line of computers, with monks typing away on the keyboards.


  “Ahem. I have found the files. Would you care to look?” asked Father Shir Bbuurt in a suspicious voice.


  They started looking at the recordings, and out of the corner of his eye Fezzan saw the Father almost running to the door and closing it, eyes fixed on him. He had seen something out of bounds. Something in this little event struck Fezzan as odd, but he could not figure out what exactly was wrong.


  The seventh file showed a man in a dark cloak buying Yaofskei True Relics.


  “There is no doubt: that is him,” Parmil said excitedly.


  “Excuse me, Father, but is there any way to know what he did before and after purchasing this cargo?” Fezzan asked with as much innocence as possible.


  Five minutes later, they could see the black cloak on the screen of the outfitter talking to someone else.


  “Could you enlarge this image, please?” Parmil enquired.


  The old man complied, and enhanced the resulting close-up.


  “That’s a uniform of Srikky Cark if I’m not very much mistaken. I would therefore suggest finding the man in question: he would be able to help you find your friend. Do you know where the Srikky Cark main office is?” Father Shir Bbuurt asked, meeting their blank stare, though the name rang a bell in Parmil’s mind.


  “Go to Dinn Iles in the Lorecage system. You will find it easily enough when inside the Uncrocau city. Good luck, and may peace accompany you everywhere you go. My dear brother and sister, do not forget to come back here and see the light.”


  They both left, and Fezzan could feel the old man’s stare trying to see through the two of them. He didn’t like it one bit.


  After one minute, he somehow got the impression that not only the cameras were following their every movement. Fezzan preferred not to mention it to Parmil before they had left the planet. Something really spooky was going on, and it seemed that the Yaofskei organisation was much more than it appeared to be.


  



  Chapter XXXI


  


  On Dinn Iles, Parmil told Fezzan that she would try to handle this alone, because if he was right in suspecting the Yaofskei Church, they needed someone to be ready to do anything with the ship.


  “I’m sure a ship was following us,” Fezzan said. “You go deal with it, I’ll try to see if anyone was indeed after us.”


  Parmil made her way to the Srikky Cark building, and memories came back to her: there was Malrow, waiting inside the maintenance section, and leaving her with the riddle to Residio.


  This time however, instead of heading towards the maintenance door, she took the main entrance.


  She went to the information desk and asked the young receptionist for some help.


  “Yes, madam. How can I be of assistance?” he asked.


  “Angel Stone!” someone shouted from behind Parmil.


  “I am looking for-”


  Parmil was interrupted by a pat on the back.


  “Angel Stone! Long time, no see.”


  Oh, my. It was freak-boy. Memories of the stagiaire story came rushing back. Coming here might have been a bad move.


  The young man took her to his office, motioned for her to sit down, and looked at her with mistrust.


  “How long has it been, Stone?” he asked, using once again the false name that Parmil supposed she had given him. “Months, years? How in the universe could an intern disappear so easily?”


  He hadn’t forgotten that either. Parmil quickly made up an excuse.


  “I got kidnapped as I was taking photographs. Three thugs. They came from the back, so I didn’t even get the chance to scream for help or fight back. The last thing I saw was a neuro-tranquiliser pointed in my direction.”


  The man nodded.


  “When I woke up, I was in a cellar. The guys had mugged me, and seeing I was originally from Spiciam and had about four hundred grand in cash on me, they reckoned I was rich and could be held for ransom. So they sent a message to my family. Two weeks, they kept me in the cellar, almost no food, kicking me around and making a slave out of me. Two full weeks before their hideout was discovered and they were captured. Because of this whole disgusting episode, I decided against coming back to Dinn Iles, until now.”


  Parmil said this lie with so much confidence that she started believing in it, and her eyes were wet with rage towards the imaginary thugs.


  Freak-boy had stopped nodding and stared at her with eyes open wide. His frog-like eyes became so big Parmil wondered if they would pop out.


  For a whole five seconds he stayed motionless.


  He opened his mouth to speak.


  “That is the biggest lump of dung I have ever heard.”


  This wasn’t at all what Parmil had expected. How in the universe could he not believe that?


  “You must be asking yourself how Mr Luggimir Fritzer Jeebus Junior could not believe in Angel Stone’s strange adventures. Am I right or am I right?”


  Parmil stared in disbelief.


  “I take that as a ‘yes’. Well, I did a thorough background search on ‘Angel Stone’, and nothing, I repeat, nothing appeared. I must say I used one of the best investigation organisations available.”


  Damn you, Lugir Friardebus Junior or whatever your name is!


  “It took me a while and help from certain friends I have in holy places to understand this.”


  “Holy places? You mean…?”


  “Yes, I mean your Yaofskei buddies. When they saw their investigation led to nothing, they told me to let go, they told me there was only one possibility.”


  Intrigued by this whole packet of information about the Yaofskei, Parmil tried to get him to tell her more.


  “Okay, you win. It’s true, the Yaofskei are right.”


  He smiled.


  “I knew you were a Service agent! I mean, the way you were acting the stagiaire was so perfect, and when I heard of a whole cell of Rebels being dismantled on the very same day, I thought something was wrong at the time. Now I understand it all: it was you!”


  Well, well. What a series of fortunate events.


  


  “You know? You’re the first Service agent I had ever met. What’s the job like?”


  “Pretty hard at times, but one survives.”


  “This is like super awesome, girl! It’s like… mega super duper cool,” he said, putting on his wide grin that freaked Parmil out so much.


  Oh, my, here we go again, she thought as he started telling her of his own very exciting life behind a desk.


  Parmil’s beeper interrupted Luggimir Fritzer Jeebus Junior.


  Parmil put her earpiece in place, and then answered.


  “Yes?”


  “Parmil, what’s happening? We’re waiting for you and I’ve found out something,” said Fezzan. Parmil could hear Borreli in the background asking whether she had found anything special.


  “I’m on it, and should be leaving very soon. Half an hour tops.”


  She turned to Luggimir.


  “Sorry about that. I had to take it.”


  “I understand. Top secret stuff?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay. I won’t ask.”


  “I’ll tell you because I’m here for a very specific reason. I’m looking for an employee of Srikky Cark I need to see urgently, unfortunately I don’t have a name.”


  “Indeed, you didn’t tell me who you are,” he said, laughing to his own joke. He regained composure upon seeing Parmil’s serious look. “Sorry about that. Couldn’t your services nor the Yaofskei, who are currently mostly working for you guys, find the person in question?”


  “I have just come from Vega 4. Nothing.”


  “Sad to hear that. I find it fascinating nonetheless that such a powerful intelligence gathering group could be the offshoot of the ministries of one religion. It is also good that they do not work only for one group or another, that they work for various people at various times. Makes life spicier. Anyway, you’re facing the staff manager. I’m your guy. Tell me who you’re looking for, what you know.”


  On his computer system he had access to the company mainframe.


  “Okay. So you say Vega 4, in the past months? Let’s see. I’ve got three visits to Vega 4 lately. There’s… Abbyssa… Abbyssa once again… and… yet again! Well, it would seem he’s the one you’re looking for. You are lucky. Could have been much harder.”


  “Where can I find him?”


  “I’ll access his file.”


  Reading it, Parmil saw that Abbyssa had a delivery to Horacio.


  “He will be on his way back right now. You should be able to catch up with him when he stops to refuel. You’d better do so then, because usually, after getting back from a job, Abbyssa disappears for a while, no one knows where, though I suspect he leaves to find his mother and stay with her for a while. We know she’s alive, but not where she is.”


  “Where does he refuel and hang out?”


  He took a prophetical air, and left Parmil an enigma.


  “Zeus once took the appearance of a white bull to seduce a maiden. Find the maiden, then her trade.”


  


  “What took you so long, Parmil?” Fezzan asked as she joined them back in the Karakal.


  “Just some guy I bumped into.”


  “You know where to go next?”


  “I think so. What do you need to talk to me about?”


  “When we were waiting for you,” said Borreli, “we picked up the signal of an incoming ship. Yaofskei, no doubt about it. It would seem to have come from Thalamus. Anything useful you learnt about them per chance?”


  “They are an intelligence gathering organisation. At various times they work for various people. It’s an offshoot of their ministries. Currently, most of them work for the Service.”


  “So that’s why they had so many cameras,” said Fezzan. “It seemed to me we were under perpetual observation, other than cameras. Did you feel that too?”


  “Yes. They are probably curious about our own investigation.”


  Borreli spoke up.


  “Heck, maybe the Service is partly behind this. To be quite frank with you two, I’ve been under the impression something about this whole thing wasn’t right from the moment we landed on Perdulieu. Those monks have something about them that I don’t like, something creepy. My God knows I am a devoted follower of his, and that, following his message, I am tolerant of other religions. Yaofskei faith, no problem. It’s got good values. Yaofskei monks, that’s another matter.”


  “Well said, Borreli,” said Fezzan. “Let’s watch our backs from now on.”


  “So, where to next?”


  “Sol system, Bo, if my limited knowledge of mythology has not failed me this time around.”


  


  “Zeus once took the appearance of a white bull to seduce a maiden. Find the maiden, then her trade,” Parmil muttered as she entered the trade centre of Europa’s Traders’ Spaceport with Fezzan.


  Thank you, Luggimir Fritzer Jeebus Junior. “Let’s just hope we’re not too late,” she whispered.


  Europa benefited from a great flow of trade, despite its relatively small size when compared to most other ports in Absol space. Ice Felines being bought in massive stocks from Saswash in Jarnedas was one of the main reasons for the traffic. The other was most probably the fact that Europa still held immense stocks of pure water and exported it.


  Fezzan tried to spot a Srikky Cark uniform in the mass of moving humans. Asking people for some help, he finally gathered the person in question had last been seen in ‘section A part two’.


  “It’s the secondary lounge for traders in here.”


  Sure enough, there he was, Abbyssa, a little drunk, laughing away at a fellow trader’s joke, smoking NOI.


  The two Arpians moved forwards to where he was lying down.


  Arrived at his level, Fezzan whisked the joint away from Abbyssa’s hands and both of them towered above his joyful self.


  “Hey! That’s mine,” he said from wherever he was flying in his head. It appeared to be a little distant at any rate, Parmil observed.


  “Abbyssa?”


  “No, I’m not on Ibiza, moron. I’m in the midst of purple hills,” he said, and laughed at what appeared to have been a joke.


  Fezzan spoke, looking at Abbyssa and disgusted.


  “I’ve got an idea. First, we’ve got to stop him from leaving. Then I’ll go fetch something. How about knocking him out?” he asked, turning to Parmil.


  Parmil stared at her surroundings after plunging Abbyssa into a dream. Tough, muscular guys were shying away from mean and beautiful girls, and some wealthy men were playing poker, each one with at least a bodyguard staying alert. There had to be about twenty stoned traders around the lounge. This was definitely not a good place to interrogate Abbyssa, so she dragged him towards the next room. Upon hearing the grunts and motion made by a couple inside, Parmil decided to move on. Good, the next one was empty after throwing out another junkie.


  A quick look around was enough to tell her there was no one else, not even in the small metal closet that seemed sound, fire and even bullet proof. A small bunker in itself. Could perhaps come in handy.


  


  A bucket of water later, Abbyssa seemed to be slowly waking up.


  Parmil shook his head while Fezzan put the bucket in a corner.


  Abbyssa moaned as he came back to his senses.


  “What… who are you? Where am I?”


  “Service. We are investigating an ‘incident’ that took place a while back. You seem to be very much implicated,” Fezzan said, after quickly flashing a fake card in front of Abbyssa’s eyes.


  Parmil was impressed by his rapid adaptation to the situation, and she continued in the same line of thought.


  “You went to Vega 4 in the Thalamus system a few times, three to be more precise, and met a man there. The third time you gave him a bomb.”


  “A bomb? I am a courier for the Srikky Cark company. I went to Vega for business reasons, because I had to do deliveries. I never saw anyone who didn’t have anything to do with that! I am innocent, I swear on my mother’s grave!”


  “Too bad for you we know your mother isn’t dead, and too bad we’ve seen the videos made by the Yaofskei on Vega 4,” spat Fezzan.


  Abbyssa cursed aloud before starting to speak in a broken voice, tears and all.


  “My mother is dying of a hybrid disease that combines the effects of meningitis and of cancer. I meet with her doctor on Vega 4 because he is in fact a member of the Yaofskei, so comes to Thalamus often, and my mother is being treated elsewhere, in the city where the doctor spends most of his time. He-”


  “Enough lies, Abbyssa. Come on, let’s take him to the ship.”


  “I’m not lying!”


  Fezzan kicked him in the groin, and Abbyssa fell back and landed flat on the floor, moaning.


  Cries erupted from the neighbouring room. The couple who had been busy in there seemed to have been disturbed, and it appeared they were being beaten, man and woman alike from the sound of it.


  Fezzan turned to the door and made to leave, but the door got blasted open. Smoke clouded the entrance as laser shots came through in their direction.


  “What the…”


  Instinctively, Fezzan and Parmil both drew their weapons and fired. After firing two shots, Parmil pushed the panicking Abbyssa, who was still somewhat under the effects of the joint, towards the special closet. She called for Fezzan, who had slowly started retreating while firing in the direction of the dark figures who had appeared out of the smoke.


  An alarm started ringing. Good, Parmil thought, the Europa authorities were coming!


  Too late. An explosive pellet got Fezzan in the left forearm, blasting it apart. He fell to the ground, many more shots all over his limbs and blood oozing out of the wounds.


  While Parmil watched his motionless body fall flat on the floor, another explosive pellet blew her right hand to bits. A blaster shot got her in the stomach, and she started falling forwards, face smashing into jars that were lying on the floor.


  Her head started spinning, and Parmil found herself reliving different parts of her life, images flashing across her vision. As she got to the meeting with Haldora, she heard a few last words.


  “Pity, but she was becoming dangerous,” said a voice Parmil somehow recognised. “Now she will find eternal peace.”


  “Let’s get the target and leave before EuroPolice arrives,” said yet another familiar voice. The sound seemed more and more distant, and it faded away as utter darkness befell Parmil.
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  Chapter XXXII


  


  The man looked at the Y-shaped symbol in his left palm. He stroked it gently, felt his fingers on the miniature conductor crystals.


  Was he a bad man for leaving them to die? If he was evil, then surely they were too. Everyone was.


  He recalled the episode where Parmil had met Torkimal, Rramman of the First House of the Azzurdi Empire. Before landing on Azzur, she’d blown a ship to pieces. Self-defence, but murder nevertheless.


  And the man? Probably also dangerous. He’d looked the type.


  Why were they after Abbyssa?


  He looked around the dark corridor, trying to guess where the bomb-maker’s cell would be. They would call for him soon, but he wanted to deal with these questions even sooner.


  Arpia. It all boiled down to that five-letter word.


  The man who contacted Abbyssa was from there. When Parmil had brought a class of children to Bruxelles, the whole trip was linked to the same organisation. There were even rumours that it had dismantled the InfiNight drug trade, but the trial had been put on hold, and so had all information about the mysterious Arpia. And his people now knew the Andorra cover was a dud. The Service’s torturers might not have managed to extract anything from the man who ran it, but at least they had found out it was a fake association.


  That said, the Service was useless and lacking of intelligence in every way. Even Major Rason was but a puppet, controlled by a greater evil. But who the ‘Shroud of Silence’ were, he had no idea. All his team had ever uncovered about them were rumours. Frightening rumours, but there was nothing the Yaofskei could do about them.


  Rebels, Service, even Yolniun, his people had spies among all of them. They were even getting closer to finding Arpia. Yet the Shroud had evaded all their efforts. It did not exist. It was everywhere at the same time.


  He stroked his left palm again, watching the symbol glow every time he mentally ordered the electric circuit to charge itself up.


  He sighed.


  Parmil.


  It was a sad thing. He remembered seeing her, lying among shards of pottery. Her face had lost some of its gentler features. She used to look more innocent and cute.


  He remembered her body. Stumbling upon her by accident or sheer luck one night in the orphanage, when she was a young teenager.


  Lust.


  Lust repressed, because of his order. He felt the ‘Y’ on his palm. Mind over body. Mind over desire.


  She had a great personality, and a lovely body.


  Just like his wife. Euphemia. His beautiful Euphemia. He recalled her death. He still blamed himself for it. He could see her smiling and waving at him. He had heard the cries, but not taken heed. He could have run to her. He could have taken her out of the train. The armed anarchists would not have seen her.


  He rubbed his palm.


  It was all gone. It was the past. Before he had joined the Yaofskei order. Before he had been granted priesthood.


  He had found peace with the Yaofskei. Belief. Quiet. Faith.


  Hope, even.


  Hope in humanity, for a short time. Until he had met Mosni and Rason.


  For the past twenty years, he had not known peace. Only distress at guessing where the galaxy was going to.


  “Fra,” a deep voice called out, and the priest saw a dark figure approach him with a limp, “the patient is all set. You may question him as you please.”


  He felt the ‘Y’. He charged up the circuit.


  Frying a prisoner always made his doubts go away.


  Like when he did it to Vastor after they faked his death in space.


  



  Chapter XXXIII


  


  Light poured through her eyelids as she pried them open. Parmil tried to bring her arms above her eyes, but a sudden, sharp pain from the right dissuaded her.


  With the pain came images. Abbyssa. Fezzan. Fezzan falling to the ground.


  Feelings. An explosive pellet hitting her in the right hand. A blaster shot in the stomach.


  Sounds. Shots. Shouts. Sirens. And words. The familiar voices.


  They killed Fezzan!


  She was shaking. They had shot her. How had she survived?


  Parmil closed her eyes to concentrate, trying to put a face on the voices.


  Father Shir Bbuurt, the old, limping man from Vega 4, matched the first one. Why though? He was old, and slow. What would he have done in an assault team?


  And who then was the second voice?


  The door opened, and in came a woman in her late sixties, short white hair, wearing a white cloak and glasses.


  “Madam Juvenius, you are awake!”


  Parmil looked around her before remembering Ekrid Malrow had given her fake identity papers with that very name on them.


  “It is good to see you so. You have been asleep for four days, you know. Very, very fortunate to survive. The blaster wound in your chest was very nearly fatal. Lucky the Europa authorities came along in time.”


  Parmil nodded, still a little confused. The event timeline had not been firmly reinstated quite yet.


  “What is the date?”


  “The fourteenth of May.” The nurse probably saw more confusion register on Parmil’s face, because she added it was “May 1109, of course. The authorities started chasing the cloaked people who shot you and your husband, but they vanished.”


  “My husband?” It had to be Fezzan. Was he alive too? “What of my husband?”


  “He was almost as fortunate as you. Indeed, he is alive and recovering, though his left arm has met the same fate as your right hand.”


  Parmil closed her eyes out of relief. By some miracle, both of them had survived.


  “I hear the attackers kidnapped a man,” the white cloak continued. “Do you have any knowledge of that? I believe your husband has been explaining things to the Europa authorities, though we rarely admit the police in our hospital.”


  So they had taken Abbyssa. Parmil nodded and said he was her brother.


  “Well, I’m afraid there’s not much you can do right now. Not yet, anyhow. Your hand has been completely massacred by an explosive pellet, in such a way that limb re-growth is no longer possible. The only solution is to give you an artificial hand, as we have already begun to fit an artificial forearm to your husband.”


  “An artificial hand?”


  “Yes. You are here at the BioTech AL department of Europa’s finest hospital.”


  Parmil rose her eyebrows.


  “Due to all the problems encountered in the past centuries concerning robots, we only proceed with these operations at a high price and with the absolute approbation of the patient. Are you ready to do so?”


  “Get a new right hand?”


  “Indeed.”


  Parmil tried to recall her history class memories. There had been a moment where electronic viruses had been used to wreak havoc in the population. Something about artificial intelligence.


  “I can assure you that today, artificial limbs are controlled in a much more evolved manner than before,” said the woman.


  Parmil sighed. She would do anything to be able to hold Wadina with her two hands. Wadina! Parmil hoped she was all right.


  “I agree. I’ll pay whatever is necessary.”


  The woman gone, Parmil remembered the credit chip inside her fake passport was linked to the Service’s main treasure chest, or so Fezzan had told her. She smiled. How Arpia could have got hold of the account number and access codes, she did not know. If Borreli was right and the Service was behind the whole operation, it would backfire on them.


  Oh my, she thought. Borreli, Sam, Tara, Rikar, Bee'Misa, and all the others. She hoped they were fine.


  A young nurse entered the room.


  “Excuse me, madam, but you have a large number of visitors waiting outside. May I send them in?”


  Borreli rushed in and gave her a kiss on the forehead. Tara gave her a small hug and held her left hand. The others smiled and waved, saying how worried they had been.


  Rikar and Nunder'wan, Fezzan’s computer genius, said they would do their best to tweak Fezzan’s new forearm and Parmil’s new hand, give them capabilities the limbs didn’t already have, and make them self-standing ‘worm’ generators.


  “It means that if you connect your hand to a computer or a network,” Rikar explained, “I’ll be able to hack the system much more easily. It would also enable you to annihilate weapon systems in vessels when boarding, giving us a better chance of taking over the situation. This is going to be really great. I can feel it.”


  “Do you care more for gadgets or for Parmil?” asked Tara gently, and Rikar pursed his lips before apologising.


  The following morning, the woman told Parmil that she would be put to sleep for the operation. A little dose of drugs, and she dozed off.


  


  The afternoon was well underway by the time Fezzan regained his senses. He had been put to sleep a few hours before Parmil found out that they were both still alive, and his operation, judging by the calendar on the wall, had gone on for more than a day.


  The young doctor whom he had seen the other day was watching him.


  “Hello again, mister Juvenius. I am here to guide you through the first steps concerning your new artificial limb.”


  Fezzan took a look to his left. He could not believe it: his arm was there, exactly as it had been before. Fezzan could feel his other hand touching it, he could feel his new skin, which seemed real. He could almost forget it was artificial.


  The doctor explained how the forearm was controlled by thousands of receptors that captured brain signals. These receptors were linked to the nervous system, placed all around the limb, transformed brain signals into electronic functions and vice-versa.


  He spent the next ten minutes teaching Fezzan the different functions that were pre-programmed.


  “You will find that there are about three millimetres of skin around the electronic body. The skin is created artificially by taking a sample of your right arm tissue. So it is exactly as it was before. BioTech AL offers the best, as you can see.”


  Fezzan spent another night in the hospital, after seeing Zack, Nunder'wan and Parmil’s crew once more. He confirmed Parmil’s thoughts on Shir Bbuurt, recalling that he had seen him display great agility and speed in closing a door when they met him. The Yaofskei were part of the plot, and Fezzan looked forward to making them pay.


  He went to sleep thinking that Nunder'wan would already be analysing the plans and manual Fezzan had handed over to him, trying to find out what he could do to make it into an ‘ultra-limb’, as he had put it.


  


  A knock on the door made all remaining drowsiness disappear.


  “Breakfast time, captain,” said Zack as he rushed inside and turned the lights on. “I heard you moan, so I figured you were awake.”


  “Thanks mate. What’s the rush though?”


  “Don’t forget we were on a mission. We’ve got to go real soon if you want to get to Abbyssa before they kill him, if they haven’t already done so. Parmil is up and about, already testing out her new hand, and ready to leave.”


  Fezzan ruffled his hair, and yawned with all his might. Work, work, work. There seemed to be no resting time in this world.


  An hour later, Nunder'wan told Fezzan what had been done during the night. He had already added his ‘worm’ feature, along with a laser on which he and Johnny Jown, Parmil’s weapon engineer, had worked.


  “It will help you open up safes, locks, and so on, and so forth,” said Johnny Jown. “It also means that in the event where you are supposed to hand over your weapons, you can still keep one at hand. Of course, we’ve made it all with non-metals, non-plastics, and non-whatever else we could think of, so they won’t be detected in any way. At least, not normally.”


  Nunder'wan explained how to proceed when seeding the worm.


  “Just point your little finger at maximum one centimetre of a connection, think ‘activate worm’, and a small pin will come out and do the job. Once it has dealt with it, the pin comes back automatically. Parmil has the exact same thing, in case you were wondering.”


  Well, well. It would take some getting used to, but could prove most useful.


  After making sure that the Juvenius couple would be fine, the doctors said good-bye. Fezzan and Parmil paid the bill with their passport credit chips, and left smiling. The poor Service financial department was probably going to wonder how in the universe a few hundred thousand credits could have gone to the ‘Saint George the third Hospital’ on Europa in one go.


  “Okay, lads and lasses,” said Fezzan, “Vega 4 is where we’re going now, so buckle up. We’ll pay a small visit to our friends, and we’re going to avenge the exploded limbs.” Turning to Parmil, he smiled. “We should probably also try out our new gadgets over there. I don’t think a worm in the Yaofskei database would be a bad idea.”


  


  Parmil and Fezzan left the ship along with eighteen crew-members, Zack, Sam and Tara among them. Borreli and Bee'Misa stayed on board in command.


  “Well, they do keep a tight shift,” said Fezzan. “Under two minutes, and monks are already studying us.”


  Parmil chuckled and activated her intercom.


  “The big white has been sighted. Bring down the cage. Coming to the surface,” Parmil whispered into her intercom, using some completely stupid code, but, as Zack had said, it would go along fine with the voice transformer they had fitted on the intercom, making Parmil sound like a diver fifty metres underwater.


  With the camera control building ahead, Fezzan dispatched a team of six led by Zack and a team of three led by Tara to enter by the back doors, and sent Sam and four other men to the side entrance, all the time using normal ‘good-bye’ gestures, ‘see you soon’ messages and all the other simple talk habits.


  There were only six of them left, and Parmil saw a group of armed guards approach.


  “Excuse me, but who is the group leader here?”


  Fezzan spoke up.


  “None, dear sister. We are but a group of merry friends spending a fortnight on this holy planet to worship.”


  “I am afraid we must verify such information in light of recent problems throughout the Constitutor. Might I ask what your business on Vega is?”


  Time for Charlotte, Parmil’s control-board operator, to play her part.


  “We heard that His Eminence Archbishop Vinne Engel could bless children before their birth, and that this would make them true believers from the beginning. Is that not true?”


  Parmil could see doubt on the guard woman’s face. She stared at Charlotte, this large, powerful woman, with her short red hair and her massive features. She had a tummy large enough to hold a child, so it was plausible, and she looked peaceful and innocent enough not to be challenged.


  The guard woman resumed her talking.


  “Yes, it is true. I-”


  She suddenly stopped and put her hand to her ear, lowering her head at the same time.


  Parmil saw her eyes lift and look at their group, and her eyebrows became menacing. Parmil risked a look at Fezzan, who had noticed it too.


  The woman started to reach for her weapon, but a silenced shot coming from Parmil’s dart gun hit her in the hand.


  Charlotte was the first one to move in the few moments that followed, lunging towards the two nearest guards and flattening them on the ground. A few silenced stun shots from Fezzan and three of Parmil’s marines, known as Nicky, Triton and Birdey, were enough to put the woman guard and the last ones out of harm’s way.


  They now needed to move with all speed, with the hope that this encounter had bought enough time for the other teams to be completely ready and in position.


  “Aleph team, check,” Fezzan spoke into his intercom as they reached the office in which Father Shir Bbuurt had brought them.


  “Youd team, check.”


  “Lamed team, check.”


  “Shin team, check.”


  “Aleph team active and mobile.”


  Triton opened the door, and Nicky and Birdey ran inside, closely followed by Parmil and Fezzan.


  “Tri and Sha, call if trouble appears,” Parmil said as she passed Charlotte.


  They hurried through to find the camera monitors all scrambled. Perfect. Bee'Misa and Borreli had done their part of the job well.


  “Aleph team inserting worm,” Fezzan said as he leant towards a visible electrical cord.


  “Yep, any kind of computer cord will do the job,” Parmil said as she recalled Nunder'wan’s instructions.


  As he had put it, the worm would leave the needle in a miniature pod, and this would automatically go towards the closest network connection. It was apparently a masterpiece that had taken Rikar and Nunder'wan ‘only’ six hours to finish, something special because it could work even on secured wireless connections.


  Fezzan reckoned the two electronics geniuses had truly done a wonderful job. The needle came out without him feeling anything else than a small sting, and it ‘injected’ the worm pod before nicely coming back into his finger.


  Fezzan whispered into the intercom.


  “Worm inserted. Aleph to Karakal: please check.”


  “Karakal to Aleph: worm active and already inside the network slot. Ninety seconds tops before we have control over the system.”


  “Good. Aleph out.”


  


  Parmil pointed towards the doorway through which Fezzan had peeked the last time they were here, and Nicky and Birdey got ready to storm in, with Parmil and Fezzan close behind.


  They all filed in, weapons drawn.


  Dead end, change of mind. Armed monks were pointing their guns at them. Lots of them.


  A noise came from behind them, and four other monks shoved Charlotte and Triton in beside them.


  “Lay your weapons slowly on the ground, then rise with your arms in the air!”


  The team turned towards Fezzan. He nodded and complied. Parmil and the others followed suit.


  “Well, well, well. Somehow I had an inkling you two weren’t truly dead, especially the woman. Sad that your old friend didn’t let me shoot you again: we could have avoided this kind of encounter.”


  “Hello, Father Shir Bbuurt,” Fezzan said with a big smile, while Parmil frowned, wondering who this ‘old friend’ was. “You must know why we are here.”


  “Indeed, I do, my ‘brother’,” he spat in their direction. “You have come to find the man called Abbyssa and to take revenge for what we did to you. But you have failed. Am I right, or am I right?”


  Parmil shook her head defiantly, even before Fezzan could react.


  “Sorry, but you are mistaken.”


  “Oh, am I now, young woman?”


  “We are already succeeding in attaining some of our goals.”


  “And just how is that possible?”


  “First of all, by talking to you. Secondly, by slowly taking control over your whole computer system.”


  “Oh, and I am supposed to believe you. Tell him, Brother Julius.”


  A tall monk spoke up.


  “This system is as secure if not more secure than the Service computer system. Unattainable from the outside.”


  Fezzan smiled.


  “But not from the inside.”


  He was checking his watch. Two seconds left. One.


  



  Chapter XXXIV


  


  The door behind the team closed automatically, locking out the four extra monks. Two computers exploded. The three other teams poured out of another door and fired away. The lights were dimmed. Fezzan lunged at Shir Bbuurt.


  After ten long seconds, half the monks were dead. Father Shir Bbuurt was unconscious, as were seven other robed people. The last few were surrendering. The lights were back on at their fullest.


  “Good job there, Aleph,” Borreli spoke through the intercom.


  “Good job from you guys too,” Parmil answered. Fezzan saw that she was aiming her dart gun at the old monk’s head, probably wondering what would happen next.


  “I want four people on each door,” Fezzan ordered. “Secure them. The rest of you, guard these rats. Bee and Bo, keep an eye on external movement. Tell Nunder'wan and Rikar to extract as much info from the Yaofskei database. It could come in handy.”


  Bee'Misa chuckled through the intercom.


  “They are already working on that, and have also transferred a big sum of money to each of our accounts, despite our efforts to stop them.”


  “Good job to them,” Fezzan said, bewildered by this illegal initiative. Oh, well, a little money like that from this new enemy couldn’t be all that bad.


  He stood above Shir Bbuurt and woke him.


  “Where is Abbyssa?” Fezzan demanded, blaster in hand and pointing straight at his arm after changing its ammo call to explosive pellets.


  “I won’t tell you.”


  Fezzan shot, and a scream of pain came out from beneath him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Parmil turn away in horror, but he was not deterred from his present objective of obtaining information.


  “Life is cruel, isn’t it, Father? Sometimes you blow other people’s arms off, and in other circumstances it’s pretty much the opposite,” Fezzan said with bitterness, and changed the blaster back to its normal laser function.


  In between his suffering, the old monk shouted at him.


  “You are driven by hate, my brother! How could you attack a humble priest?”


  “A priest who goes around attacking people isn’t humble. Watch out: my hate for you and your organisation can make me even more deadly.”


  Father Shir Bbuurt looked at Fezzan with fire in his eyes.


  “Stop!” shouted Parmil, and both men looked in her direction.


  


  “Fezzan, he has suffered enough. Find out where Abbyssa is, and let us leave this horrible place.”


  Fezzan gave her a cold stare, but Parmil looked right back and held her gaze. Fezzan turned back to the old man.


  “Father, this young woman does not wish your suffering as I do. You might therefore just stand a chance of suffering less if you just told me where Abbyssa is.”


  Broken down, Father Shir Bbuurt took a key card out of his pocket.


  “Cell 103b, second floor underground. Take the elevator.”


  To Parmil, it sounded as though this wasn’t an act any more. It was the voice of truth.


  As Fezzan bent over to take the key card from Shir Bbuurt, the old man took a pistol from his back pocket.


  The sound of a shot filled the room.


  “May you rest in peace, Father,” Parmil said, disgusted, her dart gun in hand.


  Fezzan looked up slowly, face betraying his surprise.


  “Thank you,” he managed to say at length.


  Parmil nodded, but felt rotten inside. It was not the first time she had taken a life so close, but that did not make her any less disturbed by the act. She convinced herself that it was either the monk or Fezzan, and pushed the many questions of concern to the back of her mind.


  “Come on Aleph, let’s move.”


  


  The inside of the secret elevator, revealed to them by a monk willing to help in exchange for his life, was rather sleek.


  It took the Arpian team down into a dark place, maybe ten metres underground, with cells everywhere. A corridor. And someone.


  “Parmil?”


  Fezzan, Birdey and Triton were aiming at the figure that seemed to have stopped in its steps, but were clearly waiting for a reaction from the girl whose name had been called out. Nicky threw the elevator monk to the ground and Charlotte put her gun to his face.


  “Parmil, my dear, why have you come back?”


  Parmil stepped forward and evaded Fezzan’s restraining hand. The figure slowly lifted its hands, and Parmil saw a glowing ‘Y’. Only Yaofskei priests had that, and apart from the late Shir Bbuurt, Parmil knew only one other such priest.


  “Fra Hollaban?”


  As she spoke his name, a riddle was solved in her mind. The other familiar voice on Europa was this one. Her heart started beating fast as adrenaline strove to take the better of her.


  She heard him breathe deeply as she stepped closer.


  “My child, I seek forgiveness and redemption.”


  She could now discern his features.


  “What have you done, Fra?”


  “Parmil,” Fezzan shouted, “we don’t have time for this.”


  “You go ahead, I’ll be fine on my own,” Parmil snapped at him before turning towards Hollaban. “Please, Fra, tell me what you wish.” Despite her calm appearance, she could feel her blood boil: this man had left her to die.


  Fezzan made a show of his frustration before signalling for the others to follow him past Parmil and Hollaban.


  


  “I have sinned so much it has broken me,” said the priest, the tears in his eyes glimmering in the dim light.


  He seemed so innocent. Was he stupid?


  “Fra, do you realise you left me to die?”


  Hollaban shook his head. She didn’t know what to do: strangle the man or give him a shoulder to cry on.


  “What then?”


  He continued shaking his head.


  “I stopped Shir and the others from firing any more than they had done. I never shot anyone that time for fear of hitting you.”


  He was sobbing.


  “I prayed you would be saved. I hoped you had not been fatally injured. I could not sleep.”


  Confusion swarmed around Parmil’s mind.


  “Why then?”


  “Why be with them? I once believed it could bring good. Killing is always hard, but if killing one can keep thousands content with their lives, it is easier to bear. Enough of this. I wish to tell you many things and have little time to do so.”


  Parmil nodded slowly. Why were there tears in her eyes?


  


  Wandering in front of the cells, Fezzan recognised a face, and asked the monk to confirm his doubts.


  In front of their eyes was Bishop Thrang, a man who had been a true believer of the Yaofskei faith, a man of and for the people. His sudden disappearance five years beforehand had caused a big stir among the Absol population. He had been The Man, the kind of human every person in the Constitutor, including the unbelievers, respected or wanted to be like. Even Fezzan, with his Azzurdi background, had heard of him. How could he have enemies? Why in the universe was he here?


  Very suddenly, it was clear in Fezzan’s mind: Thrang had not wanted any part of the whole business of Intel, and had probably threatened to expose it to the public. He would have been listened to, and it would have destroyed the Yaofskei.


  A little later, it was Abbyssa they found, stretched on the ground, beaten and broken.


  “What did you want from him?” Birdey demanded.


  The monk hesitated, but the sight of a blaster in Fezzan’s hand was enough to give him back some confidence.


  “Once they heard from Father Shir Bbuurt that there were some people looking for the two men who cut a deal in the shipyard, the Constitutor Intelligence Service ordered us to stop you from gathering any information from Abbyssa. They attached a great importance to the other man, or so it would seem. We… We were told not to kill this one but just bring him here for he could become of a great use to us for certain operations. We tortured him to see if he had told you anything, but he didn’t even budge.”


  Charlotte looked at Fezzan, who nodded.


  “You were right, Borreli,” he said through the intercom. “The Service is behind it all.”


  Turning to Triton, he continued.


  “Come on, let’s interrogate Abbyssa.”


  Charlotte knocked the monk out of his misery. Triton, Fezzan and Nicky knelt around Abbyssa, and woke him up.


  “You! Why have you come back? Why did you have to meet me in the first place? Damn you!”


  “Listen, Abbyssa,” Fezzan started, and Triton showed his pistol. “If you just answer to my questions, you will live.”


  That seemed to calm him down.


  


  “Your parents were dissidents,” said Hollaban.


  Parmil made to reply, but he cut her off.


  “Do not interrupt, please. They were gathering information on Spiciam for those who would form the Rebellion, and also had contacts among the Azzurdi, notably the Tikkera and Mekam Houses.”


  Parmil shook her head.


  “Believe it. I know it from both our intelligence reports and your godfather.”


  “Vastor?”


  “Yes. I don’t want to say it. Please try to remain in control of yourself.”


  “What?”


  “We faked his death. We, the Yaofskei.”


  Enough banter. Parmil reached for her dart gun and pointed it at his head.


  “You did what?”


  Hollaban started to tremble.


  “Please, Parmil!”


  “Tell me what happened.” She scared herself by how calmly yet menacingly she had spoken the words.


  Hollaban swallowed.


  “We took him by surprise, and brought him here. We needed information from him, so I tortured him.”


  Parmil pressed the gun against his skull, but the tears were beginning to flow.


  “Did you kill him?”


  Hollaban looked at her. What was he trying to do, soften her heart?


  “I asked a question. Did you kill him?”


  She blinked, and saw her vision blurred. Darn the tears. She brought her left arm to her eyes to wipe them. As she brought it back down, she saw the ‘Y’ sparkle.


  “Fear not, lovely Parmil, it will be almost painless.”


  Hollaban knocked the dart gun out of her hand and moved his left hand towards her bosom.


  Parmil fell backwards. Fear. Adrenaline rush. Artificial hand. The priest jumped forwards, but his left hand was ripped apart by the shot. Parmil saw her right hand point towards Hollaban’s head, and a single thought flashed through her mind: “kill”.


  


  “You went to Vega 4 three times recently. To whom did you give an explosive packet?”


  A glint of malice appeared in Abbyssa’s eye.


  “You’re from Arpia, aren’t you?” No one answered. “Silence is golden, my friends, so you’ll have to give me something in return. Something even more golden.”


  “Your life, as we already said.”


  Abbyssa laughed.


  “It would seem I’m your only lead, so I think you can do better than that. Tell you what: I’ll show you who he is if you bring me there and if you grant me a pardon. You won’t obtain anything from torture, trust me: I have already been in Absol prisons for five out of my twenty-six years of life, most of them maximum security, though I usually escaped after six months. That is, once I was bored and wanted a new job.”


  He nodded beyond Fezzan.


  “I see a monk on the floor. Did he mention that I didn’t say a word? I might as well tell you that the Yaofskei interrogators are as cruel as the Service ones.”


  “You talk a lot, it would seem,” Fezzan said, not liking a bit of what was happening.


  “I suppose I come across as an idiot at first, but I’ve already made myself one of the most well-known underground explosives makers, and have still managed to keep my head out in the open.”


  He frowned pensively.


  “To be frank, I’m what one would call an honest crook. I am dangerous, but will always hold my word. I recently told the man you are looking for that I would never describe him nor give his name to anyone. I have kept my word and am planning on doing so…”


  He let the words hang in the air, waiting for a reaction.


  “But…?” Fezzan asked, eyeing Abbyssa suspiciously.


  “It doesn’t preclude me from meeting him again on the planet controlled by Arpia and denounce him by doing so.”


  Abbyssa grinned, and Fezzan could tell that he was indeed being frank.


  Before Fezzan could decide what to answer, he heard a shot from where they had left Parmil.


  “Parmil!”


  He yelled her name again as he ran in her direction and heard a second shot.


  “I’m okay,” she said, and Fezzan helped her push the dead priest out of the way. She was in tears.


  “What happened?”


  “I can’t… Leave me alone.”


  “Will you be all right?”


  Borreli’s voice erupted through the intercom.


  “Fezzan and Parmil! Legions of armed people making their way to your building!”


  No time to think; only time to act.


  


  “Borreli, tell Nunder'wan to access the cell block control system and open all prison doors. Get the engines running and come towards us. We’re on our way!”


  Making his way to the Bishop’s cell, Fezzan greeted him with a handshake as he came out, bewildered.


  “Bishop, we must now leave. It is an honour to have finally met you, and I trust you will lead these prisoners well. There are weapons in the computer room, and I guess you know what to do.”


  He expressed his eternal gratitude.


  “My child, I shall not bear arms myself, but rest assured that I shall do my best for the others.”


  Already ten prisoners were asking the Bishop for instructions. He still seemed to have his strong personality and still commanded respected.


  Fezzan told Charlotte to take Abbyssa with her. She knocked him out and put him on her shoulder like a sack of gobbles. Ah, gobbles. Back in the lift, Fezzan imagined eating a meal with tender meat and fried gobbles with herbs on top.


  He waspulled away from his culinary thoughts as he opened the door to the outside and gun shots greeted him.


  Parmil pushed him aside, firing rapid shots from the laser in her right hand. Her left hand closed in around the trigger of her dart gun. She was straining her eyes to see things clearly through her damp eyes, and Fezzan felt sorry for her. She had the determined, angry look of a woman who has learnt her lessons, who no longer trusted anyone.


  Parmil’s fellow crew-members and some prisoners who had taken weapons from the fallen monks joined them.


  The Karakal appeared above them and opened fire, forcing the incoming troops to scatter like mice before a cat.


  The Bishop said good-bye before taking all of his followers to the main hangar.


  “We will be going to New Sydney in Itikassus and I shall start tell the truth about the Yaofskei to the people over there. We may well be needing help.”


  “My organisation will bring you as much help as possible, your Eminence,” Fezzan replied.


  “Thank you ever so much, my son. May the gods of all religions be with you!”


  The Karakal landed at the building entrance.


  “Where are we taking him?” Bee'Misa asked upon seeing the extra load.


  “Culuria,” Fezzan told her. “I’ll be asking permission from Malrow very soon though. Nunder'wan, get back here and arrange a secure communication channel with Culuria.”


  


  The ship rose from the ground. On the screen in his cabin, Fezzan could see Ekrid Malrow in his office chair, with a stormy Culuria outside. What a relief: Malrow seemed to have recovered.


  “Hello, Fezzan.”


  “Hello, Ekrid. Good to see you are back up. I have quite a bit of news.”


  “I am recovering still right now, but, yes, I am feeling better. Is this news good or bad?”


  “A bit of both, I’m afraid. We were attacked by Yaofskei action squads and almost lost Abbyssa and our lives, but we have now prevailed.”


  “Yaofskei?”


  “Yes. We have info concerning them, and have freed Bishop Thrang and all Yaofskei prisoners. They will be on their way to New Sydney. He is alive and well, and opposed to the current Yaofskei organisation. He would very much like any means of help.”


  “Very well, we will consider that upon your arrival,” he said, but Fezzan could see he was very much surprised by this whole affair. “What else? Any news regarding the bomb?”


  “I have on my ship a man who is the maker of the bomb. There is a glitch: he says to be a man of his word, and will not say the name of nor describe the man who ordered the bomb.”


  “And?”


  “He is asking for a pardon and for the possibility to be on Culuria a free man, perhaps even in employ of Arpia. If this is granted, he will go find the conspirator and thereby lead us to him without breaking his word.”


  Ekrid struggled to stand up, turned his back to Fezzan and stared in silence at the storm going on beyond Yubenia.


  Fezzan waited for a few minutes, and Malrow turned back towards him.


  “Bring him in front of the screen.”


  


  Birdey brought a handcuffed Abbyssa to Fezzan.


  Upon a signal of Ekrid, Fezzan dismissed Birdey and uncuffed Abbyssa.


  The explosives professional looked at the man who was staring at him through the screen.


  Something happened and Abbyssa put his hands to his head before bending down on his knees, apparently in pain.


  Fezzan stared in wonder at the scene: Malrow on the screen, with a piercing look into Abbyssa’s eyes, who seemed in mental pain.


  Abbyssa gasped and said something through his heavy breathing.


  “Yes, Mr Malrow. I will lead you to him.”


  “Good then. You will be pardoned upon your landing on Culuria.”


  Malrow’s eyes locked in Fezzan’s.


  “Take care of him. He is a man of his word, as you said. He will not do you any harm, nor to any of the crew. Thank you for all of this, and I am awaiting your arrival. Good-bye,” and the screen went black. Strange. Fezzan could have sworn Malrow had not said the ‘out’ command nor had he pressed an ‘off’ button.


  “What was that all about?” he asked Abbyssa, feeling some sympathy for him now that he knew Abbyssa was on their side.


  He blinked five times before answering.


  “That was darn powerful. Never met a telepath before. Read all my frikin’ mind. Stole all my bloody memories.”


  Ekrid Malrow? A telepath? Fezzan whistled in amazement. That would indeed explain some habits, and the communication cut-off. He was brought back to the present by a hungry belly.


  “Come on, you need something to eat and drink, and so do I. You are now a free man. Not yet officially, but that will come soon enough. I guess you have temporarily earned our trust.”


  “Does that mean you’re sorry for the harm you’ve done to me?”


  “Don’t push your luck. We’ll see on Culuria.”



  Chapter XXXV


  


  The race around the galaxy had come to an end. Parmil felt a surge of relief as she went through the final post-flight routines. Her sorrow had diminished, but the feeling lingered.


  On the flight back to Culuria, during the rare occasions where she had left her cabin, she had learnt to respect Abbyssa. It was strange, respecting a villain, an explosives professional, a man who was prepared to create killing machines to be used against anyone, innocent or not.


  Yet, despite all these negative points, she admired his resourcefulness, his creativity, his brainwork, and a few other aspects of his personality. It seemed that he was truly ready to stop every form of illegal activity and offer his services to Arpia, and Parmil believed him. Still, he might be used for illegal operations. She pushed the those thoughts aside. She didn’t want to question every move she made with Arpia.


  He was too old for her, but she felt attracted by his reckless and cheeky traits. She sighed. Like with Starkey. Starkey… Her ever-present ghost, always showing up in her thoughts whenever it seemed she had completely forgotten him.


  “So, will you finally speak?”


  Borreli laid his hands on her shoulders.


  Parmil sighed. She got up, turned around and looked at her best friend.


  “Not yet. After this, I promise.”


  “You can’t keep it in for ever.”


  “I know. Thanks for making sure no one bothered me on the way here.”


  She hugged him before heading for the exit, but did not feel any more cheerful.


  With Fezzan alongside her, she stepped out of the ship into the dark, empty hangar that they had been told to find. After a few minutes of waiting, the hangar vehicle door opened, and in came a hover transport. Once it had stopped, it let five armed men out, all people of the elite squad commanded by Vriller, Arpia Cleaning Team leader and right hand of Argoal, if Parmil could trust the logo on their dark outfits. The leader of the ‘Eagle Strike’ platoon came out of the transport. Parmil and Fezzan had, in front of them, the elite of the Cleaning Team.


  “Hello, Fezzan and Al'Ario. You did a good job.”


  “Thank you, Vriller,” Parmil replied with as much of a smile she could muster.


  “I take it this is Abbyssa,” Vriller continued, looking at the man who had just left your ship.


  “Indeed, it is.”


  “Abbyssa, I am Vriller, head of the Arpia Cleaning Team. This here is the Eagle Strike squadron. We have been ordered by Ekrid Malrow to serve as a guard for you and against you should you try anything suspect.”


  “I will just lead you to the culprit, that is all, Vriller.”


  “We know you are a man of your word, Abbyssa,” said Malrow, who had just left the hover transport, “but we at Arpia always take precautions. Mr. Drigglesbothe, if you could be so kind at to proceed?”


  Arpia’s main lawyer and prosecutor stepped out of the transport. He walked over to Abbyssa and presented him with a scroll of holo-paper.


  “This is a document making your pardon official. We have taken the liberty of altering a few criminal databases in certain places to make sure you will not be bothered any more for any offences and crimes committed in your past, from occasional illegal use of drugs to murder.”


  Abbyssa seemed puzzled and even a little amused. Parmil figured that he would be thinking how strange it was for a lawyer to tell him that Arpia just committed cyber-crimes to cleanse him from his sins. She smiled at the thought. At least something could still cheer her up.


  “Thank you,” he said at last. “Now, if you will excuse me, Parmil and Fezzan, I shall now lead Mr. Vriller and his squad to the person responsible for all this.”


  “We are coming along,” Fezzan cut in.


  “Very rightly so,” said Ekrid Malrow. “Afterwards, I shall go meet Bishop Thrang. There is much amiss in the Constitutor, more than I could ever have suspected.”


  Before leaving with Abbyssa, Fezzan, Vriller and Eagle Strike, Parmil told Borreli to bring all the crew to Commander Argoal, the head of Arpia Intel, to tell her about everything they had done and about the Yaofskei, and to give her the database that Nunder'wan and Rikar had copied.


  


  The next three days went by very slowly. It seemed that Abbyssa could not find the person for whom he was looking. While two people kept guard, making sure that Abbyssa kept his word and keeping an eye open for suspects, the others usually played cards or entered philosophic discussions on the meaning of life and on the mentalities of the populations they knew of. It had also been the perfect excuse for Parmil to think about the past and her family.


  So far, there had only be one person whom Abbyssa had found interesting to check out, and it turned out to be an old handicapped war veteran who used to be a commander in the Absol Navy and who had joined Arpia when it was formed, a man who was incapable of doing much, and who had not left Culuria for eight years. After this awkward encounter, Abbyssa had excused himself for not paying real attention through the binoculars.


  After a long moment of solitary reflection, Vriller spoke up to give his opinion of life.


  “My opinion of life is that nothing is easy, but everything is achievable. Always hold on to good memories, always hope for the future, but always keep your mind on the present. Life is no game, you only get one shot, so do it the best way possible. Life, on the other hand, is a lesson. You learn from success, as you do from failure. If one day you learn nothing, then you aren’t doing well in life.”


  “Tell us something new, will you?” Parmil said. She had said it lightly, but it was hard to hold on to good memories when one finally discovered one’s godfather had been tortured and killed by a priest.


  She heard a chuckle.


  “Let the man speak,” said the man they called ‘C2’.


  “Mental well-being is more important than material well-being, and everything mental is always superior and more important. The most important thing in life is that you live with others, and whatever you do will affect their lives. So be a personification of love, friendship, and good will. Your life will be much better as a result, and others will return your ‘favour’ also, making your life more enjoyable.”


  “Recipe for disaster,” said the woman called ‘Beenie’. “Trust me, I tried that back when I was at university. Did favours for the whole class, and more. Only a select few thought of thanking me. None of the others remembered me two years afterwards. I doubt anyone does nowadays.”


  “Can I continue, please?” Vriller took a deep breath. Evidently, he had given this some thought. “Be true to yourself and to your ideals, but do not get in the way of others all the time. No matter what you believe in, be true to your beliefs, and respect those of others, for no one is perfectly right or wrong. Accept other people’s ideas, and even try to understand them, for intolerance will only lead to violence, be it verbal or physical, and violence is the worst weapon to use.”


  From his look-out position, Fezzan suppressed a chuckle.


  “You do realise how hypocritical that is?”


  “You all had your turn. Let me finish before you destroy my theory! So… We are all equal in general. When one person is ‘better’ in some area, that person will be ‘worse’ in another, so just try to help when you can. For we all have different gifts, either ‘from birth’, which is really ‘from education’ or ‘from upbringing’, or developed later in life. Never spoil those gifts, and try to see the positive side of every person you meet.”


  Silence followed.


  “Tell me,” said the woman they called ‘Lieutenant’, “do you consider yourself to be the perfect man, by any chance?”


  Vriller chuckled, and was soon laughing his head off.


  “You really think I believe in the load of nonsense I just shared with you? Tosh, pure tosh!”


  Parmil joined in the gang’s laughter, though she felt inclined to agree with one or two points of Vriller’s speech. Or at least, would have felt that way. Had she been the only one to still somewhat believe in humanity’s inner goodness and altruism, and had that gone away for good?


  


  The afternoon sunshine was now faded by a preponderance of clouds, and a light wind cooled the air a little. Vriller went on guard with Parmil, and the other six were playing a game of double chess with mechanical figurines fighting their way to the opponent’s king. Real-time strategy.


  Vriller seemed a little annoyed by this absence of progress.


  “Remind me,” he asked, “how in the universe did you think you would find your friend in a city of a hundred thousand?”


  “Because he told me that ever three-four days he had the habit of wandering along the ‘Chemin des Orchidées’, usually around the afternoon,” replied Abbyssa, peaceful and calculating.


  “Yes, well, we’ve been having a stake-out here along the ‘Chemin des Orchidées’, and no bloody suspect has gone by, wise guy,” said Lieutenant.


  “Lieutenant, du calme,” said Vriller in French, the language used by all Arpia special operation squadrons. Since it was not spoken that much any more, almost no one could understand it, which made it a secret code. “Après tout, le patron nous a dit de rester ici une semaine au cas où la personne ne saurait venir un jour.”


  “Oui, c’est vrai,” she answered, a little defeated. “Mais ça ne l’empêche pas de m’énerver plus chaque jour!”


  Parmil could tell from the tone in her voice that the last sentence had not been a compliment on Abbyssa’s behaviour.


  Parmil saw a sudden movement coming from Abbyssa’s direction, and saw him gripping the binoculars. Abbyssa got up.


  “This is it, folks.”


  With that, he was off.


  Parmil picked up the vision device and looked where Abbyssa seemed to be headed.


  She could not believe it. She had once delivered food to him. He was one of the highest ranked on Culuria. He was one of Ekrid’s very best. Yet there was Abbyssa walking over to him.


  


  “It’s Commander Holdor,” she said to Vriller.


  “What?” he blurted out. “Holdor? What? Well, no time to think. Come on, people. Get your guns ready. C2 and Beenie, through the tunnel. Lieutenant and 24, West. G, Fezzan and myself shall go straight. You record the conversation, Al'Ario.”


  Parmil turned on the recording device and listened to what was happening on the Chemin.


  “Hello, ‘X’.”


  Holdor seemed surprised.


  “Who are you?”


  “I gather the man survived. Looks like you messed up, activated it when he was leaving his office. Not very smart.”


  “What are you talking about? Stop this right away! I am an Arpian Commander, and have enough power to put you in jail for life for harassment!”


  “Know what, ‘Mr. X’? Your friends of the Service put their friends of the Yaofskei on my tail. They tortured me on Vega 4. Ever been there?”


  “I have no friends of the Service, you are mistaken.”


  Holdor resumed walking.


  “How about those you met on Spiciam less than a month before giving the package I made for you to a delivery person?”


  Next to Parmil, Vriller shifted in his place.


  “Did you hear that?” he whispered. He turned on his intercom and asked for “Commander Argoal, please, and it’s urgent”.


  Meanwhile, Holdor was still refusing to hear what Abbyssa was saying.


  “I never met anyone on Spiciam, nor did I give anyone a package I could have received from you.”


  “Argoal, it’s Vriller. Check out Holdor’s pilot log immediately and tell me if he was on Perdulieu when the ‘X’ package was given to Al'Ario. See also if he was on Spiciam about a month beforehand. Call me back.”


  “Listen, X, I don’t care about your denials. If you want to get it right this time, I’ve got a more dangerous bomb. I got here by torturing two people sent after me, a ‘Fersan’ and a ‘Pamil’, something like that anyway. They gave me a very nice lift over here, but unfortunately they didn’t survive the landing. Hell, I can place it myself if you want. One thing’s sure, mate: I want a down-payment right now, and a purged record once you get things cleared up.” He paused. “So, what do you say?”


  Parmil was amazed. Some scheme! It was pretty impressive, and if Holdor reacted positively, they would have evidence against him.


  “How do I know you’re not lying or wearing a miniature recording device?”


  “Come on, X, I’m a man of my word. I didn’t say your name to anyone nor did I describe you, and you haven’t been caught. I don’t plan on doing anything of the kind either, since I’m not keen on breaking my word. So, do we have a deal or not?”


  “How much?”


  “Nine hundred thousand.”


  “Gosh!”


  “Hey, quality comes with a price.”


  “Okay, okay,” Holdor mumbled. “Here, I’ll write a cheque.”


  Vriller had just come off the intercom.


  “Sections of Holdor’s pilot log were erased, but it matches in part what Abbyssa said. With this much evidence, he’s got no means of getting away.” He turned on his intercom. “All teams close in immediately!”


  


  Holdor was caught unawares as he lifted his head up after writing a cheque and handing it over to Abbyssa. Fezzan and the others were all around him, rushing to grab hold, and Vriller’s authoritative voice came out from ahead.


  “Commander Holdor, you are under arrest for attempted murder against Ekrid Malrow. You know your rights.”


  Seeing what had truly happened, and realising that Fezzan was still alive, Holdor tried to escape the Eagle Strike grip, grabbed hold of a mini-blaster and shot Abbyssa in the chest before being knocked out by Vriller, who shouted in his intercom.


  “Emergency services, this is Vriller ACT. We have one man shot on the Chemin des Orchidées!”


  Parmil heard an emergency siren go off and get louder by the second, with a craft going at three hundred kilometres per hour, soaring through the skies. The ‘currence’ was coming.


  “Sorry, Vriller, sorry, Fezzan, I shouldn’t have spun so many lies.”


  “Don’t worry Abbyssa, you’ll be fine. They’re coming.”


  Eight seconds later, Abbyssa was being taken into the currence vehicle by two nurses, man and woman. Just seeing how fast things were going, Parmil wondered how people had coped when there was just the ambulance, and not its big brother.


  As Holdor was taken into temporary confinement, cursing Fezzan and Vriller, Parmil joined them to head over to the nearest medical facility and find Abbyssa.


  “You did a great job, Parmil,” said Vriller on the way.


  “Thanks. Though I’m really sorry for Abbyssa.”


  “No worries, he’ll be fine. You’ve seen what our Arpian medics did to Ekrid.”


  Abbyssa was going to live, and he promised to give to both Fezzan and Parmil a ninth of what he had cashed in.


  “I already organised the transfer, so you’re a hundred thousand credits richer.”


  Vriller chuckled.


  “They don’t need it. They have been paid quite a hefty sum by Ekrid Malrow and by Arpia, half a million credits if I’m not mistaken.” He looked at Fezzan and Parmil. “Looks like this whole business was profitable to you two.”


  Fezzan and Parmil spent the rest of the evening telling every detail of what had happened to Argoal, who was meticulously gathering every piece of detail concerning the Yaofskei.


  Parmil soon found that she was very, very tired. Even Bordra Juice could not keep her awake. Time for bed. Finally back home.


  She looked at the ceiling as her body insisted on her tiredness. She felt peaceful. She realised that she had avenged Vastor, despite her clear desire to let it go when she became Wadina’s godmother three and a half months ago. Fate had a strange way of playing with her.


  She could safely put all those worries behind her. Now she would be able to retire as planned, and live a peaceful life.



  Chapter XXXVI


  


  As Fezzan ate his breakfast the following day, Holdor’s interrogation and trial to come, plus the whole file on the ‘Malrow Attack’ investigation, were the only subjects presented on the Culuria News Channel. No doubt it was the same on the Yubenia Broadcasting Channel and also on Gwaark TV, the channel which normally offered a choice of programmes so great that everyone and anyone could tune in to see what they wanted, at any time of day. Fezzan was surrounded by a new media frenzy, no escaping it.


  He stared at his cup of green tea, thinking of everything that had happened during the past weeks, only to be interrupted by his beeper. Argoal needed his help at the Cleaning Team HQ.


  “Hello, Fezzan,” she said as Fezzan joined her a few minutes later. “I trust you are fully rested?”


  “Yes, I am. I mean I slept ten hours straight, so I think that’s enough.”


  “Good, good,” said the head of Intel. “We need your help. Since Ekrid has gone to New Sydney to meet with Bishop Thrang, Char-Tow has a bit more work to do and can’t take part in Holdor’s interrogation. Vriller is all available, but we need someone else just in case. Could you therefore go with him, put a little pressure on Holdor, ask any questions you find important?”


  “Yes, I can do that.”


  “Okay, I’ll be in the observation room, and will try to break his mental barriers from there, try to make him say everything he really thinks. Lie detectors will not work on him. But telepathy sure has an effect on everyone.”


  Fezzan recalled what had happened on the Karakal to Abbyssa. Telepathy could indeed produce rather interesting effects.


  


  The room was dimly lit and empty apart from a table and a chair. Holdor was impassive but Fezzan saw him smile slightly as he entered. Contempt at his young age? Or was Holdor glad to see another face?


  “Commander Holdor,” said Vriller after stating date, time and people present for the benefit of the recording, “we already have convincing evidence against you. Do not forget what you said before your capture. Moreover, we can use your shooting of an innocent, unarmed man.”


  Holdor’s face still remained blank and emotionless.


  “Tell us for how long you have been working with the Constitutor Intelligence Service.”


  “I worked with the Service upon numerous occasions when I was working in the Absol Navy. I cannot recall how long that was.”


  Vriller turned towards the wall behind which the people in the observation room were monitoring everything.


  “Stop playing these games with us, Commander. Tell us for how long you have been working with the Service in the past ten years.”


  The Commander still would not answer.


  Argoal must have intervened because Holdor began to hold his head in his hands. He was twisting his face in pain.


  “Commander Holdor, you will excuse us, but we do not have much time, so we want your answers to be as truthful and quick to arrive as possible.”


  Holdor seemed on the verge of fainting.


  “Make her stop, please, and I will tell you everything!”


  The mind attacks stopped.


  A quickly breathing and broken Holdor started talking. Well, telepathy did have its effects. Fezzan wondered how close to mental torture it was, and whether it was not yet another illegal move Arpia had started to make.


  “About a year ago, I started to truly dislike Ekrid Malrow’s decisions. He was becoming more and more suspicious of the Absolem, starting to believe that the Service was what commandeered it. Of course, I knew it to be so, but he believed the Service had to be dismantled. He was starting to prepare a whole course of action.”


  Fezzan felt like shrugging. It seemed almost natural to him. He hadn’t really considered any alternative. Still, it was far more ambitious than Arpia’s original mission statement.


  “Having known some members of the Service very well, and even intimately in a couple of cases, I did not like the idea. I had the position of ‘Absolem monitoring’ because we were trying to stop any truly illegal acts from going on. Somewhat of a paradox, judging by some illegal means Arpia uses today,” he said with a sly smile. “The Service ruling isn’t truly illegal. It’s unofficial, but accepted in the high places. Well, generally accepted. There are always a few dissidents who need persuading. I started to discern a hate for Major Rason in Ekrid Malrow’s intentions, though I never found the cause. In any case, knowing that this was going to be a big issue, I decided I had enough of Ekrid Malrow’s leadership of Arpia, and started to think of different ways to accomplish this change.”


  Fezzan’s mind wandered: had Ekrid and Rason been lovers in a past life?


  “Then, one day when I was on Spiciam for information purposes, I bumped into Major Rason, and she recognised me. We had had an affair years back, you see, when I was a Navy Commander and she a young officer. She then met the Service director, and he started taking an interest in her, personally mainly.”


  Perhaps Fezzan was right. Maybe they had been together before Arpia. She seemed like quite the man-killer.


  “So, there I was with her on Spiciam, and I poured out my heart. She then had the idea of introducing spies, and that was how we started working together again. That’s how it continued until just before the bomb attack.”


  Vriller stayed silent, and Fezzan thought of what had just been said.


  “Who are the spies?” he asked.


  Vriller nodded in his direction, and Fezzan heard a voice in his head.


  «nice going keep it up»


  Argoal, no doubt.


  “Jay Greyburn will be telling you who they are soon enough. Indeed, I have given his file to one of them, and, knowing Greyburn, he will soon enough realise what is happening and find out who they are.”


  That was enough, at least to Fezzan.


  Vriller said that Holdor would get a fair trial on Culuria, and they left the interrogation room to join Argoal.


  “Okay people, Ekrid comes back tomorrow. We’ll be holding the trial right afterwards. Fezzan, go to Xarda and fetch Armili Nundoor, she is a permanent XIC judge. Give her this message and bring her back here,” Argoal said, handing over a holo-cube to Fezzan. “Vriller, I want Ekrid informed straight away of what has just been found out. He will need to find someone we can send over to see Jay.”


  “Birgo should be arriving soon, so I believe we already have the ‘someone’ in question.”


  “Right-ho. Tell her to come here straight away. Now Fezzan, what are you waiting for? You have a judge to find.”


  


  A few weeks later, the Veina Temp landed back on Culuria with one more passenger.


  “Thank you for the enjoyable flight, Commander Fezzan, but might I suggest you tell your cook to use more herbs? The meals were well cooked, but there was a slight lack of taste to them. That aside, I am grateful that you left me to my reading,” Lady Armili Nundoor finished before leaving the ship.


  The only time she had been out of Fezzan’s quarters, prepared just for her, was during the Culuria approach. She had looked at the planet, studied the land features, admired the view, and asked a few questions concerning Yubenia.


  Mr. Drigglesbothe and Ekrid Malrow greeted her outside the Veina Temp. The latter seemed to know her quite well, judging by the hugging.


  “My dear Ekrid. How I am glad to see you alive! I had such a fright when I heard of the bomb.”


  “You need not worry, Armili. I am now fine.”


  “Very well then. I suppose so, you do look fine. Though you never show anything, at least not most of the time. Would you be so kind as to show me to my quarters?”


  “Right away, my dear.”


  Turning towards Fezzan, Malrow continued.


  “Thank you ever so much, Fezzan. Tomorrow we will hold the trial, and you are a key witness. So don’t leave, and we will see you tomorrow.”


  With that, the escort left.


  Fezzan did not notice time fly by as he tried to remember everything that had happened concerning this investigation. A nice little meal in company of Vriller, Zack and Bard was enough to call it a day.


  He fell asleep easily once in bed. Nothing like an adventure to help get some good sleep.


  


  The next morning, Fezzan was taken to the Arpia Court of Justice, an old-style building, a little like the XIC but smaller.


  He was offered breakfast there, and had a small chat with Drigglesbothe.


  The lawyer told him what would happen, how Fezzan would have to act, what he would have to say, what he would have to avoid saying. He patted Fezzan on the back and left him alone.


  Crook, Fezzan mouthed as Drigglesbothe left the room. Everything in this trial would be planned. It wasn’t so much of a trial as a show, where for some strange reason people had the right to keep quiet and were supposed not to lie. Of course, it would mean that much information was omitted. What a strange game the judicial system played.


  Fezzan spent the next two hours playing cards against a guard he had found outside his room, and only won twice out of thirteen games.


  “Tough luck,” answered the man called Brim, smiling as he laid down another winning card.


  Finally it was time for Fezzan to enter the courtroom.


  “This is going to be a truly public trial,” Brim said, “and Mr. Drigglesbothe reckons it can be finished by late afternoon because of the little number of witnesses and due to the massive amount of evidence he’s got. Good luck, my friend.”


  


  Fezzan was led to the witness booth after following the custom of kissing the hand of the judge, and was sworn to the truth.


  Drigglesbothe started asking him a whole series of questions to which Fezzan responded sincerely and dutifully, starting with the day he had received his mission from Malrow to the day Abbyssa showed them who ‘X’ was.


  This whole process took two hours, and by the end of the questions, he had told the assembly everything that happened during the investigation. Apparently, only his testimony was required, because of his rank. Parmil and her crew were nowhere to be seen, probably not invited to attend. Fezzan wondered what they would be up to.


  Abbyssa was the next witness. He said everything that linked him to Holdor, said that he had been granted a pardon by Ekrid Malrow, who confirmed the fact, and even asked for mercy towards Holdor.


  “After all, he didn’t commit murder.”


  Lady Armili Nundoor told him gently that all of that was already taken into account, and asked him not to act as a lawyer.


  Drigglesbothe played the interrogation tape, and Holdor, now in the witness booth, explained that all Argoal did was put him in mental suffering, nothing more like influencing his thoughts or something else, but still said, full of spite, that it was a form of torture as recognised by interstellar law, and therefore could not form a basis for evidence.


  The Arpia prosecutor exposed all the charges again, which included treason, attempted organised murder on Ekrid Malrow and attempted murder on Abbyssa.


  Holdor, having requested to defend himself in court, pleaded guilty, to Fezzan’s surprise, and said that he deserved whatever judgment was to be handed down.


  “I hereby sentence you to ten years of community service and, once that is done, to retirement from Arpia. That is the punishment your law ensures for what you have done. This sentence is final.”


  As he left, Fezzan felt sorry for the poor, broken old Commander.


  Holdor noticed it.


  “Don’t pity me,” he said. “I am full of guilt. I deserve this punishment.”


  Fezzan wondered what would become of him, and what kind of community service he would do. It was strange to see a man repent as Holder seemed to have done.


  As they left the courtroom, Malrow told Fezzan that Argoal would be meeting him in the trade centre.


  


  Inside the trade centre Fezzan made his way to the room where Kur-Tchek and Argoal had first given him a ‘Shadow Warrior’ mission.


  The mahogany table was just as it had been then, and so were Argoal and Kur-Tchek, who smiled upon seeing Fezzan.


  “Fezzan, it’s been a while. How’s the arm?”


  “It’s going just fine. I’ve actually taken a liking to it.”


  “You had better,” said Argoal, “as its services are required once more.”


  She took a file out of her suitcase, and laid it on the table.


  “That worm your electronics man created for the Yaofskei database serves its purpose in an incredible way. It has saved many lives so far, has already been used as a weapon against the Yaofskei, and until it is eradicated, which may take time, it will help us find out loads of information we were unaware of until now.”


  Fezzan bowed with a broad grin on his face. Nunder'wan would appreciate the compliment.


  “What we now want is for you to go to Bufonse and plant another worm, this time in the slave-running organisation’s database. Once again, make sure Nunder'wan designs a harmless worm, one that simply gives access to whoever controls it.”


  Kur-Tchek opened the file and slid a sheet of paper across the table to Fezzan.


  “This is based on a satellite picture taken only a week ago, so the information should still be valid, unless they are even more organised than we think. Study it well. The building in red is the target, the building containing the system mainframe. Of course, the mainframe itself is in a supercomputer twenty metres underground. But that is of no importance to you.


  “The buildings in green, mostly surrounding the target, all contain guards. They have cameras monitoring five hundred metres around the target, and they crosscheck every single person entering this security radius against a black list. No doubt your face will be on top of the list.


  “So, the main question is the following: do you reckon you can get inside the target building, send in the worm and get out alive?”


  “I believe it’s doable.”


  “Let’s hope that it is,” said Argoal, refraining a grimace. “You know what the consequences of early detection would be for you. Once you have planted the worm, you should leave the planet. Tell Nunder'wan to get hold of the list of the ships that do the slave running. Then destroy the six ships that come up with the greatest activity level.


  “If one of the ships is currently dealing with a shipment, board it, kill the runners, bring the slaves into your ship and then destroy the ship. Once that is done, take the free men back to whence they came.”


  Fezzan nodded. Seemed reasonable enough.


  “This whole operation should cause a great disturbance in the slave trade. It might even have bigger consequences. For that, we need to hope you’ll be able to free a few slaves. We’re sending a crate of items to your ship for any freed slaves. I suggest you read the accompanying note.”


  Argoal nodded to Kur-Tchek, who stood up.


  “Good luck, Fezzan, and also tell Nunder'wan to copy the whole database.” Kur-Tchek smiled. “I know we are using completely illegal means here, but we all know it’s for good.”


  Fezzan said good-bye to the two of them and left with the file in hand.


  Outside the trade centre he opened a channel to his ship on the intercom.


  “Zack?”


  “Yes, Fezzan?”


  “Is Nunder'wan on board?”


  “Let me see. Yes. Do you want to speak to him?”


  “Yep. Could you put him on the speaker?”


  “Sure. Wait a minute, Fezzan.”


  Fezzan heard a muffled calling of the computer genius’s name.


  “Hey Fezzan, Nunder'wan speaking.”


  “I want another harmless worm prepared. We’re going to move on the slave trade now. I’ve got the file with all known details with me.”


  “Hm… It should be ready within an hour once I get my hands on the file. I’ll upload it into your arm during flight.”


  “Great. Could you put Zack back on?”


  “Zack speaking.”


  “Rally the troops. We’re going to Bufonse right away.”


  “Rock n’ roll, captain.”


  



  Chapter XXXVII


  


  The Bufonse main spaceport was much as Fezzan remembered it, and it did not take him too long to be out of his ship in disguise, headed straight towards the target. It was going to be a small walk: the building was situated twenty kilometres away from the spaceport.


  He checked the BuTSIC, Bufonse Transport System Information Centre, to see what could bring him near to the place conspicuously. Seemed well done, but what an awful name.


  Bus number 25 seemed the best bet. It had a stop about seven hundred metres away from the target. That meant Fezzan would be close by the security radius.


  He bought a one-way ticket, and waited for the bus to come by.


  The enormous hovering vehicle came spot on time at the stop. Fezzan passed his ticket under the controlling machine’s scanner and found an empty seat between two Moash of an elderly age. He bowed to them before sitting down, following the Azzurdi custom of respect.


  Fezzan refrained from showing any displeasure at the smell of sweat in which he was suffocating, for fear of betrayal.


  The journey was swift and smooth. Fezzan stepped out of the vehicle after about six minutes, and once the bus had left, he filled his lungs with this fresh, polluted air. At least it wasn’t sweat.


  He turned on the intercom and gave his instructions.


  “Zack, Fezzan here. Start take-off in ten minutes, and come over here at cruising speed. The successful insertion of the worm means it’s time for you to start tearing away in the sky and to come fetch me. Understood?”


  “Yes, no problem.”


  “Don’t make contact. If I have any problems, I’ll contact you, unilateral channel. I will send two clicks once I am in.”


  Time to make use of the whole plan they had prepared during the flight.


  Fezzan was on the southern side of the target, the side where the outpost nearest to the edge of the security radius stood.


  The plan in theory was very simple: since all cameras were controlled by the mainframe itself, one could not disable anything from anywhere outside the compound. Fezzan therefore had to sneak in using the sewer system.


  Really simple…


  


  … but really unpleasant, he thought, almost cursing aloud. Fezzan was inside the small tube, just large enough for him to move forwards without getting stuck. His chest was already swimming in the filthy liquid, and he had to use revolving suction cups against the inside of the tube to pull himself forward. No use of any ignition devices or any mechanisms that risked creating a spark, because if the goo around him contained any inflammable matter, he would be dead.


  After a minute of tedious effort, he heard a sound that did not seem right. It was coming from a small tube on top of the tube, a metre away from his head. It got closer, and Fezzan recognised the sound of water rushing through. Oh, no. Bad.


  He hid his face in his sleeves as the new load of filthy, semi-solid, semi-liquid substance came down and soaked him everywhere. At least he now knew he was under the first outpost.


  This plan was so bad. So unpleasant. Why wasn’t there another, safer way?


  Thirteen minutes and six turns later, Fezzan had reached the end of the almost horizontal part of the tube. This meant that he now needed to go up a bit so that he could enter the bathrooms through a special maintenance room.


  At least no one was in the bathrooms. He went inside one of the washing cubicles, took off his now disgusting and soaking outfit, and pulled a Jhy Humm product out of his small waterproof bag. Time for a good wash.


  


  After fifteen minutes, Fezzan left the washroom dressed in the spare set of clothes that had been in his waterproof bag. Its camouflage sensors would normally make him harder to spot. He was now a true human chameleon.


  Fezzan sent two intercom clicks to Zack and exited the place once he had made sure no one else was inside the other washing cubicles. Better not have anyone attacking him from behind.


  He was in a brightly lit concrete corridor. The map projected by hologram in front of his right eye told Fezzan that a camera was positioned five paces away and would be monitoring his every movement beyond that point. It could not be disabled or easily blocked. Even the camouflage suit could not beat a laser precision camera, so more desperate measures were required. So much for stealth.


  Fezzan put air filters on his nose and mouth and put on a pair of fog-vision glasses. He stuck a smoke grenade right underneath the camera. As it started releasing its contents, Fezzan ran. Boy, were those grenades powerful. The smoke sphere had reached a radius of ten metres in just one second.


  The alarm went off. Smoke was evidently not the only element spotted by the camera. Time to run even faster.


  


  Fezzan ran through a door and entered a hangar. This was the surface of the target building. A dozen armed vehicles were right ahead, one whose turret was swivelling towards Fezzan, ready to fire on the intruder. This did not bode well.


  He jumped behind a stack of containers as the first shot came through.


  Twenty seconds of heavy fire followed, and by the end of it, the door Fezzan through which had come and the walls around it were no more. The ceiling of the corridor had also come down. At least, no one else was going to come through there.


  “Where did he go?” came a shout from the other side of the containers.


  “Search behind the containers and in the corridor! The intruder has some kind of a camouflage suit, so look closely!”


  Fezzan flinched. Deep trouble: that was Nusumo’s voice. If he found Fezzan, he would tear him apart.


  He looked around and saw his chance: a power cord. Great: the worm pod would normally also work in there. The only problem being that it was in the open, in direct line of vision of the armed vehicles.


  Next to Fezzan lay a few fragments of the destroyed wall. He took a fistful and got ready. He threw them in the opposite direction of where he was going and waited for them to fall to the ground. He heard a faint sound and lunged just as the armed vehicles opened their fire in the direction of the sound.


  Within half a second, the needle was coming out of Fezzan’s artificial arm and inserting the pod. He looked behind him, and saw the vehicles turning in his direction. Come on, he muttered impatiently. Come on, faster…


  As the needle started coming back into his finger Fezzan went back to his containers and activated the intercom.


  “Worm inserted.”


  Fezzan wondered if Zack even heard these words, with all the firing going on.


  


  “Hold your fire,” shouted Nusumo. A few continued to shoot towards the containers. “Hold your fire,” he yelled.


  This time, silence followed his words.


  “El’Tirak, come out from behind this shield, before we come fetch you ourselves. Give yourself up: there are a hundred men of reinforcements coming as we speak!”


  Fezzan did not answer.


  “I know it’s you, El’Tirak. I never forget a face, especially not the face of a dirty spy.”


  “Zack, I’m in deep trouble! Get here fast,” Fezzan hissed in the intercom.


  “If you don’t answer within five seconds, you’re dead.”


  Zack would be there soon. At least, that was what Fezzan hoped. He slid his blaster on the ground. Anyway, he still had his artificial arm.


  As Fezzan started getting up, a big explosion shook the walls and tore the entrance apart.


  “Run!” Zack shouted through the intercom.


  Fezzan obeyed his second-in-command as dutifully as he could.


  He ran as fast as his legs let him, and saw the Veina Temp’s blasters release packets of energy.


  He heard an explosion and felt its heat wave, but dared not look behind for fear of slowing down.


  “Stop him,” shouted Nusumo. “Kill him! Stop him by any means necessary!”


  Fezzan felt a burning sensation in his left ear but ran on. Closer. Almost there. Underneath the ship. The hatch opened, and two pairs of arms pulled him through.


  As Fezzan was pulled in, the ship slowly rose.


  “Take-off, full blast,” he heard Zack repeat.


  Tirrel, the ship medic, came over to where Fezzan had just been pulled in.


  “Fezzan, are you hurt?”


  “It’s okay, Tirrel. I just got a blaster shot in the earlobe.”


  “Don’t you go fainting on me in an hour.”


  “Don’t worry, Doc. I’m fine.”


  Fezzan turned to Rik and Jon, who had just pulled him in.


  “Thanks lads. That was close.”


  “Sure was, captain,” said Rik.


  “Zack is waiting for further instructions. You’d better go see him,” said Tirrel.


  Fezzan made his way to the bridge. On the way, a dozen members of his crew greeted him, and he did the same in return. How good it felt to be in an environment he knew.


  “Fezzan, I’m so glad you’re safe and sound!”


  “So am I, Zack. Thanks for the intervention. You keep the command until we get clear of the atmosphere. Could you get Nunder'wan on the comms?”


  “Right away.”


  


  “Commander, glad you made it,” came the geek’s voice through the intercom.


  “Thanks, lad. What’s the status on the worm?”


  “Fine. I copied the whole database, and have the list of the top smugglers right in front of me.”


  “Good boy. Feed it into the main screen.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  After a couple of seconds, Fezzan was staring at the top smugglers, and at their current missions. The info included ship type, ship name, cargo, destination, length of stay at destination, return stellar and stops in between.


  Fezzan took a good look at the different locations, and got Nunder'wan to plan the courses of the listed ships.


  Within seconds, the results were on the screen, and Fezzan start to see a certain pattern. This was good.


  Fezzan walked over to Zack.


  “Set the flight course to the Mekam Fiich system,” he said. “We’ll have four ships to destroy over there: no cargo transported.”


  “Set flight course to Mekam Fiich,” shouted Zack before turning to Fezzan. “You’re assuming back your command?”


  “I live for this stuff,” Fezzan said with a wink.


  


  Fezzan left his chair and watched as the fourth slave ship was sent into oblivion by the Veina Temp’s last shot. The ships had barely had enough time to react due to the massive firepower held by the Veina Temp. Good, thought Fezzan. Four down, two to go. This small attack was going to cause a serious blow to Bwingle’s operation.


  He turned back to the screen with Nunder'wan’s data, on which the courses of the four destroyed ships had been erased. The two next ones were in the middle of a shipment mission, so Fezzan and his crew would have to board each one, pick up their human cargo and then destroy the ships. Once that was done, Fezzan would have to bring the ‘ex-slaves’ back to whence they had come.


  One of the ships was coming from the Past’nbii system and going to Bufonse in Ganuta Ihhol. It would be in the empty CG-7784 system at the same time as the Veina Temp if Fezzan headed there straight away. The second one was coming from As-Dorani, with Mekam as its destination.


  Fezzan quickly calculated that if he boarded and destroyed the ship coming from Past’nbii, and then brought the slaves back to Sansoussi in the Past’nbii system, he could intercept the As-Dorani shipment in the Pampoum system.


  Sounded like a good plan.


  “Zack, set the navigation course to the CG-7784 system.”


  


  “EMP torpedo armed,” shouted Fezzan’s weapon officer.


  “Fire,” Fezzan answered back.


  They were in a system completely empty but for the one Azzurdi-marked Monsaigne getting ready to jump out. Fezzan could not destroy the ship, and about the only weapons that did not contain too much of a destruction risk were Electromagnetic Pulse torpedoes. Lucky that they had a few such torpedoes on board.


  As the torpedo spurred towards the target, the Veina Temp drew closer. They had to jump on board the enemy ship while the main power was still down, for otherwise the slave traders would have no problem jumping out of the system.


  They closed in, slowing down as they neared the Monsaigne and selectively destroying menacing guns and turrets.


  After the ships had been joined, Rik opened the hatch and the marines poured into the enemy ship with all speed, Fezzan following suit.


  They encountered resistance straight away, a dozen slave drivers firing upon the soldiers.


  The first two marines to have entered the disabled ship, Hilpo and Raju, fell to the ground under the reception party’s fire, and the other marines were quick to retaliate.


  For the first time, Fezzan really took advantage of his integrated laser, using it on top of his two blasters to shoot multiple people at the same time.


  A laser shot hit a fuel cell and caused an explosion, making the whole ship rock. Fezzan saw Zack and Vaalrie fall down, and a slave driver threw a hand-grenade in their direction.


  Fezzan started to yell, but what seemed to be an electromagnetic field appeared out of nowhere and deflected the course of the hand-grenade, which exploded underneath the control-board.


  It seemed that everyone had stopped to stare in wonder at what had just happened. For a second or two, no one moved. Before long, however, the electrical circuits began to malfunction and a few men and women received electroshocks. Everyone opened fire, Fezzan taking down the two men who were planning to kill Zack and Vaalrie.


  After a further fifty seconds, the shots died down, and Rik contacted Fezzan to say he was freeing the slaves. Fezzan sent half a dozen marines to help him, and turned towards the origin of the EM field.


  “How in the universe did that happen?”


  Shyly, Zack got up.


  “It’s a Hexporyen thing,” he shrugged.


  Fezzan looked at him, stupefied. Hexporyen? Nobody had ever mentioned Zack was Hexporyen. He was born on Puerto Novo, in Ramiderc Beta, and that was nowhere near Culuria.


  He helped Vaalrie up, and she thanked him.


  “I’ll tell you later,” he told Fezzan.


  


  Rik brought the now-free men to Vaalrie, who took care of their accommodation.


  While they were waiting for all the ex-slaves to be taken care of, Zack told Fezzan how it had happened.


  “A couple of the original settlers who founded the Hexporyen civilisation were telepaths. Legend says that after a dozen years there was suddenly a storm of asteroids, and these telepaths tried to use their powers to stop a few asteroids from killing anybody of the newly founded colony. For this, they tried to create possible shields that might deflect the asteroid courses. They managed to avert a possible disaster, but that asteroid shower was not to be the only one.”


  Fezzan nodded. They didn’t have any kind of real protection against asteroids after their crash on the planet.


  “A few years later, another asteroid shower fell down, but the shields the telepaths created were now stronger, and so I think they kind of managed to avoid any serious damage. Showers happened again frequently, usually every five or six years, so the shields they formed were more and more powerful.


  “These telepaths then became teachers for those of the next generation with telepathic abilities. In due time, every Hexporyen could create at least a small shield, big enough to shield one person, though the most powerful could shield a whole area.


  “With time, the ability sort of became innate. Something like it. To some extent, a bit like the So-laon, from what I gather. It also somehow caused a sickness, and that sickness is what reduced our numbers to a mere few thousands when Ekrid Malrow and Ernie Bardrien first arrived on Culuria.”


  “How do you fit in that picture? You were born on Puerto Novo!”


  “Well, my mother once had a love affair with a charming man who was just passing by, and it would now appear it was an Arpian operative, and a Hexporyen on top of that. Back on Culuria, at some point, Berne found out about me and taught me to bring out this talent, but it’s the first time I’ve used it in battle.”


  “Excuse me, Commander,” came a voice from behind, “but the freed men have all received food and drink, and we are ready to blast off.”


  Fezzan turned towards the soldier.


  “Thanks, Rik. You fought well today.”


  “Thank you, Commander.”


  Turning back to Zack, Fezzan stayed silent for a few moments.


  “Well, I guess we’d better get moving. Pretty good job in there. Especially the EM field. Damn impressive. Anyway, get the engines online. We’re leaving for the Past’nbii system, but not before destroying this ship.”


  “Aye, captain.”


  


  They landed on planet Sansoussi inside the Past’nbii system with joyful people crowding the bridge behind Fezzan.


  Most of them had been kept on Sansoussi inside a cold, damp cellar deep underground for two months, and had been loaded inside the ship at night. Seeing the sun shine down on Sansoussi and on them as it did as they left the ship lifted their hearts in a way Fezzan could not comprehend.


  Fezzan told Zack to get ready to open the cargo doors, and to let them wander, free men and women once more, in the main spaceport of their planet, after making sure they would have enough Azzurdi cash to find their way back to their respective homes. Standing on the bridge, above all of them gathered in the cargo area, Fezzan gave out the final instructions received from Argoal as they were given a small beeper each.


  “Keep this device on you at all times. We are planning an operation to bring down this slave business, and will need your help for that. The beeper will send out and receive messages encoded into a signal used only by Arpia. The beeper also contains a few very useful gadgets as you will find out while reading the user guide that comes with it.


  “Please do not lose sight of each other, and try to enlighten all your friends by telling them what happened to you. Spread the word that every one is a potential slave in Bwingle’s standards, most of all the people from slums and suburbs. Try to find out what you can about the operation, and let us know.


  “When Arpia calls, listen to its instructions. Then we will be able to bring this horrible human trade down. Go in peace, but prepare for battle.”


  The group cheered before slowly leaving the Veina Temp. Fezzan watched them as they smiled, cried out their thanks, embraced the sunlight and faded into the spaceport.


  He turned away from the sight, ordered the cargo gates closed and took a good look the two crew-members nearest to him.


  Vaalrie’s eyes were wet, probably at the thought of seeing these men and women leaving, of whom she had taken the greatest care.


  Zack had a faint smile on his face, trying to look at this on the bright side and hopeful that they may be a help in the future.


  “Come on, people. Get yourselves back together! Let’s go find those other poor victims as they arrive in the Pampoum system.”


  


  Inside Pampoum, they followed the same procedure, and neared the disabled ship. The ship shuddered as it touched the slave ship. Time for some action.


  This time, the slave-runners were slower to react, Fezzan and his soldiers were the first to open fire.


  The boarding was over faster than expected, and Fezzan counted thirteen killed by his weaponry, amongst whom five women and one teenager.


  A teenager.


  He looked about twelve, fourteen years old. Still had something innocent about his face. And yet here he lay, dead, with two deadly blasters in his hands and in a ship holding fifty slaves or so.


  Fezzan stared at the teenager’s corpse in disgust and hatred, directed at him, at Bwingle, at Nusumo, at the whole slave trade, at the Azzurdi, at the universe, at himself and at whatever higher power there was. Why did the kid have to lift his blasters in Fezzan’s direction? Why did Fezzan have to kill him with the one, deadly, well-placed shot? And why was he there in the first place? Why?


  Zack came to stand by his side.


  “Why?” Fezzan asked.


  “They are sick people, they are. Come on, Fezzan. The slaves have been freed. Let’s get out of here.”


  They left the dead ship and Fezzan let himself fall in his chair. He stared in space for a few seconds, with loads of unanswered questions flashing through his mind.


  Finally he made a decision. Those bastards, those sick people and this horrible trade were going to meet their death very soon, and he would be the one pulling the trigger. The judicial system was for the weak. He was strong, and he would be the hand of true Justice.


  On As-Dorani, Fezzan gave a last load of instructions to the group of free people who were in the cargo bay.


  He made sure they would have enough money to find their way back to their homes and distributed the beepers to each one. Same speech as last time.


  They left, cheering, thanking the crew, tears of joy trickling down their cheeks. Time for Fezzan and his crew to leave too.


  “Well, that job is now finished. Let’s head back to Culuria to find out what’s new.”



  Chapter XXXVIII


  


  Parmil smiled. Inside the warmth of her covers, she felt rested. It was a nice, fuzzy feeling she hadn’t had much until now. She stretched her arms and got out of bed. She walked over to the window and looked at the city view. There was the spaceport. That was the top of the Arpia HQ. Somewhere over there was the hospital where they had left Abbyssa the previous day. Apparently Holdor’s trial would be held in a few weeks.


  She had been in Arpia’s employ up until this moment. But today, finally, she would be able to put that behind her. Not that she hadn’t enjoyed the ride, but it didn’t feel like the path she wanted to tread. Certainly not since meeting Wadina.


  Wadina.


  She looked at the bright morning sky and closed her eyes. She looked forward to seeing her again at the orphanage. First, she had to see the crew, and Ekrid after that.


  “Bo?”


  She heard a grunt through her earpiece.


  “Not yet awake, I guess. Once you are, get everyone to meet me at Gooms’s bar.”


  “Is it what I think?” he asked after yawning.


  “What?”


  A second yawn.


  “Are you leaving us?”


  Parmil sighed.


  “We’ll talk later.”


  “No, Parmil.” He seemed more awake all of a sudden. “I want to discuss it face to face, perhaps with just the old bunch around. Not the whole crew. We need an honest talk.”


  She bit her lip.


  “All right. Just call Rikar and the twins.”


  Borreli chuckled.


  “Good, two calls are much easier to do than ten times that.”


  “Two calls? I thought the twins were living apart from each other.”


  “Parmil!” Borreli laughed. “Where have you been the past few months? Tara and Rikar have been living together for some time now.”


  Parmil blinked. She hadn’t noticed. Idiot. Too preoccupied with herself and her family’s past, most probably.


  “You’ll have to fill me in on what else I’ve missed. Sam and Charlotte?”


  “Nope, not yet, but Tara suspects Sam of being on the verge of proposing to Sha. Given time, he’ll do it. Anyway, I’ll call them. Gooms’s bar, right?”


  “Thanks Bo, you’re a star.”


  


  While they were waiting for their drinks to come, Tara took Parmil aside, and they sat at another table.


  “I have some great news,” she whispered, her eyes glittering with delight.


  Parmil gave her a quizzical look.


  “I’m pregnant.” As soon as the words had come out of her lips, she put her finger to her lips.


  “You are?”


  “Six weeks, apparently.”


  Parmil swallowed as an overwhelming gush of joy rose from her heart to her tear ducts.


  “That’s amazing,” she mouthed.


  “I know,” Tara whispered back. “So happy.”


  “Does Rikar know?”


  “Not yet. I don’t really know how he’ll take it, but I think we’ll be just fine,” Tara replied with a wink.


  “So what will you do?”


  Tara’s smile disappeared. Her eyes dropped to her joined hands.


  “Bo seems to think you’re going to leave the crew. True?”


  Parmil nodded.


  “That’s why you’re all here.”


  Tara sighed. “Pity, really. We’ll talk about that with the others. Anyway, I was planning on doing the same within a month or so, and then perhaps find a planet-based job.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Sounds good to me. Come on, the drinks have arrived. And congratulations again. Tell him as soon as possible. He’ll be overjoyed.”


  Borreli drank from his glass of Chika Chika Blue, and winked at Parmil as the two girls sat back at their table.


  “I think you all have some idea as to why we’re here together,” he said. “First, before we discuss more serious matters, I wish to make a small announcement.”


  Parmil raised an eyebrow.


  “Before coming here, I dropped by the Karakal, and Ekrid Malrow left a message for all of us. He has decided, in his infinite wisdom,” he added with a wink, “that we would not be required to attend to Holdor’s trial when it takes place.”


  Sam laughed and cheered, and the others joined him in his celebration.


  “I knew you’d be pleased,” said Borreli with a chuckle.


  “Thanks Bo, that was a most welcome bit of news,” Tara said. She took a deep breath, and looked at Parmil. “I’d like to make another small announcement myself.”


  She smiled.


  “I have recently become aware of a little something. Rikar darling,” she said, taking his hand into hers, “I didn’t know how to say it, but here goes. I am pregnant.”


  Parmil smiled as she observed the three men display surprise and gladness. After a moment of perplexity, Rikar’s eyes filled up with tears of joy and he locked his eyes in Tara’s before giving in to Sam and Borreli’s exhortations and kissing her passionately.


  Parmil wiped a tear off her cheek. She suddenly felt a longing to see the child she had started to regard as her own.


  


  The moment of celebration had passed, and they were now all looking at Parmil.


  “There is no easy way to say this, but Borreli’s suspicions, which he no doubt shared with all of you, are correct: I am going to retire. Definitely. My mind was made up before I even accepted the delivery job that turned out to be nearly fatal for Ekrid.”


  Silence followed.


  “What about the Karakal?”


  Parmil looked at Sam.


  “I can’t part with it, not for good, not yet. However, I’m ready to let you guys use it until you find another ship.”


  Rikar shook his head.


  “If we’re to raise a kid, we’ll do it on firm ground.” He put his arm around Tara’s shoulders. “Tara says she wants to stop flying in a month, so we won’t be with the crew for all that long.”


  Parmil looked back at Sam, who shrugged and nodded towards Borreli.


  “Bo’s the capitán then. I’ve taken a liking to space.”


  “And to Sha,” Tara added, to which they all chuckled.


  “Yes,” Sam said slowly, “there are some aspects of flight in this crew I really enjoy.”


  Borreli took another gulp of his drink and nodded.


  “I’ll see what Iguine has to offer. What with the last few jobs and some financial hobbies like investment, I’ve got enough to secure a loan from a bank.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Thanks Bo.”


  He nodded, but looked at the table.


  “It’s sad you’re all leaving, but it’s probably for the best. For Wadina, and for this new unborn baby, and for those of you who will be parents to them,” he said, looking at the couple and Parmil.


  They all lapsed into silence.


  Borreli sighed.


  “Guys, it’s really sad to think it’s over, but that’s life. Perhaps something unexpected will bring us all back together.”


  The others nodded.


  “Really, it’s been an amazing three years. Truly.”


  Parmil smiled, tears beginning to flow to her eyes again.


  Borreli lifted his glass.


  “I propose a toast to the Karakal, which has been our home in the stars for three years and, let me think, four months and a half. She is a beauty, and the toughest lady I have ever known.”


  Parmil cheered along with the others. It was indeed quite something. She loved that ship.


  “Next,” Borreli continued, “a toast to the many members of the great crew we’ve had. First, to all the ‘old gang’, because it’s been a blast for the past X years. I’ve completely lost track here, but to be able to work together throughout flight school and beyond is something.”


  More cheers.


  “I’d propose a personalised toast to each of you, but I think we all know what we think about each other.”


  Parmil nodded. The tears were flowing freely now. Sad, but joyful nonetheless. She couldn’t have wished for a nicer way to end this adventure.


  “I will nevertheless propose a toast for our captain.”


  Parmil’s cheeks went red.


  “Bo!”


  “No, Parmil. You asked for it.” He winked. “So yes, a toast to Parmil Szarnu, who despite great hurdles and obstacles has kept the ship and crew in one piece. It’s really a shame you’re leaving, because I don’t believe anyone will ever replace you as captain, at least not in my book.”


  Parmil took his free hand into hers and smiled at him.


  “Parmil, even after I return the Karakal to you, our crew will still be at your command.”


  He got up and gave her a hug.


  “Thanks Bo. As always.”


  “You’re welcome, Parmil. As always.”


  


  Parting with the rest of the crew had been much easier, except for Charlotte and, to a lesser extent, Bee'Misa. At least, she knew Borreli would be the captain of a loyal and capable crew. One of the marines, Nicky, was shipwright Iguine’s nephew, and apparently he could get a special price on a Subarashii. It looked like Borreli wouldn’t be needing the Karakal for all that long.


  Parmil headed to the sixth floor of the Arpia HQ, making small-talk with familiar people along the way.


  “Parmil, my dear friend.”


  “Hello, Ekrid.”


  Malrow stood up from his chair and embraced her.


  “Thank you,” he said with a smile. “I’m sorry we couldn’t speak a few days ago. We were rather busy, as you can probably guess.”


  Parmil smiled back, but the smile faded rapidly. How could she tell him?


  “You seem troubled,” he said. “Do you want to resign from Arpia?”


  “How do you know?”


  “Let’s say I am aware of many happenings, a bit of a mind-reader.”


  Parmil smiled politely, but wasn’t in the mood for jokes.


  “Come on, my dear, you really seem distressed. Is it that hard to do?”


  She sighed.


  “Yes, I wish to resign. It’s been a great adventure, but I feel it’s time to quit.”


  Marlow nodded, a sad smile showing on his face.


  “I appreciate what you are doing, be it for Wadina, for yourself or other reasons.”


  Parmil nodded.


  “All I can hope is that it is indeed for the best,” Malrow said.


  “I hope so too.”


  Malrow sighed, and smiled encouragingly.


  “You’ll do fine. Who will be taking your place then?”


  “Borreli, my second-in-command.”


  “And best friend, no?” he asked, and Parmil nodded. “I hope this does not affect your friendship,” he continued. “I shall remove you from the ‘active members’ list, and you’ll receive a little down-payment as early reimbursement of what you would have received as a pension, had you continued as a Regular Member. Plus, you’ll be glad to know that Borreli won’t be receiving a new code-name: we’ve dropped that now that we’re public.”


  Parmil smiled at him and thanked him.


  “That said, we might have to call you back. You are a capable pilot. If you don’t find any job positions in the immediate future, we can easily give you a task or two.”


  


  “Parmil!”


  The hall of the orphanage resounded with Wadina’s shout of delight once Parmil had passed the door threshold, and Parmil turned to see the young girl break away from the hold of her supervisors. Before too long her arms were locked around Parmil’s neck and hugging her firmly.


  “Hello princess,” Parmil said with a large smile while returning the affection.


  “Ekrid told me what you were going to do, and I did not cry for him, because I knew you could find his attacker.”


  “Well, thank you,” Parmil said with deep gratitude. She wondered if anyone else had kept faith in her.


  Outside the orphanage, she took Wadina to the cinema to watch the newest multi-dimension animated film, ‘Fried Trips’, a story about a Belgian Frite, a strange banana-like animal, and its adventures. The film had a very romantic story and some of the best multi-dimensional drawings Parmil had ever seen. With Fred Chistrowpe lending his voice to Liegue the Frite, humour was also omnipresent and very good.


  Other than the few moments when Liegue’s enemy, Bered the Pinedt, almost caused Frite’s death, the movie was charming and very amusing. Wadina must have found those parts really scary, Parmil thought after leaving the cinema, judging by the marks on her skin where Wadina had held her tight.


  As the evening approached, Parmil took Wadina to her home for a little something to eat, with about an hour before she had to be back at the orphanage.


  Inside, Parmil found a large parcel, a couple of metres wide, and it was not until reading the note that she realised what it was.


  ‘Dear Parmil,


  Accept this as a token of our gratitude for what you have done for us.


  We hope you will also teach Wadina to use this instrument, as she is entitled to it as well.


  Yours truly,


  Aster and Ekrid’


  Wadina looked at the parcel with growing apprehension, and Parmil told her that she was allowed to open it.


  The wrapping broke apart to reveal a brand new Kawasi Instruments DGZ F12 keyboard, the newest keyboard of the kind on the market, the big brother of the one Parmil had used at Donthori’s house.


  Wadina stared in wonder, and Parmil configured it to use the main power supply ‘à distance’.


  “Can I try it?” Wadina asked.


  Parmil nodded, still under the shock, and showed her how to turn it on.


  Within seconds, the young girl was playing the vocals for a popular song, and Parmil joined her in accompaniment.


  During a timeless moment of mutual enjoyment, Parmil taught Wadina how to play chords with one hand, but her beeper interrupted them. Parmil looked down to see a message from the orphanage. The hour had come and gone much too quickly, and the orphanage was concerned about Wadina’s absence.


  Parmil quickly made her eat a couple of oranges and apples while she called the orphanage to assure them Wadina would be back in a matter of minutes.


  Luckily, the public transport system still functioned in the evening, and it didn’t take long to bring Wadina back to her own room.


  “Come see me again soon, please,” she pleaded with demanding eyes as Parmil kissed her good night.


  “I promise, my little angel. I will spread my wings to join you when I may,” she replied before departing into the night.


  



  Chapter XXXIX


  


  “Al'Ario! Perfect,” someone shouted from across Iguine’s Shipyard the following morning. In the midst of posters showing the designs of many brand new Arpian ships, made by Iguine and his team of vessel manufacturers, Parmil spotted Commander Ungli.


  “Hello, Commander,” Parmil said as she got nearer to the group of people with whom Ungli stood.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I think I have found you a pilot,” Ungli said to the white cloaks around.


  “Jolly good,” said a moustached man with a posh accent.


  “Brilliant,” continued a glassy-eyed woman in an almost robotic manner.


  Scientists, all thirty of them, by the look of it.


  “A pilot?” Parmil asked Ungli, dubious.


  “Yes, you see, after the probes you launched arrived back here, we decided to launch a few others in other directions, going outwards in all directions from Residio. We have received signals from one of the probes of a planet, and we would like to know a little more about it.”


  She nodded towards the scientists.


  “These people are in need of someone to bring them to the planet, named UVP-018.”


  Parmil raised an eyebrow, finally seeing where this was going.


  “I know the Karakal is not yet on any kind of mission, so do you think you could take them on your ship?”


  “But I resigned from Arpia yesterday!”


  Ungli raised an eyebrow.


  “You resigned? To become a teacher, is that it?”


  Parmil felt her cheeks redden.


  “Yes, that was the plan.”


  Ungli pursed her lips.


  “Are you aware this is mid-June, meaning that schools won’t be able to hire you for another two months?”


  “They don’t interview people beforehand?” Parmil asked, and Ungli chuckled.


  “Not really. Don’t forget this is a small town, without all that many prospective teachers. Basically, until Wadina’s summer holidays come, I’d suggest putting aside some cash by doing small jobs.”


  Parmil sighed. Ungli was probably right. She took a good look at the bunch of scientists standing there with expectant smiles on their faces, and looked back at Ungli.


  “Tell Aster and Ekrid I won’t be able to see Wadina for a few days, will you?”


  As Ungli patted her gently on the back, Parmil established an intercom link with the Karakal.


  “Hey Bo, it’s me again. Turns out I’ll be joining you on another small trip, if you’re up to it.”


  She could imagine the smile that would be appearing on Borreli’s face. He would probably even have expected her to come back to them.


  


  The Umbira system unveiled before Parmil’s eyes. It was empty but for a planet with an almost reddish colour to it.


  “UVP-018,” the leader of the scientific group said.


  “UV what?”


  “Un-Verified Planet number 018,” he explained. “At some point, the acronym stood for ‘Unverifiable Visual Phenomenon’, but when planets became the big issue, the acronym was modified. I never thought I might see this planet with my own eyes.”


  As the Karakal approached UVP-018, Borreli ran a few scanning tests. A small blip appeared and disappeared almost instantaneously. He blinked, but decided it was maybe a figment of his imagination and let it go. After all, the scanners said the system was empty.


  “Secure the cargo bay, cap’n Bo,” Parmil said through the intercom device in her biosuit after the Karakal had stopped moving.


  Borreli’s voice came through the intercom.


  “Air treatment enabled, my fair lady.”


  Parmil laughed.


  “Doctor Jeschins, are you and your team ready?” she asked the leader, who stood nearest to her. He looked good in a biosuit, much better than without. The foremost Arpia geologist would probably do better to wear one permanently, she thought.


  “We are all set,” he answered with his enchanting voice. What he lacked in physique, he had in vocals. From what Parmil gathered, he even sang in Donthori’s orchestra.


  “All right, team Aleph is going inside the cargo bay,” she stated.


  After being locked in the cargo bay for ten seconds, the team received the green light, and the cargo bay door unfolded to reveal an interesting view of mountains, as a gust of purplish air swiftly surrounded them.


  “Doctor Jeschins,” called out a woman, “the air is composed of roughly 15 percent oxygen where we stand. 75% is nitrogen, and the other ten percent are made up of 5% iodine, 2% potassium and various other gases in smaller quantities.”


  “Any dangerous toxins?”


  “Everything can be treated. We have the necessary equipment on Culuria.”


  “Very well. Shall we move on out, captain Al'Ario?”


  


  Parmil led them out on an All-Terrain Astral Vehicle, and stopped once they were a mere hundred metres away. Time for a soil check.


  As Jeschins got to work, Parmil stared at the amazing landscapes, taking in as much as she could while she had time to spare.


  No sign of life. At least, no more than what the readings on the Karakal had indicated. The vegetation was present but sparse and very strange: the tallest trees were two metres tall, twisted in all directions, and looked completely dead. The ground around Parmil resembled the rocky deserts of Gobi on Earth, with the difference that the colour here was dark green with a blueish taint in places.


  “Captain, can you bring us to that hill?” came Jeschins’s voice through the intercom.


  “Coming right away,” Parmil answered, leaving her observation spot with regret. She shook the feeling off, knowing she would get many occasions to sightsee during this one-day journey.


  She drove the ATAV around to many different places of different nature, all the time checking her scanners to be sure they would not encounter anything strange.


  After two hours, they had covered twenty hectares of land, and they made their way back to the ship.


  “Bo, send out team Beit to build the scientific base. Find a spot with dense vegetation, and set the ship’s course for it. We’re coming right away, so get the engines warmed up.”


  


  Another hour later, the Aleph team was testing the air composition before leaving the ship.


  Jeschins and his team repeated the procedure followed beforehand, though this time, instead of desolate land, they were in a forest of more resistant vegetation, where the highest treetops were three metres above ground.


  “There is a life form: some kind of insect colony lives here,” said a biologist called Karakai, by some strange coincidence. “According to the readings, they are no larger than a few millimetres, and a little similar to the ba'khras ant-forms. Wait a minute.”


  Parmil slowed down the ATAV.


  “I am getting many more readings. There are other creatures around,” he said in excitement. “At nine o’clock, there is a large blip five hundred metres away.”


  Parmil used her thoughts to activate the binoculars mode on her suit helmet, and enabled infrared vision to see well through the thick purple air and the forest.


  Sure enough, there was a large thing moving ahead. It looked like a giant olifantu, as big as the olifantu’s ancestor, a beast called the elephant. Parmil remembered being bored in biology when the teacher had told her of its strength. Well, at least she remembered something from that course.


  The creature was getting closer at a very fast rate, almost as fast as the ATAV could go. If it became dangerous, Parmil would have to use all the power this machine had to get away.


  Just in case, Parmil started hitting a few keys on the board computer, and extra energy was diverted into a 40-millimetre defence cannon.


  “You’re not going to kill it, are you?” Karakai asked by intercom with a hint of fear in his voice.


  “Don’t worry, it’s a precaution.”


  ‘It’ was just a hundred metres away now, and Parmil got a better look at it, without the infrared vision this time.


  “Fascinating,” said Jeschins.


  The monster had six legs, and two limbs that looked like trunks. A large black horn, some sort of tusk, stuck out of its head in a horizontal way, out from between its four yellow eyes. It had a reddish colour, and looked very, very robust and thick.


  It slowed down when it was only fifty metres away from the ATAV, and as it neared, it let out a deep, rumbling sound, that seemed to come from three directions at once: from the front, somewhere slightly to the left and slightly to the right. It did not take long for Parmil to figure out how, but it amazed her when she did: its two trunks not only contained a nose and lips like the olifantu’s trunk, but they also had a small mouth each, and underneath the horn was another, larger mouth, this one with large teeth inside.


  “Wonderful,” said a scientist from behind Parmil.


  “The insects have all disappeared,” said Karakai. “That seems to have scared them off.”


  The animal stopped in front of the ATAV, and Parmil realised her right hand was tightly closed around the steering wheel, and her left index steady above the ‘Fire’ button for the cannon.


  Its trunks seemed to be smelling the vehicle as they passed around the glass exterior, and no one inside dared breathe.


  Seemingly satisfied, the beast turned around and broke a tree in two pieces with its trunks. It broke them into smaller pieces until only a pile of tiny bits of wood was left. Using its two trunks it sucked up the whole pile in a matter of seconds.


  It left in the direction it had come from, again with thundering speed.


  “Elephas Ruber,” whispered a biologist through the intercom.


  “Magnificent. And I agree,” said another.


  “I recorded the whole thing,” someone shouted with joy.


  “I think we have seen enough for now,” said Jeschins.


  “Let’s get back to the ship, and we’ll drop you off with all the rest of your equipment at your base,” Parmil answered.


  An hour later, she said good-bye to Jeschins and his team. They would probably be on UVP-018 for a long time, though it seemed that a terraforming team would soon join them.


  “If you give this data-cube to Commander Aster, all will go well,” said the geologist as they parted.


  


  When her feet touched Culurian soil, Parmil felt a little disappointed, watching ships moving in every direction. No strange magical creatures like the ‘Elephas Ruber’ or whatever they had called it. UVP-018 seemed like a very interesting planet to be on right now. If Arpia made it inhabitable, Parmil decided that she would take the time to visit it fully. Shame came over her: she had not yet visited all of Culuria either.


  One day, she would explore the planet. One day…


  She headed over to the Arpia HQ and asked the secretaries where she could find Commander Aster.


  “Fifth floor. Say you step out of the elevator. To the right is Commander Berne’s office, in front is Mr. Armand Drigglesbothe’s bureau and to the left is Commander Aster’s office,” answered a charming young man.


  “Thanks.”


  “Any time. Hey, excuse me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you the girl who composed for the band called ‘The Stalks’?”


  Parmil blushed as she answered it was her, surprised by the question.


  “I knew it! I was at the music academy with you! Geonil Frasitun, remember me?”


  “Wait… Yes! You got the top grades, didn’t you?”


  “Yes,” he answered with a sigh. “Though I never managed anything on my own. Without a teacher to guide me, I was helpless.”


  “Oh, I truly feel sorry for you. Did you go find a teacher then?”


  “Well, luckily for me, the next person I met was a very good orchestra composer. She was in fact from Arpia, and had come to find the best musicians of the Absolem because her Yubenia Symphony had just lost a number of players due to an epidemic.”


  Parmil was taken aback.


  “You said the ‘Yubenia Symphony’?”


  “Yes, why?”


  “Donthori?”


  “Yes, that was her. How do you know her?”


  “I have recently become the guardian of a girl whose best friend happens to be Donthori’s little sister, Sarah. But do go on with your story.”


  “Well, in brief, she made contact, I accepted, and soon enough I found myself on a planet I didn’t know existed. I was given the chance to become a secretary here, and I jumped on the occasion. It also means I get enough time to orchestra rehearsals.”


  “Very good!”


  “Yes, I enjoy it very much. I shouldn’t be keeping you though. You have to see Commander Aster, no?”


  “I almost forgot about that. Thanks, and I’ll see you again some time!”


  Weird. It was a small galaxy after all.


  


  Parmil followed Geonil’s instructions, and found herself in front of Aster’s office door. She knocked.


  “Come in,” Aster answered from inside.


  “Hello Commander, I have here a data-cube for you from the scientific team on UVP-018.”


  “Oh, thank you, Parmil. How many times must I tell you to call me by my name?” Aster said with a look of fake despair on her face. “Anyway, I thought you were off the job.”


  Parmil laughed.


  “I am. It’s just that the summer holidays haven’t yet started, so Ungli convinced me to help out with this job.”


  “So I heard.” Aster smiled. “So, anything special you saw there? Impressions?”


  “I think that if it gets terraformed, I’ll be exploring the whole planet,” Parmil answered with a wink.


  “Is it that interesting?”


  “You might as well take a look at the recording one scientist put inside.”


  A few minutes later, Aster turned back to Parmil, awestruck from viewing the video on her screen.


  “I think I’ll second your idea,” she smiled in turn. “It looks like Arpia will soon be doing its first terraforming operation.”


  


  Later in the afternoon, Parmil picked up Wadina at school.


  “Hello sunshine. Do you have any activities today?”


  She said no before kissing you hello on the cheek.


  “If that’s how you greet me, I have to do the same.”


  When her lips touched Wadina’s cheek, Parmil blew through her mouth.


  “Oy!” Wadina shouted with a laugh as she started chasing Parmil to the bus.


  They spent a few hours in the Bardrien Memorial Park down in the South side of Yubenia, gazing at the white geese on the pond, telling each other what they had done. On a bench dedicated to Kristala, Parmil told Wadina about the elephas ruber and UVP-018.


  “Did you get scared?”


  “Of course. I was terrified,” Parmil said, opening her eyes wide. “It’s not every day that you come face to face with a six legged, two trunked monster.”


  “Once, a long time ago, Daddy took me to Earth to see the ‘Musée des Sciences Naturelles’ in Bruxelles, and we saw lots of enormous beasts.”


  Parmil noted the pronunciation of the renowned museum’s name. It sounded just like when Vriller and his gang had spoken in their old language.


  “Did your dad teach you languages?”


  “Yes, of course he did, and Mummy too. They taught me how to speak French, Finnish and Chinese.”


  French again. Parmil recollected reading somewhere that the ‘Front Commun d’Agriculture’, some interstellar agriculture organisation, used French in their official documents. Chinese along with something called Japanese had some kind of link with Yolin, from what Parmil remembered, but the other language she had no notion of.


  “Finnish? I have never heard of that language.”


  “It’s a very old language from Earth, spoken only by Mummy and Daddy to keep secrets. They taught it to me because they said I needed secrets too.”


  “Who else knows Finnish? To whom can you tell those secrets?”


  “I can try to teach you if you want,” answered Wadina. “From then onwards, let’s all speak Finnish: puhukaamme kaikki suomea!”


  “Maybe,” Parmil replied with a chuckle. “Once I settle down a little more. Until then, Absol will do just fine.”


  Wadina gave her an enquiring look.


  “When will you stop working for Ekrid?”


  Parmil smiled.


  “I have already. Your holidays start in three days, no?” Wadina nodded. “Well, I’ll spend some time relaxing tomorrow and after that. When you’ll be off school, we’ll be able to do just what you want.”


  Wadina giggled, threw her arms around Parmil’s neck and gave her a hug. As she hugged her back, Parmil told her that she would apply for a teacher’s position in August.


  Parmil closed her eyes and smiled. It just felt right. This was what she wanted.



  Chapter XL


  


  Finally back on Culuria. Back home, a place where she could kick off her shoes and relax. Birgo’s whole body ached. To think that she had just mastered in five or six months of training what some learnt in a lifetime. She crept out of the cocoon provided by her vessel into the morning light.


  Haldora was there, trying to hide his joy. She put on a smile before realising she had forced herself to do so. Had she lost touch with her feelings?


  “When I saw your message, at first I was angry at Ekrid for sending me away just a few days beforehand, but then I thought it would have been harder to say good-bye. I wanted-”


  Birgo lay her finger on his lips, and winked.


  “I have something to say to you,” she said before gently laying her lips against his. He caught on to her idea, and as they shared a passionate kiss, Birgo wondered if this physical thing would be the only kick she got from this relationship from now on. Something had changed.


  “A lot has happened while you were training,” Haldora said, stroking a rogue lock of Birgo’s hair.


  Birgo smiled at him and did her best to appear happier than she was inside.


  “There was even an attempt to kill Ekrid, but he has fully recovered. You’d best ask him about it if you see him: he’ll tell the story much better than me. Right now, I think you’re entitled to a little rest.”


  Birgo shook her head.


  “I rested enough on the way back. Let’s go see Gooms. I want a good drink.”


  


  As she entered the bar, she seemed to meet everyone’s gaze at once. Awe was upon their faces. Awe, or fear? She forced herself not to read their minds. They wouldn’t even notice, but she still had some morals left. Now she was powerful, and people knew it. They would treat her differently. Have terribly high hopes for her. She noticed Malrow, who stood up and motioned her to a back room.


  A large smile on his face, he embraced her.


  “Long time, no see, my good friend. How’s my international warrior? I hear you’ve broken all the records. Five months for Marku and Pri'nodai fighting! Nice one, lass.”


  She felt like squeezing him just for saying that last word. She was not a small girl any more. She was bigger than him. She smiled, knowing that no telepath could read her mind or know her feelings.


  “I hope you’ve relaxed a minimum, because we’re going to need you.”


  Birgo nodded. Need her? Everyone ‘needed’ her, but the rest of the galaxy didn’t know that yet.


  “We’re on the brink of war. While you were getting stronger, the Rebels crushed a couple of Absol fleets, but the Service also destroyed tons of Rebel ships. The Service seems to have suddenly become aware of our existence thanks to spies, probably also thanks to the Ganutan family, but they don’t yet know where we are. It’s just a matter of weeks or months, I think.”


  “So what do you want from me?”


  Malrow paused, and Birgo’s heart skipped a beat. Was it the way she had formulated the sentence? The tone? She didn’t pry into his mind. He would probably just put it down to fatigue. She hoped so anyway.


  “I want you to contact Jay. Right away. See if he wants out or if he’s okay. See if there’s anything he wants us to know. Do that, and then come back here. First, though, are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Just a little tired. Consider it done. A question though. What’s this story about an attempt on your life?”


  It looked like concern, but it felt like controlled sadness. Malrow was disappointed. Probably betrayed.


  “Haldora told you, I suppose. It would seem that Commander Holdor wanted me eliminated.”


  Yes, betrayed. She was getting good at this game.


  “A few people of the Service were working with him on this one, but apparently he didn’t fully disclose our location to them. I sent two people to find the culprit, a Commander and the Regular who had received the package from Holdor. They were almost killed by the Yaofskei. Terrible story. Holdor had an explosives professional working for him, and the two managed to find him, but then the Yaofskei intervened.”


  Birgo lifted an eyebrow.


  “The Yaofskei?”


  “They work for the Service, apparently. Anyway, our two investigators brought the bomb-maker here, and he denounced Holdor. The trial will take place in a couple of days under the supervision of a XIC judge. Most regrettable, but it’s beyond my powers.”


  Birgo nodded, refraining from showing the self-satisfied smile she felt inside.


  “Things are back to normal now. Even better: Iguine and his folks will soon make the new ships available at last. He prefers not to do it before the trial. Sensible chap.”


  Birgo spend the rest of the day exchanging tales and signs of affection with Haldora. At sunset, she said good-bye and boarded her ship.


  “Jem, I want a nav route to Spiciam.”


  “Off to see Jay again?”


  “And to pay a visit to our friends of the Service. Stop fooling about and organise takeoff.”


  


  As the Total Eclipse fought its way down to the spaceport, Birgo received a message from Jay, who was panting in his mouthpiece, as if he were running.


  “Dammit, Birgo, come down now. I’ve been compromised, but could find who are the moles.” Birgo heard a shot. “They’re right behind me! Go straight to the main spaceport entry; I need cover!”


  With that, she told all her crew to prepare guns and ammo. “We’re going out, people!”


  Once Birgo had left her ship with half of her crew, the ship lifted off again to destroy the last patrol boats that were firing in their direction.


  “Guns ready?” Birgo asked her men.


  It started.


  Shots from everywhere fell near Birgo. Three men down. The answering shots were more devastating. Within seconds, what Birgo guessed to be the new Elite Corps had arrived, prepared for the eventuality. Apparently, they had learnt their lesson.


  Birgo heard Jay shouting her name.


  “Cover me,” she yelled to her men, who started firing towards the soldiers.


  While the soldiers were trying to shoot down her men, Birgo got up and ran in the direction of Jay’s shout. Three soldiers were holding him. One shot, two soldiers to go. Birgo attacked, focusing her mind. She blended with the universe, becoming an extension of it. She felt powerful and tight weaves strengthen around the hearts of the men. Her two enemies fell to the floor. She opened her eyes, made sure Jay was all right and then told him to “get the heck outta here”.


  At least, that was the plan.


  Birgo felt a shock in her neck. Turning around, she saw troops she hadn’t noticed, equipped with neuro-tranquilisers. As Birgo lost consciousness, in a last attempt, she reinforced weaves around the soldiers she could see. Their bodies hitting the floor were the last noises Birgo heard.


  


  Birgo tried to open her eyes, but was blinded by light. After adjusting to the luminosity, she saw that she was in a single cell, a lamp glaring in her face. She attempted to move her hands behind her body, but realised that they were held in place by a pair of electrocuffs, meaning that if Birgo broke the circuit between both sides she would get a very powerful electroshock, and the same applied to whatever broke the contact. Standard Service equipment, she noted.


  She was sitting on a chair of wood. Careless people. A plan started to form in her head.


  “Ah! She has awoken, Nuft,” a female voice called out.


  Someone grunted, and Birgo saw a heavily built man come out of a guard office.


  He was coming towards her. Birgo noticed that she was feeling defiant where normally she would have been overpowered by dread.


  “Who are you?”


  The muscular guard called Nuft spat in her direction, but Birgo would not budge.


  “I’m warning you,” and he continued by calling Birgo names, some of which she didn’t even know existed.


  Seeing she wouldn’t speak, he lifted his fist in the air, ready to make it come down at incredible speed.


  Birgo chose this as being her moment and moved all her body to the right, falling sideways headfirst.


  The fist came down and smashed through the wooden chair, and Nuft fell to the floor with the flow.


  Birgo jumped on him, landing back on back, with her arms underneath her but just above his head. Birgo gathered tiny weaves inside the locks of the electrocuffs. They opened with a click and fell to the ground, passing around the neck of Nuft as gravity played its role.


  Birgo was halfway towards the door of her cell when she heard him cry out because of the shock.


  Before the other guard could register what was going on, Birgo had her arm around her throat.


  “Tell me where the spy has been locked up!”


  The guard obviously held to her life.


  “He is in cell block C, cell fourteen! On the wall is a plan to access it! He will be interrogated at nine o’clock and executed afterwards. Please don’t kill me!”


  Birgo gave a squeeze and let her fall to the floor, unconscious. She would normally regain her spirits in a couple of hours.


  Nine o’clock. Birgo looked at the digital display. 8:57! She had to act fast. Taking a look at the map, she quickly recognised her course.


  She ran.


  She arrived as the interrogators and two guards were reaching Greyburn’s cell. She trapped them in tight weaves before forcing the lock open.


  “Birgo, thank God!”


  “God has nothing to do with this.” Something in her stirred. She could be a god.


  Birgo’s last act against the Service before leaving was to access the computer mainframe and force all cells open. That ought to cause a little havoc, she told herself with a smile.


  “Jem, we’re out and fine. Meet me at the main spaceport.”


  “Five by five. Good to hear your voice, Birgo!”


  The alarm sounded off.


  By the time Birgo and Greyburn had reached the ship, half the soldiers were running in their direction, the other half in the direction of the cellblocks.


  They had better leave fast or all the Absol fleet would be on their tail.


  “Engines at maximum power, destination Culuria, and we’re taking the hyper-gate entry.”


  Too risky letting them find the new systems that they had used to reach Spiciam.


  


  As Birgo finally got back on Culuria, she sent a message to Malrow, telling him that they were back, though thirteen marines had died, and that twenty or so ships would probably have approached the entry system. Malrow said that they had noticed and that a number of ships had been dispatched hours beforehand to deal with them.


  Birgo, her crew, friends and families of the dead gathered around the Yubenia cemetery. Jay Greyburn joined them.


  The ceremony was very solemn. Birgo gave a speech concerning their courage, individual qualities and abilities, and she also told a few anecdotes.


  Although many attended the ceremony, Birgo realised that it would take almost half of Arpia to fill the huge cemetery. Had so many already died, and were so many yet to die? It was a thought that lingered on her mind till the end of the ceremony.


  After the funeral, Birgo met the thirteen new marines she would have under her command, and went to see Malrow.


  “Everything went fine, Birgo. We took the poor fools by surprise because they had just arrived in the link system. I saw Jay before the funeral, and he has found out the names of the traitors who were working with the Service and with Holdor. I want you to go get them. We’ve only got four weeks tops, according to him.


  “You’re lucky though, they were planning on meeting together. I want you to go disable all their ships, and board them to get the spies. There will be four ships in the Stigma 4 system, and three in the empty Loda Ryde system. After having boarded a ship, destroy it. We don’t want any surprises. Since we don’t have much time, please deal with them all in one go.”


  


  The Total Eclipse arrived inside Loda Ryde to find three ships flying in close formation: an Azzurdi Effroyable, a Yolniui Nikkou and a fellow Arpian Subarashii. The Yolniui Nikkou was the smallest and least powerful of the combat-capable ships made for and by the Yolniun. It was somewhat like an upside-down Greek ‘psi’ symbol, but already held enough firepower to destroy a fleet of Absol or Azzurdi ships.


  Birgo stared, suddenly a little uneasy: she had never had to fight a Yolniui ship nor another Arpian Subarashii. Unless she used her new-found power to her advantage, the Total Eclipse would be destroyed within seconds.


  “Jem, fire the new tech: ReSpectres and Photoriun rockets. I’ll handle the spies and the incoming missiles.”


  After Jem opened fire at the ships, they broke off and prepared to retaliate. Birgo closed her eyes and mentally searched the ships to find the spies, identifiable thanks to what Jay Greyburn had brought back from Spiciam.


  Without pausing to reconsider, she broke through the unconscious mental barriers of the first spy, and forced him to shut himself in an escape pod. She quickly did the same for the two others, before ejecting the pods in question.


  Birgo felt a presence in her mind. There was a telepath on the Yolniui ship!


  She reached out in space, trying to find the source of the mental disturbance. The opponent tried to block her from getting in, by jabbing at her with sharp attacks, but he or she was no match for the combined power of Birgo’s mind and the universe around. Birgo found the outline of the ship, and used the virtual emptiness of space to compress it. The Yolniui telepath tried to force weaves inside the ship to stop it from collapsing, but the power of emptiness was too great, and soon enough, the Nikkou imploded.


  Birgo blinked twice. She had just killed a telepath, something beyond anything she had ever done. This had been her first mental fight for her life, even if in the end it had not cost her much energy. She wondered how she would fare, should she be faced with more powerful opponents.


  “Birgo!”


  Jem’s voice echoed inside the ship.


  “The Arpian’s laser is tearing us apart!”


  Birgo calmly closed her eyes once more, and reached out behind the Total Eclipse. There, she felt it: a strong source of heat, the Stingray laser. She pushed the material of space here and there, deflecting the beam, and with a firm final touch of the mind, she thrust the beam back whence it had come.


  Birgo opened her eyes and watched the turret ignite as the laser touched its generator. The slim figure of the hostile Subarashii became a ball of fire. A moment later, Birgo’s own Subarashii was preparing to intercept the escape capsules, scraps of ship debris scratching the external paint-work of the beautiful Arpian design.


  


  Inside Stigma 4, Jem used the scanning device to find the target ships, but could not identify them among the present traffic.


  “They might have landed on Deimos or Deimos II. We had best wait in orbit.”


  Birgo thought about it. Sigma 4 was a system where fights between pirate gangs often took place, so the Absol fleet of planet Deimos only moved if Azzurdi ships were coming or if the pirates were stupid enough to approach Deimos itself or attack a Constitutor-related ship.


  If any of the spies were on an Absol ship, attacking near Deimos would be suicide, however powerful Birgo might be. She hoped that they would not need to approach Deimos.


  “Orbit it is. Go near Deimos II.”


  A while later, two of the target ships entered Stigma 4, and soon enough, two other ships left Deimos in their direction.


  “That’s the four of them, Birgo.”


  “Good. Follow them.”


  A short time elapsed, and the Arpian Subarashii was now gliding behind the target ships. There were two Azzurdi Monseigneur ships along with two Absol Navy vessels, namely a heavily armed Gunship and a military Patroller. The latter was the lighter ship of the two, the Gunship being the backbone of the Absol Navy medium-ship attack squadrons.


  “Well, here goes,” said Birgo as she aimed the ReSpectre cannon and the Stingray laser at the Gunship’s heavy cannons. Without its large side weapons, the Absol vessel would be useless in combat, and an EMP torpedo sent right between the reactors might just knock it out of the circuit long enough for the Total Eclipse to deal with the others. With the Gunship out, this job would be a piece of cake, and soon enough, the ‘cells’ in the cargo area of the Subarashii would be full of spies.


  Good strategy always won against sheer power. Or perhaps Birgo’s own power ensured victory all the time, regardless of strategy.



  Chapter XLI


  


  Ekrid Malrow met Birgo after the Total Eclipse had landed inside its hangar on Culuria.


  “Well done. Nice job out there.” He turned to Vriller. “Lock them up. We’ll deal with them later.”


  After Vriller had led the spies into armoured vehicles, Ekrid resumed his talking.


  “Listen, Birgo. We have a problem. The Service knows what’s just happened: one of the traitors was just able to transmit a distress signal when you were attacking them. That means there is a fleet of a dozen new Absol battleships and cruisers coming this way, flying through the hyper-gates as we speak. Most of our ships have either left the area for other missions or are under repair for a number of reasons.


  “Most Commanders are therefore grounded here, getting the Culuria defence online, and are trying to get everything ready in case enemy ships land; but it’s possible to take them out in space, and that’s why you’re needed. We really need you up there, Birgo.”


  His eyes told her of the gravity of the situation.


  “Can you do it? Don’t do it, and we won’t be able to do anything more for you. Only now do I realise how weak we still are. We won all our battles thanks to reasonable numbers and the effect of surprise. In this battle however, we are done for. However cheesy this might sound, you are our main hope.”


  Birgo nodded calmly, resting her hands on Malrow’s shoulders.


  “Ekrid, my Subarashii will be in the front line. Just make sure there are able pilots out there with me, and we’ll make these guys wish they had never followed the spies’ directions.”


  Malrow smiled slightly.


  “Thank you, Birgo. You shall have the help of at least one most able person: Commander Fezzan has just left the atmosphere, and will be waiting for you in orbit. I am in charge of any other pilots out there. If we are truly lucky, both Char-Tow and Argoal will soon be back in the system, both with their own Illyana destroyers and fleets.”


  Fleets? Birgo felt a surge of jealousy. She had their rank, but wasn’t allowed to exercise authority over Regulars and Warriors like them. That Fezzan would no doubt feel the same way. She made a note to probe his mind.


  She heard Malrow clear his throat. She felt an eery sensation. Were those airwaves? Could she feel them?


  “This is Ekrid Malrow speaking.”


  Apparently so. She could hear the words come from all sorts of directions. Some kind of global announcement.


  “We have an emergency situation: an Absol fleet is approaching. Battle stations, all of Arpia. I repeat: we have an emergency situation. People of Culuria, people of Arpia, take arms and fight!”


  


  “Hi Al'Ario,” said a familiar voice from behind Parmil after she was passing in front of the spaceport entrance. Parmil had just noticed the renowned Total Eclipse coming in, and she guessed that Commander Birgo would have done something good for Arpia again.


  She turned to see Ungli.


  “Hello Commander. How are you?”


  “Not too well, I have to say. I’m feeling a little stressed about what’s happening.”


  “What? About UVP-018?”


  “No, no. Not that. That, I am happy about. Here, come with me to your ship. I’ll explain on the way.”


  Parmil followed the woman out of the outfitter and into the spaceport, and the Commander quickly gave a few orders about an outfit through her communications device before telling Parmil what was going on.


  “Arpia has only very recently become aware of spies in our ranks, people working for the Service and for the Ganutai. It seems like a fleet of Absol battleships is coming this way. One of the traitors must have told them how to find Culuria. We have only just detected their imminent arrival, and are preparing to receive them with a fleet of our own.


  “Now, if Birgo accepts to fight too, we might have a big enough fleet to repel them, with all the other members of Arpia preparing themselves down here to fire the sol-space weapons should the ships fail. Culuria’s own arsenal would be unleashed for the first time in that event. However, something else needs doing. You seem to have unknowingly helped me by entering here: I was just about to tackle the problem of finding someone reliable who hasn’t been requested for the battle.


  “You see, ships in and around Umbira have detected readings of some kind, faint signals, but we’re not too sure what they are. Because we want to be sure it’s not something that could be a danger, we need someone to take a new sensor array that has been developed and finalised this morning, half an hour ago. It’ll be in your ship in two minutes.


  “Basically, take it to Umbira and Higiron, try to see if you can detect anything special. If you do, come back here straight away, with all speed. Understood? Then go now. Fly before the Absolem and Service arrive.”


  Parmil didn’t find the courage to speak. Why did she feel so inclined to follow orders? Why couldn’t she stand up for herself? She sighed and got Borreli online.


  “I’ve been called to help here,” he said, “so I can’t go in your stead.”


  “What about Bee?”


  “Same. And Tara, but she’s helping at the hospital. And a bunch of others all over the place. The Karakal is without a true captain right now. You’ll have to do it yourself.”


  Parmil sighed again, thanked him for his support and wished him luck.


  “Parmil?”


  “Yes Bo?”


  “We will see each other again. Trust me.”


  She smiled.


  The conversation over, she proceeded to send a message to the orphanage. Bloody emergencies. As it got transferred, she heard Malrow’s voice boom from all around her. For the first time in months, she was scared. She realised that she worried about Wadina.


  To hell with that message. She had no idea how things might turn out. She needed to have Wadina with her. She needed to know that she would be somewhere safer than on a planet that might be overrun by Absol forces. She rushed to the Karakal, and requested authorisation to fly to the orphanage.


  While she was waiting for a response, a transport arrived with a large object, presumably the sensor array.


  Request to fly over Yubenia granted, the ship computer said as the transport left, its work done.


  “Sha,” Parmil called out, “tell everyone still present to buckle up.”


  Charlotte made an announcement on the ship intercom and sat next to Sam behind the control board. They seemed worried.


  Arpia would prevail. Parmil was sure of it. It had to.


  


  Fezzan was scanning the star system from the bridge of his Effroyable, his tired eyes closing gently. The Veina Temp had barely landed back after the last slave-trade missions before Ekrid had come over and told Fezzan about the impending doom Arpia was facing. So here he was, in space, tired to death after ten hours of piloting, and waiting to spot the fleet of those bloody Absol ships.


  “Bordra juice, maybe?” a familiar voice spoke from behind him.


  Fezzan turned to see Zack with a beaker full of the miracle water in his hand.


  “Mind if I take a few gulps?”


  “Take as much as you want, Fezzan, but don’t you go hyper in front of me in battle.”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “I won’t, mate, I promise you that.”


  “Ship headed towards us from Culuria,” Vaalrie shouted.


  “Another of those newcomers without combat experience?” Zack called, obviously annoyed with what few ships had left Culuria so far to join their ship in the long wait.


  “This here is a Subarashii, so I guess it’s capable of combat.”


  The intercom came to life with a crackle.


  “This is Commander Birgo. Commander Fezzan, do you read me?”


  “This is Fezzan. It is an honour to finally hear the voice of my fellow new Commander.”


  “I think the honour will be mutual after we have taken out the incoming fleet: I hear you are an able pilot, Fezzan.”


  “Why, thank you, Birgo. But let’s talk business. How do you want to proceed?”


  “I guess I’ll play it dangerously, rushing into the mass of the battleships and tearing them apart as I go. How about you?”


  “I’ll do exactly the same thing. So how about you take the right half and I’ll take the half on our left, and whichever crew destroys the most gets a free round from the other Commander?”


  “You’re on. They should be materialising in about two minutes inside quadrant Alpha 3 S. Good hunting, Fezzan.”


  “Same to you, Birgo. I’ll see you on Culuria afterwards.”


  Fezzan smiled after closing the comm link and then went over to the pilot’s chair.


  “Zack, I want all weapon systems at their greatest efficiency level. You have one minute.”


  


  They appeared on the radar systems first, and then became visible light dots among the stars. They drew closer at great speed, and soon enough, the few awaiting pilots of the Arpian fleet were able to distinguish the ship types with their own eyes.


  


  Large battleships. Cruisers larger than continents. Carriers holding enough fighters to decimate any ordinary fleet.


  The fleet facing the Absol forces was no ordinary fleet. The first Navy Captain to set his eyes on the Arpian ships wondered what in the universe he was looking at. He wondered if this was not a mistake, if they were not on the verge of attacking a group of unorganised pirates, or worse, civilians. Where the Absol fleet was made out of hundreds of small fighters and a dozen large ships, this enemy seemed to be composed out of medium ships from all over the place: there were civilian ships, there were pirate ones, there were Azzurdi designs, even Yolniui shapes and, the Lords forbid!, a few Rebel variants. Most curious, however, was the ship racing towards the left side of the fleet. It was something he had never seen before in his whole career, and only the Lords knew how much he had seen in his life.


  “Captain Dvornic, an Azzurdi Effroyable has locked its weapon systems on us. Shall I give the order to attack, sir?”


  The captain turned, eyebrows raised, feeling his blood boil as he spoke.


  “Lieutenant Seefra, where have your brains gone, may I ask? We are in one of the nineteen existing Absolem Cruisers, packing enough firepower to destroy a planet and some more, with a hull built to resist the blast of fifty gigatons of explosives, in company of three other such Cruisers, and you dare fear an Effroyable?”


  The last words had been shouted at the lieutenant, an otherwise smiling man, now full of guilt and shame.


  “Let the point-defence systems take it out,” the captain said in a calmer tone to another lieutenant, who promptly answered with a confident “yes, sir”.


  Captain Dvornic turned back to look at the scene unfolding all around him. The other battleships, cruisers and carriers had arrived, and a hundred fighters had already come out of their mother ships, making this a terrifying and awe-inspiring sight to behold. This was what power was all about. This was the finest of the Absol Navy. It was a shame that it only had to take out a group of weak and outnumbered ships.


  He looked in disgust and pity as the Effroyable approached, and when it fired purple weapons that looked like missiles, the captain did not even pause to doubt his confidence.


  


  Fezzan watched as the first ‘Nu-Tech’ weapons collapsed on the bridge of the mighty Absolem Cruiser in front of the Veina Temp. The fools had not even fired any of their weapons at him, just the easily avoidable point-defence shots. At least, the rest of the fleet would be more of a challenge: enemy fighters were closing in, and the other large ships seemed to have finally realised that the tiny fleet opposing them was not as weak as it seemed.


  “Fighters closing in fast,” Zack warned, and Vaalrie started firing 400 millimetre rail-gun pellets at them. As a few fighters blew up into non-existence, the first answering shots were felt.


  “Take out the Stormers first, they are the worst,” Fezzan ordered, firing at the small ships flying all around the Veina Temp. Things were finally getting interesting.


  


  The Total Eclipse finished ripping apart the hull of an Absolem Carrier, and as generated oxygen was sucked out of the mighty ship, Birgo fired a nuclear torpedo at the rear reactors. The Subarashii was getting a pounding from the swarming Wasps and Stormers, but nothing had yet caused any real damage. The large front blasters of the Arpian ship were powerful enough to blow up any fighter that showed right ahead, and anti-missile turrets kept most dangers at bay.


  After the torpedo had found its mark, a wave of explosions lit the Carrier from the inside, and many enemy fighters crashed into the dead mass of the ship’s hull as it strayed off course.


  “Two biggies down,” Jem shouted.


  “Fezzan will not win,” Birgo answered with a hearty laugh. She was enjoying the challenge, and found herself using the universe around her to kill the captain of the nearest Absolem Battleship-class Destroyer and to cause a reactor power failure inside it.


  “That’s too easy,” Jem said as he noticed the Destroyer shut down.


  “Shut up and watch,” Birgo heard herself say. She concentrated with all her might on the battleship’s central computer, and the Absol ship began firing at the closest Absolem Cruiser.


  “Fezzan to Birgo,” the intercom crackled after both ships had blasted themselves to smithereens. “That was cheating!”


  “There were no rules,” Birgo answered, smiling, as she fired at another Stormer. “You just concentrate on your next target, and we’ll talk about this later.”


  Ah, the joy of using her power. She closed the comms channel, and set her mind on the next objective.


  “I want the two last Cruisers to crash,” she said casually to Jem, who smiled, shaking his head.


  “Grow up, will you?”


  “I’m a big girl with big toys in a big playroom, that’s all,” Birgo answered with an innocent and naïve expression. She hadn’t had this much fun in a long time. If it was indeed fun. Was it malign pleasure?


  


  A while later, four large Absol ships remained, and half their fighters had been blown to bits. The Arpian defence fleet had suffered heavy losses, but the two flying Commanders had been spared.


  As the Total Eclipse and the Veina Temp flew alongside each other, heading straight for the swarm of Absol fighters, the chances of survival seemed bleak. There were still a few hundred of them, and they all seemed to have focused their attention on these two medium ships.


  Birgo noticed that Jem seemed worried, and on the Veina Temp, Fezzan put his hand on Zack’s shoulder.


  “This is it.”


  Radar systems on both ships reported new arrivals.


  “It’s Char-Tow,” Zack cried out joyfully, at the same time as Birgo felt Argoal’s mind reach out to hers.


  «change direction now»


  Birgo did not need to be told twice. She turned her ship, and, using the material of space, forced the Veina Temp to do the same.


  She barely had the time to explain the situation to Fezzan through the comms before two large Arpian Illyana materialised somewhat above them with at least a dozen escorts around them.


  Within a split second, the Absol fighters were under heavy fire. Birgo took a look at the scene behind her, and distinguished the shape of an Effroyable heading straight for a bay of the nearest Absolem Carrier. Oh no, the rotten skunk. She made the Total Eclipse spin around to follow Fezzan’s ship. He was not going to win the bet.


  


  Over a drink, Char-Tow and Argoal watched with amusement as both Fezzan and Birgo settled the matter. They were all back on Culuria, asked by Malrow to meet in the newly opened ‘Commanders’ Lounge’ in Gooms’s bar, and the latter two were bickering at each other, unwilling to be the one to pay a round to the other commander’s crew.


  “Simple solution,” came the voice of reason from the entry corridor. “Both pay half of the total cost. A gamble’s a gamble, and no one truly won nor lost.”


  Birgo stopped arguing the moment she heard Haldora’s voice. She stood up, and lust overwhelmed her. She desired the kiss that she was going to give to him.


  “Now that is what I call a greeting,” Haldora said gently after they had parted. “How are you, my love?”


  “Fine as silver rain on a sunny day since you opened your big mouth,” Birgo replied with as little sarcasm as possible. Why was lust all that remained of her feelings for him?


  “Does that mean you agree with what I suggested?”


  Birgo rolled her eyes before turning to Fezzan.


  “Deal?” she asked, to which he replied that he would inform his crew of the new arrangement.


  


  An hour or two passed, and little by little, all the other Arpian Commanders entered the lounge: Kur-Tchek, Berne, Aster, Ungli and Jygin.


  Once everyone was there, Malrow entered.


  “The war is on, people. Our allies are soon going to be attacked one by one by all Absol troops. They are currently gathering at Sol, Wageona, Stigma 2, Romula and Yubeh Star. I have arranged for all troops from our allies to attack at the same time as we do.


  “Haldora and Kur-Tchek, can you launch an attack on Stigma 4?”


  The former answered that it could be done, and Kur-Tchek answered in the affirmative.


  “Good. Mekam and Ahheiban forces will join you there. Beware though, it is likely the Ganutai will come too.”


  He gave both of them a data-cube. “More details in here.”


  Birgo looked at Haldora, putting as much concern on her face as possible


  «you be careful»


  She meant it, but felt that it could have been truer.


  As means of replying, Haldora smiled warmly.


  “Char-Tow and Berne,” Malrow continued, “you take Yubeh Star. Some Yolniui will join you there.”


  Same replies.


  “Argoal and Aster, I want you to attack Wageona. The Rebs will be at the rendezvous.”


  They both nodded in acknowledgement.


  “Jygin and Ungli, you’re on Romula. You’ll hopefully get some Azzurdi and some Yolniui.”


  He finally turned to the two newest commanders.


  “Birgo and Fezzan, you will attack the fleet waiting in the Sol system.”


  “No problem,” Fezzan said, and Birgo nodded.


  “You will get the assistance of fifteen ships, but don’t expect too much from them. You are capable of taking out the Absol fleets. After wiping them out, head for Spiciam and capture Rason from inside her office.”


  He handed them an info data-cube.


  “Good luck, Commanders. I hope I shall see you all soon.”



  Chapter XLII


  


  Umbira system seemed as empty as before to Parmil, but she could not be sure just by trusting her eyes. Wadina held her hand firmly, trying to spot something.


  “Activate the new sensor array, and report anything you see.”


  A moment later, what was void became inhabited by a cloaked ship. Inside the Karakal, everyone was thoroughly excited. There was something out there!


  “Padre Espacio. It’s the size of a fighter,” said Sam, “and completely alien.”


  “These are the strangest readings I’ve ever detected, Parmil,” Rikar followed up. “It’s sending a message using frequencies we would usually avoid because of their high pitch. I’m recording it.”


  Parmil was grateful for Rikar’s presence, but felt he should have argued with Tara. She had wanted him on the Karakal, apparently, and he seemed frustrated. Couldn’t he see it was love?


  “Parmil, we have a close-up image of it without the cloaking device,” Charlotte said in turn. “I’m sending it right away to the main screen.”


  Within seconds, Parmil, Wadina and most of the crew were staring at the strange but interesting ship. It was rather like a cigar with a nail glued above the centre point for a cockpit, with two thick rings right behind the nail and one long gun barrel in front of it.


  Wadina tilted her head to the side, probably trying to understand it.


  “It’s weird but makes some sense.”


  Parmil smiled and put her hand on her shoulder. If Wadina said so, there had to be some logic behind it all. All the same, a question bothered her: were these humans inside a ship, space creatures or the first known creatures to navigate in ships like humans? The ship seemed impenetrable. They would need to find a means to communicate before anything could be decided.


  “Rikar, do you have enough?” Parmil asked at length.


  “It’s just stopped transmitting and seems to be preparing for a hyper-jump,” he replied.


  “Perfect. Let’s get back to Culuria. We have to warn Ungli of our discovery.”


  “We won’t try to follow it?”


  “No way. This is unknown enough as it stands.”


  


  Culuria seemed intact, which was a good thing. Rikar had left the ship in a hurry to check on Tara, but no one seemed to know who had lived through the battle or perished.


  Parmil took the data-cube with all the info they had discovered concerning the alien, and left the ship with Wadina.


  “Sam, you are in charge of the post-flight routines.”


  “Aye, cap’n,” he answered with a military salute and a wink.


  Once out of the hangar, Parmil and Wadina jogged to the Arpia HQ. Parmil stopped. She had no idea where she was going.


  “Wadina, do you know where to find Ungli?”


  Wadina laughed.


  “Of course.”


  She grabbed Parmil’s hand and led her through the HQ reception.


  “Hi Emily, hi Geonil,” she said as she rushed past the welcome desk.


  “Hello Wadina,” they both replied.


  “Hi Parmil,” Geonil added.


  Inside the elevator, Wadina hit the button for the fourth floor.


  “You see how useful it is to have me around?”


  Parmil smiled. She wrapped her left arm around Wadina’s neck and brought her against her chest and kissing her on the forehead despite Wadina’s bursts of giggles and fake screams.


  “Yes, my girl, you’re all right.”


  On the fourth floor, Wadina dragged her to the second doorway on the left.


  “Ungli, we have big news for you,” she shouted as they entered Ungli’s office.


  The Arpian Commander bent down to recover the pen she had let fall in surprise.


  “Hello Wadina and Al'Ario. What is it?”


  Parmil opened her mouth, but Wadina was quicker to the draw.


  “An alien ship. We saw an alien ship.”


  “It might be alien, we’re not sure,” Parmil added.


  “Yes,” Wadina continued. “In Umbira. Parmil has a data-cube with all the info her crew could take before it left.”


  “Let’s have a look then, shall we? Take a seat, both of you, and come beside me: I need you to explain it to me.”


  Parmil showed Ungli the radar logs, the image Charlotte had managed to capture, Rikar’s transmission interception recording, the sensor array logs and all the film footage on her computer.


  “This is amazing,” said Ungli after Parmil had explained all she could remember, interrupted ever so often by Wadina who seemed to have mentally recorded every detail.


  “Do you think Argoal and her team will be able to decode the transmission?” Parmil asked.


  “Not quite yet. We will need someone, you probably, to try to make contact, so that we can study its responses.”


  Ungli disconnected the data-cube from her computer and laid it on her desk.


  “Right now, after having annihilated the fleet the Service sent to us, we are getting ready for a full scale attack on Service and Constitutor forces. In fact, two days ago the first fleet left for Stigma 4, with Haldora and Kur-Tchek, our Commander in charge of Azzurdi monitoring, at its head, and the second one took off for Wageona with Argoal and Aster. Jygin and I will be attacking the Romula fleet, and we are leaving this afternoon.


  “So I will give this to Vriller. He is, after all, Argoal’s right hand. He is more than good enough to assume responsibility for Intel. You have met him, no?”


  “Yes, I was with him when Abbyssa turned Holdor in.”


  “Of course, how could I have forgotten that! He will probably want to meet you over at Gooms’s bar once he has decided what to do. By the way, do not speak a word of this to anyone involved in the Arpia media. We want to confirm and consolidate this whole thing before the story gets out.”


  She picked up the data-cube.


  “I will see you after this war, if all goes well. I hope we win in Absol space and in the field of science and exploration at the same time. Good luck, Al'Ario.”


  “Thank you,” she said, unsure of whether she would go through with the job herself. “Good luck to you too.”


  On the way down in the lift, Parmil asked Wadina if she wanted to go back to Umbira and finish the job together, or spend time together on Culuria.


  “Can we go to Umbira together again? This is much better than a normal holiday.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Listen, I have a couple of errands to do. Could you stay here and stick with Ekrid until I come back?”


  Wadina shrugged.


  “How long will it be?”


  “An hour or two. Don’t worry, I won’t forget you.”


  


  Parmil made her way to her house after replenishing the Karakal’s stores. She had taken a little extra food for a simple supper with Wadina at home. She would just drop them off before fetching Wadina.


  She found her door unlocked, with the window shutters still closed. As a reflex, she dropped her bag, took her dart gun in hand, prepared her artificial hand laser and opened the door slowly, without a sound.


  Parmil entered the small hallway and saw that the blinds at the back were wide open, letting in the sunlight. The noise of running water came from the kitchen along with a low humming, to the far left of the hall, through an open doorway. All doors in the hallway were open, as usual. Parmil quietly made her way across the hall, checking every room that she went by, the two first doors being on the right. No one in the living room nor in the newly rearranged music room that used to be a storage room. Still the noise continued.


  On the left she checked the bedroom. Nothing.


  Time to check the kitchen.


  She flattened her back against the wall just before the door to the kitchen, and lowered herself on her knees. Mustering up all her courage, Parmil risked a peek through the open doorway, and what she saw almost made her drop her gun.


  With her back to Parmil, Wadina was cleaning large dishes using the cleanatron; something large was in the oven and the smell of chocolate drifted over to Parmil’s nose. She staggered to her feet, putting her gun back in its place.


  Without breaking the silence, she took a better look at the surroundings.


  On the small dining table was a plate full of biscuits of many colours, and Parmil noticed two pots of ice-cream in a Cooler Field, a portable mini-fridge that used highly sophisticated electronics and electromagnetic fields to keep a temperature of minus ten degrees Celsius in permanence inside an almost invisible container. Where did Wadina get that?


  Parmil looked at her, a young girl acting truly like a responsible adult, and smiled out of pride. Not that she had anything to do with it, but pride that such an amazing child could feel attached in any way to her.


  She moved towards Wadina and prepared to surprise her.


  “Hello, princess,” Parmil said, putting her arms around hers.


  Wadina jumped out of fright soon replaced by joy.


  “Parmil!”


  After hugging for a good ten seconds, Wadina led Parmil to the table.


  “I saw Bo at the HQ, so he brought me here and opened with his extra key. I told him about the alien, and he said he would have everyone ready tomorrow. I made all of this for you using Daddy’s recipes. He taught me how to cook!”


  “A talented man, I see.”


  Wadina looked at her defiantly.


  “He also taught me how to resist tickle fights.”


  Parmil laughed. Cheeky child.


  “We’ll see about that.”


  


  They spent the rest of the day together, and finished the evening watching the film ‘Yinigo Revolution’, a gentle comedy that had caused an uproar among the ranks of the Yaofskei because of its way of making fun of Yaofskei strictness. It was one of those fun yet educational films, and now that Parmil knew what they truly were like, the film seemed to be even better, even truer to the point.


  By the end of the film, Wadina lay asleep on her lap. Parmil carried her to her own bed, tucked her in and watched her sleep.


  She was a beautiful girl, and ever so cute when in the land of dreams. Parmil felt the parental feeling conquer her.


  She called the orphanage to say that she would bring Wadina back the next day, and went to sleep in the sofa, which Parmil discovered to be very comfy indeed.


  


  The next day, Parmil wandered into a deserted bar. Gooms nodded his welcome before silently leaving his cleaning kit and heading for the counter.


  “What can I do for you, Al'Ario?”


  “I’ll take a cup of Hotoc, please.”


  After putting a cup inside the hot chocolate machine, he hit a button, and within two seconds the cup was full.


  As Parmil handed over her salary card, Gooms brought her the Hotoc.


  “Not many people around,” she remarked.


  “The regulars have all left for the Constitutor, and the occasional passers-by have already come and gone. In fact, why are you here?”


  “I’ve been working for Aster and Ungli on the UVP-018 business.”


  “Oh, is that so? What’s it like?”


  “I’m sure that once it’s terraformed, it will be a great place to visit. You should have seen the strange, giant olifantu we bumped into.”


  “How big?”


  “Have you ever seen the skeleton of an elephant?”


  “The olifantu’s ancestor? Yep, I think so. Quite tall, no? Massive mammal.”


  “Well this thing is bigger, has six legs and two trunks, and it’s red all over.”


  “What a beast!”


  He returned the salary card, and took a seat on the counter stool opposite Parmil.


  “What are you going to do now then?”


  “Vriller is supposed to contact me if he wants me to investigate more on some apparently alien ship we discovered.”


  “What? An alien ship? You’ve already seen a huge alien creature on that desolate planet, and now you’re telling me there’s even more to it?”


  “The ship was in space near that planet, but left towards places we have not yet discovered with the probes.”


  “Golly, that’s amazing.” He stared at Parmil for a second, after which his eyes glimmered with flaming interest. “What was it like?”


  Parmil took out a film viewer on which she had uploaded the few seconds of footage.


  “Crazy! It’s like a strange, small variant of the Azzurdi Cruiser, don’t you think?”


  Parmil chuckled.


  “It’s as close to an Azzurdi Cruiser as I am to Torkimal.”


  Gooms laughed out loud before waving to someone behind Parmil.


  


  “Hello there Vriller. Want anything before briefing Al'Ario?”


  Parmil turned to see a surprised look on Vriller’s face.


  “How do you know about that?”


  Gooms handed the film viewer over to Vriller, who forced a smile on his face.


  “Looks like the Arpia media will get hold of a fabulous story before we can even confirm it,” he said, his eyebrows raised in suspicion of the bartender.


  Gooms shook his head gently.


  “No worries, guv’. I promise I won’t tell a soul before you announce the discovery.”


  Vriller nodded and dismissed the thought, but not without a sly glance at Gooms.


  “Al'Ario, I have discussed the matter with Ekrid, and we have decided to send you out again with more equipment and a few know-it-all geniuses who will help you in establishing contact with an alien. Once you find one, these folks will transmit a whole armada of signals to it, hoping to get a peaceful response.


  “I want you to know that there’s a chance it will respond negatively, violently. I therefore want you to be prepared for the worst, just in case.”


  Parmil bit her lip.


  “Yes, Ekrid thought you might want to bring Wadina with you. You can let your other man, Bo-something, deal with the job if you wish.”


  “I can’t. I told Wadina we would go to Umbira together.”


  “Then I guess you’ll have to let her down for once. If you wish to live up to your status of guardian, you must act like one every now and then.”


  Parmil felt her heart sink. She had always done her best to avoid breaking her word. She couldn’t break Wadina’s trust.


  “I’ll see what we’ll do.”


  “Good, we’ll leave it to your judgement. You’re someone we all trust and have faith in.”


  Trust. It all boiled down to that.


  “By the way, if your Rikar wants to join the communication party, he’s welcome. In fact, better yet: put him in charge of the geeks, I’m sure he can handle them.”


  “Will do,” Parmil answered, smiling.


  “They will be at your ship in an hour. Good luck, and keep a finger on the trigger.”


  “Thanks Vriller.”


  


  Parmil returned home to find Wadina watching an Arpian television series of which she had never heard. Apparently there was a growing entertainment industry on Yubenia. She wondered whether Arpia would still exist as a pirate-fighting squadron after a few more years.


  “Ekrid doesn’t want you to go.”


  Wadina shot her an angry look.


  “What, it’s not safe?”


  Apparently she knew her godfather.


  “No, it isn’t. We don’t know what could happen, because it’s all so new.”


  “I don’t want to stay if you’re going to Umbira.”


  “That’s fine, because I’ll stay here.”


  The anger left Wadina, and she seemed sorry.


  “You don’t have to.”


  Parmil shook her head.


  “I do.”


  Wadina opened her mouth to reply, but Parmil held out her hand.


  “I want to stay here with you. Borreli can deal with this job alone.”


  It seemed to get the better of Wadina, who smiled and gave her a hug. Maybe she didn’t need attention but affection, and it lifted Parmil’s heart.


  It felt natural.


  Tears trickled out of her eyes uninvited.


  Strange feeling, this sense of belonging together.



  Chapter XLIII


  


  The Sol system materialised before Birgo’s eyes, and radar and sensors lit up with warnings.


  “We have a wave of missiles locked on our ship, captain,” Jem remarked, barely showing a sign of fear or stress. Birgo sensed that he was wondering what she would do to stop them. She focused her attention on the Veina Temp, which had appeared behind them, and found that Fezzan was hoping the same thing, for otherwise he would have to take them out one by one to avoid getting hit as collateral damage.


  “Fire at the Absol ships,” Birgo ordered to her fleet, and as the first shots emerged from the Total Eclipse, she forced the incoming missiles to explode simultaneously.


  The result was that the fleets were momentarily unable to see their enemy, and blaster shots and pellets sped through the cloud of particles left by the missiles.


  “Break formation,” she said. All ships would now separate and act of their own accord. She realised that she was no true tactician. She didn’t care if they got themselves killed. At least, no one would be able to say it was her fault.


  Birgo took a look at the screen next to her. They seemed to have hit a couple of blips off the radar. She closed her eyes. She tried to feel and visualise the closest Absol ship. Lines and curves formed in her mind, getting more detailed by the microsecond. She loved this skill. She could taste the self-assurance the Absolem Destroyer captain was feeling. Enticing. She found him and smashed his brains. Something inside her felt elevated by the kill. It was almost delicious.


  She found the bridge and twisted space around its walls. No definite sounds, but she could feel their screams. Birgo licked her lips and opened her eyes. Lovely.


  She realised her pulse had quickened. Adrenaline rush, not fright. She felt good. Pleased.


  She looked at the radar screen. One blip less. This would be fun.


  


  Fezzan’s Veina Temp was speeding before the other ships of the fleet. Beyond the particle cloud, he saw a battleship implode.


  “Birgo, you cheat.”


  “You can admit defeat when you wish,” he heard her reply. She sounded satisfied in a sexual way. Strange.


  He told his crew to continue firing, and watched as battleships on both sides scorched the system with shots, defence systems of all colonised planets opened fire, fighters blew to pieces, and news-report ships appeared all around, recording the battle and avoiding stray shots.


  “Birgo, une-deux?” he asked after blowing a cruiser to pieces.


  “Right-ho. Your ‘une’ squadron takes the ships near Mercury.”


  “On it. Good hunting.”


  The une-deux strategy was originally a fencing strategy, consisting of feigning an attack to one side before ‘disengaging’, or passing to the other side of the opponent’s blade by passing around his bell guard, and attacking him there. Fezzan remembered trying it out when he was eight or nine. Of course, it was applied to space tactics once cloaking devices had been invented, and indicated an offensive move where one squadron feigned an attack on one side while the other approached cloaked, in stealth mode. Once the enemy started firing back at the first squadron, the second one uncloaked and blasted the enemy ships to smithereens. At least, that was the theory. He hadn’t witnessed it so far.


  “First time for everything,” he said, and Zack chuckled.


  


  The Veina Temp was met by heavy fire as it neared the fleet around Mercury, and almost emptied its stock of Photoriun rockets and ReSpectres.


  “Lucky these weapons regenerate their ammo,” Zack noted with a hint of a smile as he steered the Veina Temp away from the Absol ships, while Fezzan fired a last rail-gun pellet towards them.


  It was coming. He knew it. He looked at the new sensor array, and smiled.


  A dozen ships appeared behind the Mercury detachment, and Birgo’s Total Eclipse blasted three ships apart within the first seconds.


  Three Arpian vessels were lost in the small incursion, but the Absol forces were down one whole fleet, and only two large detachments remained.


  “Birgo, you lead the une-deux this time,” Fezzan said through the intercom.


  As a means of answering, Birgo brought her squadron into close flying formation right in front of the Veina Temp. Zack activated the cloak upon a signal from Fezzan, and they hoped that their squadron had disappeared from all radar systems. Good thing Arpian and Yolniui scanners were not yet used in the Constitutor, Fezzan thought as his ship veered towards the side of the nearest Absol detachment.


  


  “Rablaor Kan system, planet Spiciam,” Birgo said on the Arpian channel once the last Absolem Carrier had been disposed of. She hoped that they had taken care of most Absol ships in the area, because the Arpian fleet was down to five ships. She didn’t want to risk her skin in the heat of action too much. Her range of attack had grown. Why should she even go in the field?


  Something wasn’t right though. She had let something slip. A transmission perhaps? If the other Arpian fleets failed, all Absol ships would be onto them.


  


  When the Total Eclipse arrived in Spiciam airspace, Birgo decided against using the cloak.


  “Jem, I want to be able to jump off near Rason’s HQ. As soon as I’m down there, take control of the ship and wreak havoc.”


  “Understood,” said her second-in-command.


  “Fezzan,” she spoke into the intercom, “there are half a dozen big dots moving in towards our location. Can you deal with them?”


  “I’m on it. Go get Rason.”


  The Total Eclipse approached the Headquarters, under fire from above and below. Half the crew was at battle stations, destroying incoming fighters, sending out bombs down to the ground. The mechanics and technicians were trying to keep the ship in one piece. Soon enough, Birgo felt all the attention of the planet focused on her ship, with what little was left of Service reinforcements being swiftly sent from every corner of Spiciam.


  She jumped on the ground with fifteen marines, already under heavy fire. She blended with the universe, pushed weaves tighter around the figures firing at her, and ten enemy soldiers fell flat on the floor. Birgo concentrated on the doors of the HQ, and made them open violently, at the same time knocking out the guards. Her training with Pri'Singyan had indeed been a success. Fighting their way along the corridors and up the stairs, stabbing, hitting and firing, Birgo and her men finally arrived to a golden door with ‘Major Rason, Head of Operations of the Bureau of Internal Investigation’ written on it.


  A marine kicked the door open, and Birgo saw a woman with black and blonde hair shoot two guns in their direction. Birgo jumped outside the door frame to safety, but two marines fell to the ground.


  “Come and get me if you can, harpy!”


  My, my, the woman knew they were from Arpia, and had some knowledge of ancient tongues.


  Birgo closed her eyes to picture the scene inside the room. She could feel Rason, and the two guns she held. Easy as a stroll in Yubenia.


  Birgo stepped inside the door frame and pushed weaves between Rason’s indexes and the gun triggers.


  “You cannot fire,” Birgo said with a wink.


  Rason glared at her. She was good-looking, and Birgo felt an inkling of attraction towards her. Evil and powerful. Beautiful and dangerous. It seemed innate, and Birgo wanted to give that kind of impression.


  But Birgo was in control, and Rason obviously hated it.


  Birgo locked her eyes in Rason’s and resisted the urge to read her mind. There was something about that woman… She made a step forward, and saw fear replace anger on Rason’s face.


  One more step. And another.


  Birgo leant over, her head next to Rason’s, and tasted her smell.


  “You’re something, you know.”


  Rason’s breath quickened, and Birgo felt daring. Inspired. Power hungry.


  “One day, I’ll show the galaxy how weak your reign was,” Birgo whispered in her ear.


  Rason snarled.


  “You may master the universe, but you will never master lust,” she said.


  Birgo leant back.


  “We’ll see about that.”


  She winked at Rason before knocking her out.


  She took the woman on her shoulder, and started making her way out, surrounded by her men. Birgo left the building unharmed; none would fire out of fear of hitting Rason.


  It seemed the orders changed after a few more steps.


  Birgo rushed to the ship under a renewed fire, jumped in, covered by her marines’ retaliation, and they took off.


  “Commander, I have more than two dozen ships on the radar screen.”


  “Damn,” Jem swore, “it seems they have realised what’s going on, and they have sent all their remnants to fight over here.”


  Birgo wondered how they could have come so fast. Had there even been any fighting in the other corners of the Constitutor?


  “Commander, I am also receiving signals of six Yolniui ships.”


  Good. This was going to be even more of an unfair fight, she thought, laughing silently at the thought of the Service fleet being annihilated without being given a chance to fire.


  “Battle stations, everyone. I want the repair teams on standby, ready to get into action. Maximum thrust.”


  



  Chapter XLIV


  


  The Karakal was silent as it drifted through the Umbira system, scanning for a foreign presence and gradually falling into orbit around UVP-018.


  Borreli wondered what would happen to them. He had seen the recording a number of times, and heard Sam, Sha and Rikar’s account of the encounter, but it would still be unusual at the very least.


  A beep emanated from one of the scanning instruments.


  As soon as ‘it’ appeared on the radar screen, the bridge became full of activity. Rikar was deploying the scientists, Sam was co-ordinating the radar and image data and Charlotte was busy flipping switches on the control board. Borreli guessed that right now, in the weaponry compartments, Johnny Jown would be preparing all sorts of experimental stuff.


  Beside him, Bee'Misa was waiting for orders, her eyes fixed on the radar.


  “Relax a little,” said Borreli. “Now that you’ve got all of us on standby, there’s nothing left to do but wait and observe what Rikar and the geeks do.”


  “I know, but this gives me a strange feeling, like a bad omen. Somehow I don’t trust them, whoever or whatever they may be.”


  “Fear of the unknown?” he suggested.


  “Probably. Maybe it’s only my brain playing tricks on me.”


  Messages were sent in intervals of one minute each, and the crew on board waited during half an hour, flying in circles along with the alien ship, without anything happening. Time passed slowly on Borreli’s backwards watch.


  “We have a response,” a scientist cried out loud, and all heads turned towards him in unison. “We have an answer!”


  All the communications whizzes started analysing the incoming transmission, and data was projected on the main screen.


  Thousands of characters appeared, meaningless groups of letters and strange pictograms.


  “I’ve got sound,” said another one.


  “Send in class 2 messages,” Rikar ordered.


  “Class 2?” Borreli asked Bee'Misa.


  “He told me they’ve got a whole set of transmissions, divided into five classes, depending on the message type. So far they have only sent class 1, the greeting messages.”


  After transmitting during a few hours, the alien ship left the system peacefully.


  “And it’s gone,” Sam shouted as the blip definitely left the radar screen.


  The ship roared with cheers.


  “Rikar, do you think we have enough?”


  He beamed at Borreli.


  “Bo, we’ve got enough to understand them, I’m sure.”


  “Perfect. Let’s go then, shall we?”


  


  “We have landed,” Charlotte spoke through the ship microphone once the Karakal had landed on Culuria. “Please make your way to the exit with all your equipment.”


  “I think they know what to do,” Borreli said, chuckling quietly.


  “Well, with people this hypnotised by Rikar’s skill, it’s best to give them instructions,” she replied with a smile.


  Throughout the short return journey, Rikar had given the so-called ‘specialists’ a masterful non-stop lesson in language analysis, and had even managed to decrypt certain strange characters, leading to an approximate understanding of a few word groups.


  Borreli felt proud to have such a talented crew-member and friend, without losing sight of the talent the rest of the crew had shown. Pity Parmil wasn’t with them any more. It was a weird feeling, like she had disappeared. She had been so present in his life for the past years that he had a hard time putting this chapter of their friendship behind him. Yes, it was friendship. Surely.


  Outside the ship, the scientists all boarded a transport waiting for them, and Rikar shuffled on his feet, staring at the floor.


  “What is it?”


  “You see, I don’t… Bo, I doubt I will be of better use to you than to Arpia in general right now. I mean… What with Tara’s pregnancy, it’s time for me to find a planet-based job. Bee knows a few tricks about engineering, and Sam is now a novice electrician. The alien language has got me fascinated, and I want to crack it open. I am sure-”


  “Go on, Rikar,” Borreli interrupted him, holding his hands up. “Arpia needs you, much more than we do. Here’s your big chance, so jump on it.”


  He smiled.


  “Thanks, my good friend. Anyway, I’m sure I will be back at some point.”


  “Thank you then. I look forward to seeing you afterwards. Good luck, Rikar. Say hi to Tara for me.”


  He lay his hand on Rikar’s shoulder and smiled. Rikar brushed his hand away and gave him a hug. Borreli watched him do the same to the others on the bridge.


  A wave, and he was gone.


  Sam, Charlotte and the rest of the crew left the hangar, leaving only Borreli and Bee'Misa outside the ship.


  


  A fast and sleek machine then entered the hangar, seamlessly slowing down to a halt, and Vriller stepped out.


  “Sheesh, it’s an Orion Star B-Type,” Borreli heard Bee'Misa whisper.


  So it was. The Orion Star B-Type, Almega Shipyards’ latest private hover vehicle, or ‘autofloater’, to use the modern motor slang.


  “Vriller owns one?” Borreli asked.


  “Sure looks like it. Let’s find out.”


  Vriller came up to them in a couple of swift and long strides.


  “Borreli, I hear you’re the new captain. Well done, lad. I gather we’ve got a few exabytes of data. That true?”


  “Sure is. At some point, we got so much in one go that I ordered another two-zettabyte drive added, just in case.”


  “Great. Well, I guess the scientists will have fun decoding the whole thing.”


  “They have already started, you know,” said Borreli.


  “Really?” Vriller seemed surprised by the unauthorised initiative.


  “Rikar managed to decypher a few word groups. There’s still loads to do though.”


  “Good, very good. That fellow of yours is really talented indeed.”


  “Off topic, Vriller, how much did that thing cost?” Bee'Misa asked.


  Vriller turned to see what she was pointing at, and then reddened suddenly.


  “Well, it’s something we confiscated from a bunch of slave-traders, and Almega didn’t want it back because it had been ‘used by dirty hands’. So in the end, Argoal offered it to me as a pillaging reward.”


  “Lucky skunk,” Borreli said with a wide smile on his face. “What’s new with that slave trade in fact?”


  “Well, before the fleets, which will be coming back tomorrow ‘en masse’, left Culuria, before the Service attacked us, ACT landed a nasty blow on it. We organised for the biggest traders to be eliminated, their ships destroyed and for the slaves they carried to be freed. It was a very successful operation.”


  “Indeed, especially when you consider what you got from it.”


  Vriller laughed.


  “Wanna fight for it, mate?”


  Bee'Misa chuckled.


  “You boys, you will never learn,” she said, faking contempt.


  



  Chapter XLV


  


  In the afternoon, Parmil spent a few hours both playing on the keyboard and teaching what she remembered to Wadina, who was picking up the melodies quickly.


  “Sol-mi-ré-do-ré-do. Mi-ré-do-ré-mi,” she sang as she played the notes.


  “That’s right. Now the second half of the chorus?”


  Parmil called the orphanage to say that Wadina would be staying with her, and made a mental note to buy a proper second bed in case she ever decided to take care even more of Wadina.


  For supper they went to a small restaurant outside the Yubenia Konzert Haus before sitting through a concert played by the Yubenia Symphony. They played some of their own pieces for two hours, and played a few classics, from modern Jacques Robertin to five-hundred-year-old pieces of Armando Cornelliasti. They also played much easier pieces like Brahms and Mozart, two composers pre-dating space flight.


  The interval, or ‘entracte’ as most musicians said, came as a relief to Parmil, because Wadina had succeeded in falling asleep during the loud Robertin. Parmil lifted her out of her chair as gently as possible, taking care not to fully wake her.


  She congratulated Donthori and apologised for having to leave, “but it’s against my will”, Parmil added, inclining her head towards the face of the angel half-dozing in her arms.


  “Good night, sugar,” Parmil muttered a while later as she tucked Wadina in bed.


  The sofa felt truly comfy as Parmil lay down, the only problem being that it was a little too small for her whole body to fit in comfortably.


  Drowsiness came over her all too soon.


  


  ‘Al'Ario - meet me at the shipyard. Ungli,’ read the message Parmil got on her beeper.


  “What now?”


  “They still think you’re interested, I think,” Borreli said from across the table. Wadina had joined them, hoping to hear Borreli talk about the mission, and Bo was serving out a glass of orange juice for her.


  Wadina looked up from her bowl of cereals.


  “There’s more than a month of holidays left. If it involves Umbira, could you please accept the job?”


  Parmil blinked, and looked at Borreli to avoid meeting Wadina’s pleading glance.


  “Wadina’s right, you know. Don’t look at me for help.”


  Parmil smiled and laughed. She stared inside the young girl’s eyes.


  “Come along then, and we’ll see if it’s an interesting and safe job.”


  Borreli accompanied them to the shipyard, telling them his journey along the way. Wadina seemed to regret not being there. Parmil realised that she regretted it too.


  In the shipyard, they could see everyone had just come back from Absol space: the place was crowded by ships, all come for repair. Some were in a terrible state and others were literally falling to pieces. Iguine, Donthori and their team were busy trying to fix what they could, while many more currences and ambulances were dropping in to fetch the wounded who remained.


  


  “I am standing inside Iguine’s shipyard, and behind me you can see the horrors of the devastating battles that took place all around the Absolem Constitutor,” Parmil heard a nearby reporter saying, his face being patiently recorded by the camera a woman was operating. Parmil noticed the Yubenia Broadcasting Channel ‘YBC’ logo on it.


  Wadina stopped to listen, forcing Borreli and Parmil to do the same.


  “Whole fleets ships are in the worst state we have witnessed since Arpia’s creation. Many courageous people died, and many more, wounded, are being taken to the medical facilities, as you can see.”


  Parmil stared, waiting to hear the part of reporting she hated the most: ‘conspiracy theories’ and journalism’s ‘shock culture’. This addiction to showing the bad side of events was something Parmil disliked strongly in the media, but this was worse, and she could feel it in the air, waiting to come down on the heads of Arpia like a guillotine. It was the worst thing, second only to the way the media could influence people’s way of thinking by selecting information. A childhood memory came to her: there had been a series of attacks by a pirate gang called ‘the DreadMores’, and the Spiciam media only made a scandal about it after the gang had killed a Spiciam-based trader.


  “We might ask ourselves why exactly Ekrid Malrow was not in his warship but waiting here patiently for a few people to come back alive and victorious, for him to receive the honours and be the winning face of Arpia in front of the interstellar community.”


  Parmil stared in shock. The man had recently been the target of a bomb attack by one of his closest friends, and was the only one to have kept Arpia as an entity. How could the reporter imply that Ekrid had left Arpia to fight for itself in such a time? He was a man who had sent his greatest friends, even the woman he loved above all, to lead Arpia’s fleets. Parmil looked at Borreli. Judging by his expression, he was thinking the same.


  The reporter had crossed the lines of liberal thinking, of freedom of press. This kind of journalism did not have its place on a normally good network like YBC, because of the massive implications and because of the way the media influenced people’s thinking.


  


  She took a look at the camera-woman, and noticed that her mouth was wide open. Parmil heard her gasp. The camera-woman nodded towards something she had seen on the other side of the reporter from Parmil.


  “Hey,” Wadina started to say, but Parmil lay her fingers on Wadina’s mouth.


  Commander Aster was a dozen metres away from the reporter, who was continuing his conspiracy theory oblivious to what was happening around him. Aster moved towards him, and Parmil saw the camera-woman hit a couple of buttons on the machine. Had she just turned it off? Parmil smiled, imagining the news staff saying they were “afraid we have lost our reporter”, with YBC probably apologising for “the views expressed by the reporter, which were not in the least shared by YBC”.


  Aster, one of the highest ranked and most celebrated women in Arpia, threw a knee in the groin of the reporter before hitting him on the neck, and he fell to the floor.


  “Try being betrayed and attacked by your friends, seeing what you have built of your own hands threatened and letting your loved one go face death. Then you’ll understand why he stayed. A word of advice: think before spreading your filthy theories.”


  Aster thanked ‘Sheila’, the camera-woman, and left towards the Arpia HQ, winking at Borreli, Wadina and Parmil on the way.


  “You all, you witnessed this, didn’t you?” the reporter cried out to all those around.


  “Witnessed what?” a man asked with contempt.


  “Nothing happened: you just tripped and fell,” Sheila said.


  The reporter looked at Parmil in the eyes, pleading for help.


  Wadina giggled, and Borreli started chuckling as well. Parmil smiled, and, her arms around the other two, she steered them away from the scene. Surely no one could feel bad for someone who got what he deserved. Still, wasn’t it a little too much?


  


  “Al'Ario, what took you so long?” Ungli asked as the three of them approached her Yolniui Hoshiakari, the big brother of the Nikkou in both size and power, about the same length as a Subarashii.


  “A little media incident back there. It’s good to see you back all right.”


  “Thanks. Those Romula flagships weren’t too much of a threat: they didn’t expect to see Yolniui and unknown ships joining the Azzurdi fleet that had just jumped in.”


  “Did it go well on every front?”


  “It happened very well for Arpia, and a ship transporting Major Rason will be back here tomorrow. She’ll be interrogated right away, count on it.” She smiled the matter off. “Anyway, I want you to take the Arpia Terraforming Team to UVP-018 for them to start work right away. Think you can handle it?”


  Parmil raised an eyebrow and bit her lip. She looked over to Wadina, who was eagerly showing her approval, and to Borreli, who had started chuckling again.


  Space debris. Nothing much she could do against their combined enthusiasm.


  She smiled and nodded to Ungli.


  “Show them to the Karakal.”


  


  Having landed on UVP-018, Parmil made sure that the Arpia Terraforming Team members all had their biosuits safely on before checking whether Wadina was feeling all right in hers. She told them to follow her inside the cargo bay.


  “Secure the cargo bay,” she said through the intercom device in her biosuit.


  “Air treatment enabled,” Borreli’s voice came through.


  “Open the cargo bay, and tell Jeschins to bring the transport inside.”


  After a minute, a machine entered the bay, and it stopped near the group of scientists, who disappeared inside the transport. Parmil followed suit, leading Wadina by the hand.


  “Captain Al'Ario,” said a voice she recognised, “it’s good to see you again.”


  “Hello Karakai. How’s the research going?”


  “Great, we’ve made enormous progress. I guess this is little miss Bardrien?”


  Wadina nodded, and Karakai shook her suit glove.


  “Good, good. Well, I’ll bring you to Camp 1.”


  A few minutes later, they were in a hangar full of ATAVs and other strange machines.


  “Some are amphibious, others are airborne, but all have loads of equipment on board,” Karakai said, apparently noticing Parmil’s bemused expression through her suit helmet.


  “Any dangerous encounters so far?”


  “None. All the creatures we have discovered on this planet keep to themselves, and ignore us. Except for the Elephas Ruber you met. We baptised it Nelly. Nelly is the elder in a tribe of them, and they have become powerful aides in the past days. It’s amazing, what we have done in so little time.”


  Inside Camp 1, after having gone through a ‘detox shower’, Doctor Jeschins welcomed them.


  “What progress have you done here?”


  “We have managed to explore, or probe, roughly 50% of the planet, and have discovered about sixty thousand species, all resistant to the toxins around. Some 5% of them will most probably die when we make this viable, but those are all extremely old species on the verge of extinction.


  “So we have been gathering as many specimens of them as possible, trying to genetically modify them to make them adapted to breathable air.”


  “What?”


  Parmil was puzzled, but Wadina seemed shocked.


  “That’s horrible! You’re forcing them to change!"


  Jeschins sighed.


  “Yes, my dear, we are aware of the very rightful laws against Genetically Modified Organisms, but we don’t want to kill them either, do we? It would be a scientific crime! So we have chosen the lesser of two evils: let them live, but at the cost of bypassing certain laws.”


  Borreli’s voice came through the intercom.


  “Parmil, we are ready. Send in the trucks when you can.”


  “Right away. Doctor Jeschins?”


  “Yes, my truckers are ready. I will tell them to go to your ship. In the meantime, have a look at these specimen films,” he said, pointing towards a table with a good hundred screens. “They are all already modified.”


  


  Parmil spent a minute studying the first specimens, mostly looking at those Wadina seemed to like. Some were extremely strange, with the most intriguing shapes or colour mixtures she had ever seen. One looked like a cross between a platypus and a bird, while another looked like a miniature bogosaur with horns. A half-hound, half-lizard being was shown next to a large, horned worm. Very strange indeed.


  One creature captured her attention more than all the others, and Wadina seemed to have stopped tugging at her sleeve.


  Somewhat like a desert fox but with a squirrel’s tail, the animal was really cute. However, its eyes conveyed a message, a feeling of sadness. As Parmil watched this live feed into its steel cage, she saw it look directly at them, at the camera. It tilted its head to one side and stared. After ten seconds, its paw flew through the air towards the camera. The screen went black.


  “Doctor Jeschins,” Parmil shouted.


  He came over, and noticed the black screen.


  “Not again! It was the fennec-like animal, no?”


  Parmil nodded.


  “Ruben, get someone extra by the vulpes zerdae gentis,” he ordered in his walkie-talkie before shaking his head. “That animal is highly intelligent,” he told Parmil. “It has managed to escape our grasp many times, and has already broken a camera. At first, we thought it was but an accident, but this time I know we were wrong.”


  “Can I have a look at it?” Wadina asked, and Parmil could only join her in her enthusiasm. There was something intriguing about that animal.


  Still annoyed, Jeschins briefly closed his eyes. He motioned for them to follow him.


  After walking twenty metres, they took an elevator.


  “We had it installed two days after you dropped us. It has since then made us gain lots of time.”


  Parmil recalled that the idea was to have two levels underground.


  “How did you manage to get it all done so fast?”


  Jeschins smiled.


  “Four syllables: Ekrid Malrow.”


  Parmil rose an eyebrow to show it did not help.


  “He ordered for a whole armada of equipment ships to be sent as soon as he knew we had landed safely. Many scientists and workers joined us.”


  Two levels underground, he led them through two large rooms full of steel cubicles, and in the third there was but one steel cubicle, and two laser security barriers surrounded it.


  “What is this for?”


  “When I said it escaped our grasp, it did so in here. Luckily, we were always capable of stopping it before it left the base, but it’s a menace.”


  He motioned to a guard, who deactivated one barrier. The second guard did the same, and they both picked up their stun guns. A third guard who had just arrived followed suit.


  “Let’s open the cage.”


  


  The front steel wall slid into the ground, to reveal an empty cube.


  Jeschins’s jaw dropped, and Parmil noticed stunned expressions on the faces of the guards. Wadina didn’t seem impressed.


  “The firnex has escaped its cage! Start a search immediately,” Jeschins shouted into the walkie-talkie after a moment of disbelief.


  “Firnex?”


  “That’s the common name we’ve given to its species.”


  As she prepared to return to her ship, Parmil noticed something move inside the biosuit she had left on the ground. She bent down to take a closer look.


  The fennec-like animal, or ‘firnex’, only about 50 centimetres long, was curled up inside, and looked at Parmil with pleading eyes.


  Wadina dropped on her knees and smiled at Parmil. Her voice was no louder than a whisper.


  “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  Its beauty was tarnished by the sadness they could see on its face.


  “I think it doesn’t like being here,” she whispered to Wadina.


  “I know. I think it’s a she, because it doesn’t have a willy,” the girl replied.


  Parmil blinked, noting Wadina’s observation skills.


  “Can we take her to Culuria with us?”


  Parmil looked at Wadina, but immediately averted her gaze to avoid being sucked into her pleading eyes.


  She looked at the firnex, and noticed its expression had changed a little. Was it putting on the same pleading look?


  This made no sense whatsoever. A truly intelligent animal? What was Wadina thinking?


  Yet how could she resist the power of their combined plea?


  Parmil sighed. She smiled to the animal with an encouraging smile, and laid her hands in front of it. The firnex slowly got up, all the time keeping eye contact. After five seconds or so, it climbed into her arms.


  Wadina seemed overjoyed and grateful, but she didn’t make a noise.


  Making sure no one was looking, Parmil used one arm and Wadina’s help to slip the biosuit back on, and she gently laid the firnex around the back of her neck.


  After kissing Wadina on the forehead, Parmil put on her own helmet and silently thanked the manufacturers for making the back of it opaque.


  


  Inside the Karakal, Parmil took off the cleaned biosuit in her cabin. The animal jumped out of the helmet, and stood straight on the ground, apparently smiling again.


  “It’s nearly supper time. Stay here,” she told Wadina, “don’t make a sound, and I will bring food for the two of you.”


  The firnex lay down, and it took a second for Parmil to register the act. She stared in wonder.


  “Does it understand us?”


  Wadina looked up and smiled. She pursed her lips.


  “It’s a she, and of course she understands you.”


  Parmil looked at the firnex.


  “Do you understand me? Nod your head like this if you do,” she said, nodding her head to show the example.


  Most astonishingly, it nodded.


  Parmil left her cabin, confused by everything this firnex was proving to have: intelligence, emotion and understanding. Could this be the long sought alien intelligence? With those alien ships out there, anything was possible. She decided to keep it a secret between Wadina and her until she knew more.


  It was intriguing to the point where she immediately dismissed the possibility that the firnex might be dangerous.


  


  “What will happen to her when we get back?”


  Wadina was forgetting her meal and looking at the firnex, and it seemed to be studying her in return, equally uninterested in its plate.


  “I don’t know, my dear.”


  “Can she have a name?”


  An idea flashed through her mind. It was crazy, but if the firnex could understand them, this might work.


  “Do you accept her as a friend?” she asked, looking in the firnex’s eyes.


  Wadina jumped to her feet and gave Parmil a hug, and at the same time the firnex nodded its head with what seemed to be a smile. Its head? Her head? Parmil returned both the cuddle and the smile. Strange, but it was a relief the firnex had accepted.


  “Then you can choose a name,” Parmil said, still looking in the firnex’s eyes.


  “Ruby?” Wadina suggested.


  Parmil answered “no” after seeing the firnex shake her head.


  “Maia? Or Princess?”


  Same “no”.


  “Let me see… Beauty? Or Angel?”


  “No.”


  “Honey Bunny?”


  “Neither.”


  “How about Artemis?”


  Artemis? The mythology of Ancient Greece, some old terran civilisation, spoke of Artemis, goddess of wilderness among other things. Parmil remembered reading about it back when she was trying to solve Arpia’s riddle. It would be fitting. However, where did Wadina learn Greek mythology?


  She noticed the firnex nodding expectantly, and Parmil knew Wadina had a winner.


  “Artemis is a great name, my little pumpkin, and Artemis can be your new pet.”


  Afterwards, she explained to Wadina that since Artemis was very intelligent and understood everything that they said, she was much more than just a pet. She would become a true friend. Parmil also explained that, just like a friend, Artemis had emotions that should not be played with.


  Wadina waved those concerns off, apparently knowing it all already. Parmil chuckled. It was hard to know how to act towards a girl nearing the age of nine.


  “You can tell anything to Artemis, and she will always listen to you. There are not many friends like that out there,” she added, thinking of her own personal experience. Without Borreli, she would never have gone anywhere. She made a mental note to thank him for just being there.


  Before tucking Wadina into bed, Parmil asked Artemis and Wadina if they wanted to sleep together, and to Parmil’s amusement, they nodded simultaneously.


  What a wonderful pair they made, she thought before sleep won over awareness.



  Chapter XLVI


  


  Birgo landed on Culuria with Rason, the remnants of the Yolniui escort and the last Arpian fleet ships.


  She was greeted as a triumphant general, and the crowd chanted ‘Birgo’ many times over. Twenty guards took Rason to a secure place, while Malrow embraced Birgo at the entrance to her heavily damaged Total Eclipse.


  “I knew you could do it,” he yelled over the roaring crowd. “I’m amazed the Total Eclipse resisted your little adventure.”


  He smiled gently, raising his eyebrows.


  “Fezzan has apparently decided to avoid the press, has he?”


  Birgo nodded.


  “He’ll be landing in twenty minutes in his own hangar.”


  She recognised a voice yelling over all the others, and turned to see Haldora running towards her with a plastered arm.


  “You did it! I knew you would!”


  Apparently, cockpit levers could break an arm if an electromagnetic pulse hit a ship in the wrong place. She smiled at the idea. Not that an EM pulse would ever get near to her. She was far too good for that.


  She turned to the crowd and breathed their chanting. It felt good. Influence, and power. Great source of self-satisfaction.


  They spent the evening feasting with all the top people of Arpia, but Birgo knew that it was not over yet.


  She felt under constant scrutiny. It was strange, this feeling. They knew she was powerful, and so they feared her.


  During the night, Haldora asleep by her side, she wondered if she had any true friends left or if, as for very rich people, she had to beware of everyone. Haldora? He had no idea what was going on inside her. Perhaps Jem, after all these years of working together. She stopped examining each person, but the thought lingered.


  


  Fezzan took his ship to the reparation hangar, and spent a quiet day with his crew, wandering about the city, going into unknown shops, having a dozen meals, trying to make up interesting stories, imagining what could have happened to them all had they not chosen this path or that.


  “Imagine what would have happened if you’d accepted to go public back when Malrow asked you,” Zack mused as they looked at the two suns set on Yubenia.


  “Nah, no way. I hate to stand out, and that’s enough to say no. For the rest, look at the way Birgo is living right now. I’d hate it even more. If anything, I feel sorry for her. I just hope she likes it like that, or else she’s in a fix.”


  The following morning, as Fezzan ate his breakfast, freshly served by Bard, Rason’s interrogation and trial to come were the only subjects presented on CNC, YBC and on Gwaark TV. He was surrounded by a new media frenzy, no escaping it. Just like in Holdor’s time. Somehow that seemed far away.


  “Hello, Fezzan. How are you?”


  He turned to see Malrow.


  “Hi, Ekrid. Doing fine, just fine. ‘xcept for the fact that the media is only speaking about Rason.”


  Malrow smiled.


  “I know the feeling. Unfortunately, since we try to be respectful of a few civic freedoms, I do not control what they choose to speak about, and right now Rason is the theme that gets them the biggest audience, so they’re fighting over it.


  “But let’s talk of something slightly different. I wanted to thank you for what you did. Concerning the matter, you’re wanted to help with a few questions,” he said, trying to make sure the few journalists in the breakfast lounge did not understand what he was talking about.


  It was Fezzan’s turn to smile.


  “All right, Ekrid. I’ll report for duty right away.”


  “You do that, my lad. Good luck.”


  


  A little, cold breeze outside was probably what sent a little shiver down Fezzan’s spine. Then again, it might have been the fact that Rason would be a tough person to interrogate.


  “Good to see you, Fezzan,” said Argoal. “What we want to do is to get a confession from Rason’s own mouth that the Service is the one controlling the Absolem Constitutor by unlawful means such as force, corruption, blackmail and many more.”


  “A bit hypocritical to have us force her to spit it out,” Fezzan said jokingly.


  Argoal smiled.


  “Yep, you know how it is. There are times when it is necessary to break the rules to get something. The Rule of Law is overrated.”


  Fezzan nodded and let her continue despite not being convinced.


  “So, we want to get to know a bit more concerning the illegal operations in which the Service is involved, and maybe find out a little more about Rason’s implication in the Holdor case. Now, this nut is going to be tough to crack, and I don’t know if telepathy will have such an effect on her, since she has been using the So-laon as slaves. I’ll be in the observation room anyway, and I will do my best.”


  


  The interrogation room was dimly lit and empty but for a table and a chair.


  Even though she had been defeated in battle, Major Rason still looked defiant and beautiful, her black and blonde hair stunning as ever.


  Vriller stated the time, date, and people present for the benefit of the recording.


  “Major Rason, we have reason to believe that the Absolem Constitutor is no longer what it once was, that the Constitutor Intelligence Service controls it officiously by illegal means such as blackmail and sheer force. How do you answer to this… problem?”


  “I have nothing to say. I will not answer without my lawyer.”


  “Unfortunately, he was killed by soldiers because he was menacing them with a loaded pistol. Self-defence. I think you will therefore have to do the same thing then, defend yourself,” he concluded with a faint smile.


  Rason remained silent for a moment, biting her lips alternatively and looking back and forth from Vriller to Fezzan.


  “You won’t get anything from me, you lousy little insects. I have many friends in high places who could get your tiny organisation banned and hunted down in a day.”


  “I doubt these ‘friends’ will do anything now that you aren’t lurking right behind them with a charged blaster in hand, Major,” Fezzan said with contempt.


  “How dare you,” she answered, apparently outraged. Fezzan could see Vriller smiling brightly.


  «fezzan one rason zero»


  It seemed that Argoal was enjoying the show.


  As Rason started to cool down a little, Vriller continued.


  “We have firm evidence that high officials in the Absolem have been approached by Service personnel and offered advantages most could not refuse. Those who refused seem to have disappeared for a while, permanently in some cases, and those who returned bore scars and many other external and internal signs of violence.


  “Others were given a file containing information on various aspects of their life that could be harmful to their political career. Research tells us that the information comes from the Yaofskei databases, an organisation whose information gathering system, an offshoot of their ministries, is being condemned by the Xyon International Court as we speak.”


  Fezzan looked at Vriller and smiled. Someone was onto the cultists then?


  “There were those who accepted the fact that such files existed and would be used,” Vriller continued, “and there were those who found it preposterous. The latter also seem to have been missing for a certain length of time. All of these people have testified that they were ‘asked’ to oblige whenever they received ‘invitations’ from the Service to do this or that.


  “We would now like to hear your version of the facts before you tell it to the XIC-designated Constitutor Intelligence Service Trial judges.”


  


  Rason kept her mouth shut and stared at them with fiery eyes.


  Something about her told Fezzan that she was not going to say anything. Fezzan looked at Vriller, and judging by his desperate look, he seemed to be thinking the same thing. She wouldn’t say anything, even if she starved to death for a month.


  What was it about this woman?


  It would probably be best if Argoal intervened.


  A surprised look befell Rason’s face. An answer to his wish?


  “What is this? Who here is a telepath?”


  Fezzan did not answer, and he saw Rason concentrate deeply and angrily.


  She seemed to resist for a while. She even smiled once. A satisfied smile. With an evil, burning fire in her eyes.


  Argoal must have tried harder, because Rason’s defences shattered. She fell down to the floor, face twisted in pain. Fezzan didn’t know what Argoal was causing, but it looked like a powerful and devastating headache.


  After thirty seconds, the attacks stopped. Rason stayed on the floor, breathing heavily. She gradually recovered, and Vriller ordered her to sit in her chair.


  Panting a little, she said she would answer any questions. Vriller looked at Fezzan, who nodded back. Good. The steel doors inside her had been unlocked, and she was ready to reveal her knowledge.


  


  “Yes, for the past years we at the Service have been the true executive board of the Constitutor. We started by having influence on the retired military, who then spread our influence to the younger officers they had once trained. They would say that the Service was the future, and that it was the real brother the armed forces needed.”


  “Go on,” said Vriller.


  “Many armed men and women started to look up to us. In due time we had enough influence to have an army of our own, but we decided to wait a little. We then began extending our sphere of influence to young politicians. That’s also when we began to make use of our affinities with the army, giving so-called ‘dirty jobs’ to good soldiers. We also started to create our guard with the formation of the Elite Corps.”


  “Would you mind saying who you mean by ‘we’?”


  Rason looked at Fezzan. She was every bit as attractive defeated.


  “I was just an intern when it started. A young officer looking for inspiration and purpose. Back then, Cain Mosni was pulling the strings, with some help from General Lars Elsgrund of the Absol Army, now retired, and Admiral Beng of the Absol Navy, who was later killed by terrorists.”


  “You had an affair with Cain Mosni, did you not?”


  The man-killer in her seemed to have recovered some energy.


  “I’ve had an affair with nearly every important man in the galaxy. Is it a crime?”


  Fezzan seized his chance.


  “Do you know Ekrid Malrow?”


  Rason laughed, and Vriller looked at Fezzan. He could see he was surprised, and he felt Argoal probe him.


  «what are you up to fezzan»


  “To answer the question you don’t dare ask, yes, Malrow and I were once lovers. In love even. During the whole of flight school: I was a student, and he was an assistant lecturer. Then we both signed up for the Navy. I was chosen, he was rejected. He couldn’t handle defeat. He hit me and said I’d been chosen because of my looks.”


  Vriller seemed shocked as he spoke.


  “He hit you?”


  “Only time I saw him angry and out of control. Anyway, I left him, and I didn’t hear from him for at least, oh, fifteen years? I tend to think he is the reason I don’t believe in love. Tell him that, will you?”


  Fezzan couldn’t pinpoint the expression on Vriller’s face. Was he embarrassed? Shameful? Or just annoyed? As their eyes locked, Fezzan thought he could discern anger. At him probably.


  “Let’s get back to the original tale, shall we?”


  


  “As I climbed in rank, the Service’s power grew slowly. When I became Mosni’s right hand, I made sure our power and influence escalated. We contacted the Yaofskei, the non-religious side of their organisation, and bought their services, making most of them work for us. It helped us find the means to blackmail high officials, and it also gave us more power.


  “I guess Mosni must have felt he was losing his grip on the Service. Or perhaps he was spiteful that I wasn’t into him any more. I think I just scared him away. He wanted to get even with me. I guess I might have that effect on men.”


  She smiled and winked at Fezzan. She seemed to be enjoying herself ever since his stupid question.


  “You know what? I’ll let you into a little secret of mine. Just to see if you’re any good. The most recent target we acquired was the Principe of the Absolem, Petr Cortoy. One of my trusted Navy officers has been dispatched to tell him what we have and to give him instructions. If it is of any interest to you, the Principe is currently taking a holiday on New Argyll in Venaticus.”


  «fezzan you have to go there straight away go with all speed and find the principe before the officer reaches him then bring both back here if possible do this and we will forget your disruption of the interrogation»


  Fezzan left after excusing himself, and he waved good-bye to Argoal as she started looking for someone to replace him.


  No time to lose.


  “Zack, I’m rushing to the ship. Get everyone on board and engines running. We’re going to New Argyll right away.”


  


  As they entered New Argyll’s atmosphere, Fezzan asked Vaalrie to find out where Cortoy was taking his holiday.


  After half a minute, she shouted over to Zack.


  “It’s a fortress eighty-three kilometres out of the capital city, Thimfu. 40°11'32" North, 12°55'21" East.”


  “Got it,” Zack replied. “We will be landing in about twelve minutes.”


  The fortress was made out of stone, looking like a medieval castle.


  According to research by Nunder'wan and Vaalrie, it was the folly of an eccentric billionaire, made many centuries ago, in the days of the Ruling Council. The woman had made enormous amounts of cash in the blossoming mineral trade, and had a certain passion for Earth’s history.


  From the ground, Fezzan had to say it was really impressive. Folly, maybe, but it was stunning all the same.


  “Excuse me, sir, but can I see your ID?” an Absol guard asked in a deep voice.


  Fezzan complied.


  “Commander Fezzan, Intel division, Arpia? What in the heavens is that? Is this some kind of joke?”


  “Did the Principe just have a visitor?”


  The guard seemed to be trying to decide what to make of him. Fezzan saw him straighten his back.


  “He has seen the Prime Minister of New Argyll and her husband, and apart from that, no one. It has been very calm. Not that it’s any of your business. Scram, or I’ll have the special guard on your toes.”


  Fezzan sighed and turned to his crew.


  “I want surveillance everywhere. If anyone approaches, crosscheck him or her with the Service list. Keep me in the know.”


  He turned back to the guard.


  “This is an emergency situation. Get in direct communication with the Principe right now and let me speak to him.”


  “I don’t think so. I will ask him myself about Arpia. You won’t even hear his voice if he doesn’t know about you.”


  Darn. Thick bloke.


  


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Principe. I have a man from an organisation called Arpia here, sir.” He turned to Fezzan. “From Andorra?”


  “Yes.”


  Gosh, news didn’t travel fast around here.


  “Yes, sir.” He looked towards Fezzan. “Can’t it wait?”


  "No. This is urgent. It’s of vital importance. I have to see him now."


  “You heard, sir? Yes, sir. I’ll send him in right away, sir. Yes, Mr. Principe, sir.”


  He closed the communication channel.


  “It’s all right. He will see you. However, I have to take away any weapons you might be carrying. I must also warn you that no outside transmissions work inside the security area.”


  Fezzan shut off his intercom. Too bad. Zack would have to improvise if the officer arrived.


  He handed over his blasters before passing through the scanner.


  “What the heck is that?” exclaimed the guard at the scanner post.


  “It’s an artificial arm, idiot,” the other one replied.


  “Okay. He’s clean. Deactivate security for ‘Commander Fezzan’, voice print being transferred as we speak,” he ordered into a communications device.


  After going through the heavy security, Fezzan knocked on the door to the Principe’s office.


  “Come in.”


  


  “Mr. Principe, I am Commander Fezzan, and work for Arpia.”


  “Good day to you, Commander.” The Principe studied Fezzan for a minute before putting a glass of wine back on his desk and smiling. “I am glad you understood the reference to Andorra. Someone else might not have reacted the same way.”


  Good thinking. He was far sharper than Fezzan had thought.


  “If you are here for any illegal reason, be assured I have a small army protecting and surveilling this place. Unlike Major Rason, I am ready to die rather than give in to pressure.”


  Fezzan felt his jaw drop.


  “They’ll kill you.”


  “Who?”


  “Rason. The Service.”


  “What are you going on about now?”


  “Rason has planned for one of her trusted Navy officers to pay you a little visit. I am here to-”


  A buzzer going off interrupted him.


  “Someone is coming,” the Principe said.


  “I will go hide behind the door. Pretend I am not here,” Fezzan whispered to him urgently. The Principe himself went to his desk, hiding his surprise at the sudden turn of events.


  The door opened, and in came an Absolem Navy officer, a woman. Darn it. This had to be her.


  “Yes?” Cortoy asked. “What are you doing here?”


  The woman smiled a small malicious smile.


  “Sir, I come bearing a message for you from the Intelligence Service.”


  “And?”


  “We are sorry to inform you that the Principe has been killed by anarchists belonging to the organisation known as Arpia.”


  Fezzan watched the Principe’s face go pale.


  “I wondered who would get to me first,” he stuttered after a moment, and the woman shook her head with a smile.


  Fezzan started to move, but realised that the Principe’s eyes were on him.


  


  As Fezzan approached the officer from behind, she turned around, swinging a punch at his face. Lucky he had been prepared and ducked in time.


  While Fezzan started to stand back up, a sidekick hit him in the thighs, and he lost his balance.


  A fist crashed down on his head and made him fall flat on the floor.


  He rolled over, evading a kick, and pushed himself to his feet.


  He dodged another kick before spotting a glint of metal. She had a blaster in hand, and Fezzan’s last move had brought his left artificial arm behind his back. The blaster inside was not an option. Bad, bad.


  The buzzer resounded. Enough to get the officer distracted for a split second. Enough for Fezzan to get on top of her, to throw the blaster away and to land a good, powerful blow on her head.


  The door swung open, and the security guards poured in along with Zack and a couple of marines.


  “Thanks, guys. Crucial timing indeed.”


  They let the Principe pack his things up and left, with a prisoner in a cell and a guest in Fezzan’s quarters.


  “Destination: Culuria.”



  Chapter XLVII


  


  “Fezzan, you’re not going to like this,” Vaalrie said.


  As the ship landed inside Yubenia, Fezzan went up to where his deck officer was standing and looked through the door hatch.


  “Big crowd out today to greet the Principe of the Constitutor,” she told him.


  Fezzan smiled.


  “Don’t worry. They are here for him, not for his rescuers. They’ll be gone once he has left. So we’ll just stay inside.”


  Someone walked to him from behind.


  “Commander Fezzan, I thank you dearly for what you have done.”


  “I was only doing as I was told, sir.”


  “Thank you anyway. You know, I think that after this Rason trial, I shall resign. I have endured enough. All I hope is that someone fit for the job will replace me, such as Professor Williams, whom I know to be one of the Rebellion.”


  Fezzan just nodded. He had no idea what would happen. He didn’t care. Politics weren’t really his thing anyway.


  “Thank you once more. Perhaps we shall see each other again.”


  “I doubt our paths will cross in the future, sir, but it has been a pleasure.”


  As the crowd began cheering for the Principe, Vaalrie turned to Fezzan.


  “What’s with you and crowds?”


  “No idea. Just don’t like them, that’s all.”


  Probably linked to his activist days, although there was no need to talk about that. The past was long gone.


  “And you, why did you choose to work on someone else’s ship?”


  “I failed the piloting test twice. Apparently I can’t concentrate enough when it comes to using that many different buttons and stuff. Yes, I know it’s really easy today with all the vocal and gesture commands, but the fact is I’m not made for that kind of job.”


  “Part of succeeding lies in believing, you know.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “But do go on,” Fezzan said with a wink, and Vaalrie laughed. A warm laugh. He hadn’t heard that in a while. When was the last time he had laughed?


  “Since I do like to be on board a ship, I took the commandeering test, took a few intern positions, and my deck officer position with you is my first real job as an officer. I reckon that’s all you’ll hear about my past in some time, Fezzan.”


  As he reached his home, Fezzan received a message from Argoal telling him to meet her in the trade centre the following day. It was already evening on Culuria, so he decided to relax and see what was on Gwaark TV. The channel greeted him with their slogan, ‘need a way, lead away’.


  After watching Ghuu-Briin’s highly acclaimed thriller ‘The Veil’, a film packed with action, comedy and emotion, Fezzan felt his eyes close. Rumour had it that no one had ever watched it without wet eyes and a feeling of exhaustion by the end. Judging by the dampness of his cheeks, it almost seemed plausible.


  


  Inside the trade centre, off to the usual briefing room.


  The mahogany table was where it had always been. Kur-Tchek, Vriller and Argoal were present.


  “Great job on New Argyll, Fezzan. We thank you a thousand times for that, as would many across the galaxy were they aware of this,” Argoal said.


  “While you were out there, we got a few more confessions out of Rason, and now have plenty of evidence,” Vriller told Fezzan. “She didn’t like the ‘therapy’ Argoal was forcing unto her, but she is now locked up until the trial, which should be taking place during this next job we’re hoping you can help with.”


  “Tell me about it,” he replied.


  Kur-Tchek leant over the table and looked at a sheet of holo-paper.


  “According to the spies we have in the business, Bwingle didn’t take too kindly to that job you did, and he punched Nusumo in the face. The latter didn’t like that at all, and did what he had probably been planning on doing for a while, shooting Bwingle a dozen times with his blaster.”


  “Charming,” Fezzan said. Predictable, too.


  “He has assumed the late Pieter Bwingle’s position as head of the operation, and intensified all activity,” Kur-Tchek continued, “doubling the shipments and sales. If we don’t act now, it’s going to get really chaotic, with even more massive amounts of people being driven into slavery.


  “According to latest satellite images, he is on Bufonse. Our agents tell us that they have managed to access the list of all the people working in the trade, so we are currently getting ready for a massive cleaning operation. Ships are on standby all over the Azzurdi Empire, with targets acquired and locked.”


  Another big operation.


  “We have enough ships for that?”


  Argoal smiled.


  “Most of the Warriors have been dispatched, and we have a number of Regulars helping out too.”


  Fezzan shrugged. More surprises.


  “You are to take a couple of large ships, which have been transformed into prison-ships, to Bufonse. Land and use stuns on everyone belonging to the organisation. Try to get them arrested, as many as possible. We don’t want too many casualties. Your main target is Nusumo, and please try not to let him slip away. Then bring all the prisoners back here. Doable?”


  “I reckon so.”


  


  On Bufonse in Ganuta Ihhol, the reception party was all but friendly. Missiles and blaster shots never ceased to target the Veina Temp, all the way down to the ground. They could hear a siren, and Fezzan thought the Ganutan authorities would be panicking, seeing all the fireworks that were scorching the skies.


  Xixes, one of Fezzan’s aces at shooting down fighters, wasn’t keen about close-range combat but could always be found behind a weapon controller in times of need. Fezzan smiled as he watched her unleash the considerable amount of energy Rik was feeding through her circuits.


  On the other side of the ship, Vaalrie seemed to be doing the same.


  Fezzan walked to the bridge and looked towards the approaching surface of Bufonse. Yet more Griffins, Unicorn fighters and Effroyables leapt into the air, trying to stop them, only to get caught in the crossfire. Most of them either returned to the ground at least as fast as they had left it, or did not return at all.


  “Attention to all teams. We leave the ship once the two prison-ships have landed safely and started deploying their men. Get your weapons charged.”


  They made sure the two other ships landed without too much damage, taking out any ships that started moving menacingly towards them.


  “Good. Every one, use stuns. Zack, is your team ready?”


  They dropped off Zack and team Youd near the southern side, and placed Rik in the North-East with team Lamed.


  “All right, Vaalrie, I’ll take Aleph to the West. Keep her up here once we’ve left. I'll keep in touch.”


  “Got it.”


  


  As his team was nearing its position, Fezzan heard someone shout ahead.


  “Stop right there! Police. We have you surrounded.”


  Fezzan saw squadrons of tough Ganutai come towards them from all sides, some from above with jet packs. Why did they have to slow him down?


  “ID?”


  He gave it to the apparent leader.


  “Arpia Cleaning Team?”


  Fezzan nodded with a defiant look, and one of the Ganutai whistled.


  “Sorry, Commander Fezzan,” said the leader. “Though I’d like to let you go, the Ganutan government is opposed to your organisation. I will have to arrest you.”


  Interesting. It looked like Arpia’s influence had even reached the Ganutan police force. Did some Ganutai have ‘good’ values?


  “Listen,” Fezzan told him. “I will give you a choice. You and your men help us out here in taking out the slave trade, and you are no longer under Ganutan authority. We’ll make you part of ACT. You don’t seem to agree with Ganutan policies anyway,” he added with a wink.


  The leader lifted an eyebrow.


  “The other option is for us to kill you all,” Fezzan continued, showing his weaponry and making himself taller. “We have no time to lose, so we will not let ourselves be arrested. What do you choose?”


  The warrior in front of him thought for a moment. He turned to his troops.


  “I’ll help them. Choose what you will do.”


  “You are a traitor, Prondir,” said one. “A traitor to the Ganuta House, to the First House!”


  “He may be a traitor to the current Ganutan politics, but he is loyal to the true Azzurdi values, which have been forgotten by the First House,” another said.


  Soon enough, a Ganuta-on-Ganuta fight was taking place right before Fezzan’s eyes. Impossible to intervene, not knowing where each person’s loyalty lay.


  The leader named Prondir turned to him after knocking out a former colleague.


  “Run, go now! Those of us who survive will seek you later.”


  Fezzan chuckled as he led his troops away.


  


  They had arrived near the centre of operations for the slave trade, the building Fezzan had entered a few times before. He did not have enough time to observe all the new security systems added since his last visit, as they were welcomed by a series of shouts, followed by a great gunfire reception party.


  Fezzan’s men all got into action, and after sending in a few hand-grenades, they had the situation under control.


  “This is Aleph. Youd and Lamed, come in.”


  “Lamed speaking. We have taken control of the Northeast entrance. Not many casualties. Over.”


  “Youd to Aleph. What took you so long? We have the southern entrance. Over.”


  “Good,” said Fezzan. That explained the mere ten guards. The others had probably tried to reinforce the other positions. “All teams move in.”


  After ten minutes of gunfight, leaving some of his troops at the entrance to stop anyone from leaving, Fezzan met the other team leaders inside the building.


  “Nusumo?”


  “No sign of him.”


  “Same here.”


  “Commander,” a female voice said through the intercom, “an Asian-featured man has just left through the West exit. He thwarted our attempts to stop him peacefully. Do we pursue?”


  “That’s Nusumo,” Fezzan replied. “How did he do that? We came in and never saw him!”


  He rushed out of the building. Zack and Rik could deal with the prisoners.


  


  Fezzan caught up with his rearguard, and was told that they had forced Nusumo into a blind alley. A shot coming from a dozen metres away confirmed it.


  “Stop firing!”


  The deep shout had not come from the alley but from the skies. Fezzan looked up, and saw a dozen figures with jet packs active.


  “Police,” the voice boomed as the figures glided towards the ground.


  “About time you came,” Nusumo replied. “These are our attackers. Arrest them right away.”


  One of the figures turned towards Nusumo and pointed a blaster at him, and another appeared behind the Asian before arm-cuffing him behind his back.


  “Eliahki Nusumo, you are under arrest for violating Ganutan, Azzurdi and interstellar rules of law.”


  Nusumo seemed shocked.


  “Who are you to say so?”


  “Prondir Tar’etiy, Arpia Cleaning Team, Ganutan division.”


  Fezzan laughed, and the figure turned towards him.


  “I said I would do my best to help, Commander. Here is the one you seek.”


  It took a few hours before those who were in any way linked to the trade were taken into the prison-ships. The Veina Temp also welcomed the remaining Ganutan followers of Prondir, and more than fifty prisoners, Nusumo among them.


  “Thanks Vaalrie. Good job: she’s in a good state.”


  “I wouldn’t want your ship too damaged, Fezzan,” answered the deck-officer with a smile.


  “Thanks. Zack, let’s go back to Culuria.”



  Chapter XLVIII


  


  “Good to see you, Birgo.”


  She was in Malrow’s office, on the sixth floor of the Arpia HQ. Her superior was absently watching the dark and foreboding sky.


  “I have had most important news from the Yolniun. They seem to have managed to free an enslaved So-laon. As you may well know, the Service has made the So-laon serve them by placing something in their head and by thus controlling their minds.”


  Birgo nodded, recalling hearing that from the Yolniun when she had first gone to Pri'nodai.


  “They have not told me how, but they are ready to free a second one. They now call upon you to bring them another So-laon. They want you to go to Earth, fight the So-laon called Mbirnsi, and bring him to Zarri'laga in the Zarri'shu system. At the same time, the Rebels will launch another attack on Spiciam, meaning that you will have no trouble on Earth.”


  “Sounds good. Who is this Mbirnsi?”


  “One of the So-Laon we’ve been in contact with.”


  ‘If you say so’, she felt like saying. Birgo couldn’t help but think that Malrow was hiding something. He hadn’t said the whole truth. She resisted the urge to probe his mind, and simply nodded.


  “After that, a trial will be held for Rason, with telepaths as judges. No denying the truth there. Anyway, kiss Haldora good-bye and lift off,” he finished with a wink.


  Outside the Arpian HQ, the Arpian media threw questions at her about what the future held for Major Rason. Wandering away, she wondered why the media had only found it fitting to speak to her now. They weren’t even interested in her. Maybe they only cared about Service affairs.


  She went to find Haldora, and told him what she was to do next.


  After doing what Malrow had told her last, Birgo sat in her captain chair and wondered why the Yolniun would really want just the one So-laon, and that one in particular.


  


  As the Total Eclipse approached Earth’s orbit, Birgo felt a presence.


  «well met my friend come to bergen and we shall finally talk»


  After adjusting the course to the mentioned city, Birgo wondered about this Mbirnsi. The presence had an aura to it. It had felt definite and clear, indicating that the telepath was powerful. How powerful?


  Bergen had an eery feeling of modesty to it. It was set apart from main cities, covered in snow, and it felt cosy. Birgo wondered how such a specific person, apparently wanted by the Yolniun, could live in such a place.


  As she stepped out of the Total Eclipse, after being wished good luck by all the crew-members, Birgo made her way towards a lone figure waiting in a windy and empty square nearby.


  Power emanated from the figure. A man, Birgo noticed as she approached. His long and dark ruffled hair danced in the wind, hiding his eyes from her.


  She stopped a few paces in front of him, and he studied her carefully for a good minute.


  “I have watched your progress for a long time, and I must admit I am quite satisfied. The prophecies rooted deep in the past are always true.”


  Birgo had no idea what he was talking about, but something told her that it was linked to the ‘Biri'h'go’ whisperings she had heard from the Yolniun.


  “You are wise,” he said, and Birgo was unsure whether he had been reading her thoughts. She certainly hadn’t felt an incursion. “You do know I must resist with all my might, do you not?”


  Of course, he had to resist. It was all linked to the device that the Service used to control the So-laon.


  She smiled. She was ready, whatever his power.


  “Shall we begin?”


  


  Passers-by stopped and stared in wonder as the fight went on. The two telepaths were struggling physically, a few metres apart, never touching each other. It was an almost surreal scene, and soon enough, a crowd had formed around the two silent wrestlers.


  On the mental plane, however, it was much more violent. Mbirnsi did not stop attacking, trying to break through Birgo’s defences, not giving her the chance to attack. For a dozen minutes, they mesmerised the crowd so.


  Birgo could feel hostility in the space around her. The air was vibrant with So-laon power. Why was it so? Mbirnsi could not possibly be this strong. She was Birgo, and she had defeated all the greatest Masters. Who was this man?


  The attacks intensified, and Birgo realised that Mbirnsi was not alone. Something connected all the So-laon, and it seemed that So-laon all across the galaxy were sending their thoughts to him. She could feel thousands of different minds joining her opponent.


  She felt her knees weaken. She was dropping to the ground.


  A phrase formed in her mind, and repeated itself: «you are birgo»


  It was a voice. It was her voice, but younger. It repeated the sentence ever faster, and Birgo felt her pace quicken simultaneously.


  She breathed deeper, and felt a storm brew inside.


  Anger. Rage.


  Power.


  She was power. She was it all.


  The attacks no longer mattered. Her defences would fall soon, but she didn’t care: she knew what to do.


  Birgo gave in to the anger, let it consume her. She lost all sense of self, and in that one instant, she was no more. She reached out far beyond anything she had known before. In this short moment, she touched every point of the universe simultaneously, despite its infinity, in spite of all the laws of physics, contrary to all reason. For a split second, she knew everything, everywhere. Every human in existence. Things she had not been aware of. Other intelligent species. Some hostile, some not. Some advanced, some primitive. The fox from her nightmares.


  Birgo blinked.


  She regained her senses, and focused her anger on the telepath. The air around her was no longer filled with So-laon weaves. It obeyed her command. It was an extension of her.


  Birgo stood up, fire in her eyes. She stretched her arms open wide, and the elements formed a weave like a ball of fire in front of her.


  She saw a change in Mbirnsi’s expression. She could hear his thoughts, and he was confused. Was anger supposed to play a part, he asked himself.


  Birgo smiled and brought her hands together. The weave went crashing through Mbirnsi’s defences.


  The So-laon telepath lost balance and closed his eyes.


  “Biri'h'go,” he murmured as he fell to the ground.


  Her anger receded. Victory was achieved.


  Birgo slung Mbirnsi over her shoulder and brought him into the Total Eclipse, escaping the crowd.


  


  What had happened in Bergen?


  The Total Eclipse was somewhere between Sol and Barnard’s Star. The telepath was still unconscious, and kept in that state by some drug concoction.


  Birgo had felt angrier than ever before, and it was both scary and a good feeling.


  She had lost control over her emotions. As Plato once said, the thumos, passion, was meant to be controlled by the nous, the intellect. She had forgotten most of what she had learnt in philosophy, but not that.


  Then again, she had broken barriers that weighed on her mind, and she had beaten the entire So-laon race.


  Birgo looked at her hands, and saw that they were shaking. So was the rest of her body.


  She needed rest. It had been a demanding battle. She would think about those matters later.


  


  Inside the Zarri'laga space station, a small crowd awaited the Total Eclipse. Bored with the landing procedure, Birgo skimmed through the minds of the individual people in the crowd. Doing so softly was the key to remaining undetected. She didn’t want them all to turn against her. At least, not yet.


  She paused upon discovering a mind that had the word ‘biri'h'go’ imprinted on it.


  The elusive yet ever-present prophecy.


  Words were attached to it: woman, telepath, victory. Birgo felt a mental barrier stopping her from knowing the rest. She could force it open. What would happen?


  She felt a shiver go down her spine, and realised that she wanted to know the contents of the prophecy. Whatever the cost. The prospect of knowing the future was worth sacrificing one Yolniui life, if not their entire race. It had to be everyone’s dream.


  “Hello, Birgo.”


  Birgo jumped. The words had slipped through the mental barrier as she heard them with her ears.


  She turned to see Oz'Eonda facing her.


  “You may be powerful, but you still underestimate our own strength,” the Ozfia leader said with a smile.


  Birgo smiled, but her insides were boiling. She had been bested by a Yolniun. She silently cursed at herself for failing to pay attention to the mind’s identity and movement. She cursed him for making a fool of her.


  “It is interesting you have not yet thought about what foresight implies,” Oz'Eonda continued.


  Birgo was surprised.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Come take a walk with me while the Zarri'dt healers take Mbirnsi to the medical facilities.”


  


  Birgo looked at the passers-by, all of them bowing deeply to her before walking away. Flattering, but very strange all the same.


  She stopped and stared into Oz'Eonda’s eyes.


  “Pleasantries aside, what is it you wanted to say?”


  The Yolniun stared back with a thoughtful look.


  “If I know my future,” Oz'Eonda said, “will my knowledge of the future influence my choices?”


  Birgo blinked, repeating the sentence in her head to make some sense of it.


  “Put differently, is the future absolute, regardless of knowledge of it or not, regardless of what I do to make it happen or never take place? Or does my future change by my knowledge thereof?”


  “Basically, does fate exist?”


  Oz'Eonda nodded.


  “That is one way of naming it. Fate, destiny, future, these are all words that describe what we believe will happen when a prophecy is discovered. We believe in its certainty.”


  Birgo remembered their conversation of their first meeting. Something he had just said had contradicted his previous words.


  “Yet you told me that prophecies were about how things might happen.”


  Oz'Eonda was silent, and Birgo felt encouraged to continue.


  “You don’t really believe in prophecies, do you?”


  “I did not, indeed. Since I met you, however, I doubt far less.”


  “Then tell me,” Birgo asked, “if I have a recurrent dream about my death, is it a prophecy?”


  Oz'Eonda blinked.


  “About your death?”


  “That is what I said, yes.”


  “That cannot be. No, I’m sure it is just a dream. Enough talk about the future,” he said, raising his hands. “I must tell you that Mbirnsi was known throughout the galaxy for being the So-laon with the greatest telepathic abilities in many centuries. None other than you could have defeated him, not even our great Master Pri'Singyan.”


  Birgo was flattered by the praise. It explained the bowing. However, she was more curious about Oz'Eonda’s reaction to her revelation. Did the prophecy say something about her death?


  


  Two days passed, and Birgo was told that five So-laon were ready to go to Earth, along with a contingent of Pri'nodai warriors to protect them on Earth.


  “Members of the Xyon International Court will meet us there,” Oz'Eonda told her, “and we shall be able to host Major Rason’s trial.”


  “She has been imprisoned for some time now. Can she use that argument to get away with it?”


  “No. Fortunately for us, the XIC allowed a prolonged imprisonment.”


  Birgo nodded.


  “Will Mbirnsi be coming with us?”


  “Once again, no. He will take a number of Pri'nodai with him to free more So-laon.”


  It seemed that many events were to take place in the near future. Interesting time for the galaxy.


  


  Upon approaching Earth, Birgo was told to head for the city of Luxembourg, host to the Absolem High Court.


  On location, the So-laon telepaths were escorted to the courthouse and shown their quarters. They met the XIC judges, who briefed them about the proceedings to take place.


  Oz'Eonda returned to the ship and thanked Birgo.


  “We are ever more in your debt, Birgo, rider of the stars.”


  As she watched Oz'Eonda leave, Birgo wondered whether her presence would be necessary during the trial. At any rate, they still needed the accused.


  “A message came in, Birgo.”


  “Go on, Jem.”


  “We’re to fly to Culuria right away to pick up Rason.”


  Speak of the devil.


  


  Returning to Earth from Culuria, Birgo was glad that Rason was held prisoner in her ship and not in Malrow’s Illyana, which the Total Eclipse was escorting. It meant that she had more opportunities to study Rason, her habits, her manners, her dress-code, her behaviour. Also, it took Birgo’s mind off something she had felt on Culuria, a strange presence. It even seemed that Rason enjoyed seeing how fascinated Birgo was with her.


  “You can’t be like me.”


  Birgo said nothing.


  “Why won’t you free me then? In a few days, we’ll be on Earth, and you’ll never see me again after the trial, whatever the outcome.”


  “You would just stab me in the back.”


  Rason shrugged.


  “Maybe I would. Before I did, however, I could teach you how to make men desire you.”


  Birgo stayed silent, though the words had hit her weak spot. Since becoming a warrior, no man had looked at her with lust in his eyes. Not even Haldora, though he was consumed by love. Fool.


  “You’re strong, but you’re not the most beautiful of women. You have power, but not control. You cannot manipulate minds without resorting to telepathy. People fear you, and no one wants you. How does it feel?”


  Birgo could feel anger stir inside like a beast leaving hibernation in the depths of her soul.


  “Struck home, have I? Give me my freedom, and I can change all that. When you finally decide to make your dark dreams come true, you won’t be alone. All the men you want, all of them wanting you.”


  Birgo forced herself to walk away. Rason was right, and if Birgo had stayed any longer, she would have given in.


  In any case, it would be wrong to free Rason. Or would it? If using illegal means was bad, then Ekrid also deserved to be put on trial, along with every other member of Arpia who had made use of such means. Torture, murder, fraud, theft, embezzlement of computer data, Arpia had made so many criminal offences over the years.


  She didn’t know what to do. She would decide at the trial.


  


  There were three So-laon judges, assisted by two XIC judges, all bearing the traditional judge chaperon headgear. The So-laon who were present bowed slightly to Birgo as she brought Rason before them, to the surprise of the other judges. No cameras were allowed, but media representatives were there. Birgo saw that some of the journalists had picked up on the small gesture.


  The bailiff took some time to read all the charges, which ranged from murder and corruption to usurpation of power and treason. The list of laws broken seemed endless.


  Rason pleaded not guilty, naturally, but the presiding judge stood up.


  “Before we proceed any further, may I remind you, Major, that you swore to tell the truth?”


  Rason seemed not to mind the remark, until the judge removed his chaperon to reveal a bare scalp, though recent scars were plain to see. The limited crowd allowed in the courtroom gasped.


  “Impossible,” said Rason, who seemed outraged.


  “As you can see, the mind device that covered most of my head is gone, along with any control the Constitutor Intelligence Service had over my thoughts.” The murmur of the crowd increased in volume. “No So-laon in this courtroom is a slave. Know therefore that what you say to be true will not be accepted quite so easily.”


  Birgo glanced towards Rason, who now seemed lost, torn between anger and fear. She could no longer brush the matter away. She looked at Birgo with pleading eyes, mouthing two words: “free me”. However, Birgo knew that nothing she could do would alter Rason’s future, save if she killed all those present.


  Birgo looked away and left the courtroom as Armand Drigglesbothe started speaking on behalf of the prosecution. Though part of her wished to help Rason, nothing could be done about it. She would do what she had to do without Rason. The first thing to do was to improve her appearance.


  


  After many days of evidence and pleadings during which Birgo visited every beauty parlour and aesthetician in the city of Luxembourg, the judges had come to a decision. Birgo, still getting used to the slight curls in her hair and to the skin product that she had started applying, watched Rason as she was sentenced to lifetime incarceration in solitary confinement. Rason was beaten. That fascinating creature was going to live and die alone in a cell after a reign of many years. Many, but too few.


  Birgo made up her mind: she was the greatest warrior on the universe, but Rason could still teach her many other things. This made Rason special, despite her defeat. She was worth more to Birgo alive than dead.


  As guards led her away from the courtroom, Rason stopped in front of Birgo. A guard grabbed her wrist to make her move, but Birgo ordered them to let Rason speak.


  “It is a good start, that much I’ll admit,” said Rason, looking at Birgo’s physical changes, “but it isn’t enough. The galaxy could have been yours. No matter what you do by yourself, it will never be quite as good.”


  Birgo did not reply verbally, choosing to keep her words secret.


  «know that you have inspired me»


  A hint of a smile appeared on Rason’s face.


  “We may meet again when I leave prison.”


  “I’m afraid the odds of that ever happening are not stacked in your favour, Major.”


  Birgo nodded towards the guards, who dragged Rason away, but sent a few words into her mind.


  «if you hold on for a few years then maybe we shall see each other again»


  


  The So-laon judges gathered after the trial and met with Birgo.


  “We wish to thank you,” said the presiding judge, “for what you have brought to us. Hope, freedom, and the possibility to repay our debt to our brethren who died during the past centuries because of the mind device. We three are now ready to move beyond this life.”


  They all bowed and seemed not to notice Birgo’s puzzlement.


  The So-laon each acted differently, but Birgo could feel they were saying good-bye to life. Some closed their eyes, others knelt down, and others just looked around them. She could feel peace and joy in their hearts, and their souls left their bodies, no doubt finding their way to a higher plane.


  After dealing with the media and the authorities on the matter of the vanished So-laon, Oz'Eonda and the other Yolniun joined Birgo in her ship. Time for their return flight.


  “You can do the same as they did, once you wish to leave this plane of existence,” Oz'Eonda said as the Total Eclipse tore away from Earth’s gravitational field.


  Birgo looked at him.


  “Is that some part of the prophecy you are still unwilling to tell me?”


  “Maybe it is, maybe it is not. In a way, a prophecy is but a string of ideas and words that you interpret as you wish. In the past, I interpreted that prophecy in a very different way than I do today.”


  Birgo vowed to find the text of the prophecy. Even if she had to kill to discover it.



  Chapter XLIX


  


  Parmil and Wadina were watching the news when the call came.


  “We have another job for you,” Ekrid had said. The reporters had just been going on about the impending trial of Major Rason, saying that Commander Birgo had just brought a number of Yolniun and freed So-laon to Earth.


  “You know perfectly well I resigned. Why do you still bother me?”


  “One last favour? After all, you did bring back a nice little something from Umbira, and you’ll need some papers of ownership.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Parmil, that creature has a strange aura to it. Both Argoal and I felt something the moment you landed. You’re lucky Birgo hasn’t yet come back from freeing and transporting So-laon telepaths, because she could have thought it a threat.”


  “I really don’t understand what you’re saying, Ekrid.”


  “Neither do I. I’m not at all sure what this firnex is, but I’m willing to allow it, for Wadina’s sake, as long as you do one more job for me.”


  Parmil sighed.


  “All right. What do you want?”


  “Come over to Gooms’s bar in fifteen minutes. Vriller and Argoal will be there too. Bring Wadina and the creature.”


  


  “Hello Al'Ario,” said Vriller. “Hi there Wadina. Is this a new pet of yours?”


  Wadina smiled.


  “Parmil bought Artemis the last time she was in the Constitutor.”


  “Good, good. It’s a nice animal.”


  It seemed that the story Wadina had made up worked on everyone they came across. Parmil saw Wadina wink at Artemis, who seemed to enjoy pretending to be a mindless domesticated animal. It seemed strange that Parmil had been able to disqualify Artemis from the generic ‘animal’ term so easily. It was probably due to Wadina’s efforts to obtain equal treatment for both of them whenever they were at home. Parmil blinked. At her home. Or was it theirs too?


  Vriller had led them to the private part of the bar and into one of the rooms, where Argoal and Ekrid awaited, seated around a large table.


  “This is Ekrid, my godfather, and that’s Argoal,” Wadina said to Artemis. “Ekrid and Argoal, this is Artemis.”


  “Are you going to tell us Artemis comes from the Constitutor as well?”


  Wadina stopped in her steps and glared at her godfather.


  “I hate telepaths.”


  Vriller seemed confused.


  “What is going on?”


  “Don’t worry, Vriller, I’m sure these ladies will explain exactly what happened.”


  Parmil noticed that Argoal was focused on Artemis as she had uttered the words.


  


  Parmil and Wadina explained what Artemis had done to the camera in her holding cell, her magical disappearance from inside the cage, and how they had found her inside Parmil’s suit. They told them of her understanding abilities and great intelligence.


  “By the way,” Parmil added, “what does Doctor Jeschins know?”


  “Nothing,” said Ekrid. “He feels sure the animal has escaped the base and died because of its organism no longer being adapted to that kind of air.”


  “And this,” Vriller said, pointing at Artemis, “is the highly intelligent animal? Set free here in Yubenia?”


  “Don’t worry. She’s not dangerous. I will personally vouch for her.”


  “Why do you say ‘her’, and speak of this animal as of a human?” Argoal enquired, eyes still locked in Artemis’s.


  “She is no animal,” Wadina protested, laying her hand on Artemis’s neck. “She understands everything we say, she has emotions. She might not speak with words we understand, but she nods or shakes her head when you ask a question.”


  Ekrid sighed.


  “Parmil, do you have any idea of how big a scandal you would be in if the media caught wind of what happened on UVP-018?”


  Parmil felt defensive, even a little angry.


  “And you, Ekrid, do you realise how much more scandalous it would be if the media found out anything of what is happening today on UVP-018 and in the space around it?”


  “Stop bickering,” said Argoal. “Ekrid, look at it. Tell me what you see.”


  “You know I can’t. I can’t see it.”


  Obviously they were talking in telepath terms, but Parmil could not see the problem.


  “We should ask the Yolniun.”


  “In due time. Still, it has to stay a secret,” Ekrid said. “Haldora won’t notice, because he isn’t powerful enough for that. I will tell Birgo after the Rason trial, if she hasn’t sensed Artemis beforehand. No media leaks. The vulpes zertae gentis that escaped Jeschins’s grasp died on UVP-018.”


  He put on a smile and turned to Wadina.


  “Over here however, Artemis lives. Unofficially of course. ‘She’,” he insisted, “will be under your responsibility. It will stay at that. No experiments, no tests. It may be a loss for science, but it already believes in this loss. Now, I must be going. Parmil has a mission to receive from these other two, and I am going to be late for an important meeting in my office.”


  


  Once Ekrid had left, Vriller asked Wadina to leave with Artemis, but Argoal said the choice lay with Parmil, who said that they could stay. Parmil noticed Argoal’s eyes often wandered towards Artemis.


  “We are planning another attack, called ‘Pirate Strike’,” Argoal said. “A big operation for Arpia, something it has been waiting for since its birth. Vriller, I will let you explain the situation.”


  Vriller stood up and walked to the other side of the room, dimming the lights on the way. He projected an image of a galaxy map above the table.


  “Quite soon, there will be the Rason trial. Almost everyone’s eyes will be turned towards Earth,” he said, highlighting the Sol system in the lower part of the map, “and spies have reported that the Free Traders’ Guild, the largest pirate group, is going to use that distraction to raid many places around the galaxy.”


  He highlighted a dozen suspected target areas in Absol and Azzurdi space.


  “As you may well already know, their base is the Haven space station in the Zeta Tucanae system,” which he also highlighted. “Because of their plan, Haven will be left with a much smaller defence fleet than usual. Our plan is to take advantage of their own situation."


  He selected the Ramiderc Alpha system and zoomed in to reveal the planet and space station inside it.


  “On planet Tungstite resides a man who hates the Guild more than anyone and who best knows the Haven space station. His name is Jef Mallik. Does the name ring a bell?”


  “Sure. One of the legendary Rekar Achbal’s closest friends, no? The shipbuilder. He runs an illegal ship outfitting activity on Tungstite. What does it have to do with Haven?”


  “You clearly know a bit, but not enough, about the Free Trading Society. You see, before Kand betrayed Achbal and created the Guild, the Society occupied Haven.”


  Argoal nodded and the lights came back on.


  “Al'Ario, we want you to make contact with Mallik. Tell him about Arpia, and show him proof of it, the ultimate proof being the fact of bringing him back here. We need this man’s help, and I’m sure he would hate to miss driving the Guild out of Haven. Do you understand your job?”


  Parmil nodded. At least, she thought she understood.


  As she walked back home, Parmil told Wadina and Artemis that they couldn’t come with her. She knew the girls would be fine without her. The girls? Parmil chuckled as she opened an intercom channel with the Karakal.


  


  The hard and violent atmosphere of the Tungstite spaceport punched Parmil in the face as she looked out the Karakal. Only twenty metres away, two drunken men were wrestling, seemingly over a female transvestite prostitute. He, or ‘she’ to be true to the person’s original physique, was indeed attractive, but the fact that they were wrestling over him was odd. It seemed to insult the legality and respectability of prostitution that had existed for so long all over the galaxy.


  As she led Borreli towards the wrestlers, she was glad that she hadn’t brought the girls along. She checked her blaster and artificial hand. Borreli pointed towards one of the men.


  “See his coat?” he whispered. “There’s a badge on it. ‘MS’. Mallik Shipyards?”


  The other man saw them staring and looked at them. The MS-badged man took advantage of this distraction to knock him out with a blow on the back of the neck.


  He turned towards Parmil and Borreli.


  “Come get some, I’ll make meat out of you.”


  “We’ll pass,” said Parmil. “Are you from Mallik Shipyards?”


  “Who wants to know?”


  By the look on his face, and the grease on his hands, he was probably a mechanic working for Mallik.


  “Someone who wants to see Jef about taking out Haven.”


  “My grandma wants to see him about that too.”


  “Hello?” said the prostitute. “I am a busy man.”


  “Hang on, sweetie. This won’t take long.”


  “Listen, pal,” Borreli cut in. “The Rason trial will be taking place very soon. Do you think Kand won’t budge? All the Constitutor and Azzurdi Empire will focus on Earth. Why not take advantage of this and launch a major operation all over the galaxy?”


  The man seemed surprised, and his eyes darted from Borreli to Parmil.


  “What was Achbal’s wife called?” he asked.


  Parmil blinked. She hadn’t the foggiest idea. She turned to Borreli, who had a smile on his face.


  “Maisie,” he said.


  “Wait here a sec’, I’ve got a call to place.”


  The man gone, Parmil thanked Borreli for knowing the answer.


  “Don’t forget I’ve had much more free time than you over the past few years, with all these briefings to which you went alone.”


  True. All the same, it felt strange: for the first time, she had not appeared to outsiders to be the captain. Borreli was in charge. Why did it bother her?


  


  “Yes, my good fellows? I gather from my friend that you might have information of importance to me.”


  His language surprised Parmil the most. She had expected the stereotypical ‘yo-ho-ho’ pirate with little talent for pronouncing words properly. Pronunciation problems caused problems, as ‘Babel’ brain implants were not programmed to correct speech deficiencies.


  The large man called Jef was sitting opposite Parmil and Borreli at a table inside his shipyard, which they had found following the mechanic’s instructions. Mallik’s people had taken their blasters on entry. The artificial hand had appeared on the scanner, but a few people around had such devices.


  Borreli told him what he had told the mechanic, and Mallik studied them after hearing it all.


  “Whom do you represent?”


  “Arpia,” said Parmil.


  “By which you refer to the organisation that has only just made a name for itself? Quite surprising. Is this humour of poor taste?”


  “Arpia has existed for over a dozen years,” Parmil said. “It was created with one great purpose in mind: make the spirit of the Society live on. The time has come for Arpia to fulfil one of its primary goals: razing Kand’s Free Traders’ Guild to the ground.”


  “Arpia is not just some law firm,” Borreli added. “It has done much more. The InfiNight trade and Rason trial are just the tip of the iceberg. In the past years, Arpia members have been stopping pirate raids. It is in the process, right now, of putting an end to a large slave trade taking place in the Azzurdi Empire, and has brought Azzurdi, Rebels and Yolniun together for the large battles that took place all over the Constitutor not so long ago. Did you not hear of mysterious ships fighting the Service-controlled fleets?”


  Mallik pondered the matter a moment.


  “What does Arpia require of me?”


  “Arpia will launch an operation called ‘Pirate Strike’ very soon,” said Borreli, “where Haven will be attacked. The goal is not to destroy the space station but destroy Kand’s Guild from inside the station. Bring the fight to the ground. From what we have heard, you are the person who best knows that ground.”


  Mallik rose from his seat with a smile.


  “Your small speech has convinced me, young captain. I shall pledge my support. I would never dream of missing such an occasion for revenge.”


  He extended his forearm towards Borreli, who grabbed his wrist.


  “Thank you, sir.”


  Mallik nodded before extending his forearm to Parmil.


  “Kand murdered everyone I ever held dear,” he said, and controlled rage appeared on his face. Parmil grabbed his wrist and let him sit back down. It seemed that he was going to talk some more before leaving with them.


  


  “Back then, it was Rekar, Maisie and the rest of the crew. But I managed to escape with their child.”


  Parmil noticed that the other people in the shipyard had stopped working and were watching Mallik.


  “Recently, we tried to resuscitate the Society, him and I. We established contact with many of the former prominent members, those who still lived. Yet somehow, Kand became aware of it, and he prepared another ambush. We fell in it, unaware of what was awaiting us. A missile landed in the bridge and blew it all apart.”


  He paused a second. Parmil could imagine the tears waiting to flow, held back by emotional barriers only. The old ‘real men don’t cry’ rule?


  “At first, I believed that it was my old nightmare. This time, however, it was the young one who had died. I fled in an escape pod in shame and despair, cursing Kand for failing to kill me. There was nothing more I could do. Every last gramme of hope was gone.”


  Mallik closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


  Parmil felt her throat tighten. Perhaps she would have cried in Mallik’s stead. Had Argoal and Vriller known? If so, they had chosen not to tell her.


  “In any event,” said Mallik after opening his eyes, “I shall fight alongside you. Take me to your ship. Take me to your base. Take me to Haven. I shall see to it that Kand doesn’t stand a chance.”


  


  “Jef Mallik, you are most welcome here on Culuria,” Char-Tow said as he greeted the Karakal’s passenger. “I am Commander Char-Tow, and will be the one in charge of the ground operation on Haven. We were hoping that you would accept to join us.”


  Mallik looked around.


  “Well, if this is Arpia, then I get the impression I underestimated you.”


  Char-Tow laughed.


  “Many people do so, Mr. Mallik. That is probably one of our strengths.”


  Char-Tow led Mallik to a nearby transport, asking if he minded Char-Tow calling him by his first name.


  “Think you’ll be going to Haven?” Borreli asked Parmil as the transport left.


  “I doubt it. Though I wouldn’t like to be Yiskvu Kand in the coming days.”


  “See, the reason I’m asking is that I’m tempted to join. Actually, Argoal asked me to come, because she says I’m a great pilot. Haven would be the first flight of the Subarashii I bought right before this job.”


  Parmil laughed, dismissing the pang of jealousy regarding Borreli’s piloting skills.


  “You bought it?”


  Borreli bit his lower lip and chuckled.


  “That’s brilliant!”


  Parmil flung her arms around him and gave him a peck on the cheek.


  “Well done, captain Borreli.”


  “Thank you, captain Parmil.”


  He was smiling, but there was something else, as if he were about to abandon her. The crew!


  “Does that mean I no longer have a crew?”


  “Well, the way we see it, you won’t be needing one, as long as you don’t go fighting any more. And if Artemis is half as intelligent as you make her seem, you could get Rikar to adapt the onboard system to be easily controlled by a firnex. In a few years, even Wadina could help pilot the ship.”


  He sighed, and so did Parmil.


  “I guess this is really the end then?”


  Borreli shook his head.


  “No, Parmil, it’s just the beginning of a new phase. You’ll finally be able to start the life you’ve wanted for the past months. You’ll see Rikar and Tara often, and Sam and I will drop by every now and then. It’s not over, just different.”


  He lay his hands on Parmil’s cheeks and kissed her on the forehead.


  “The Fire Plume will be ever guarding you in the skies,” he said. “Bee gave the name, by the way.”


  “Take care, will you?”


  “You too.”


  Borreli smiled one last time before turning away. On the way out, he stroked the wing of the Karakal.


  As he walked away, Parmil felt emptied of life. Something had been taken from her. Worse than when she had said good-bye to the four of the ‘old crew’.


  


  Artemis greeted Parmil with her high-pitched barks right after Parmil had passed her keycard through the door lock. Wadina jumped in her arms once she had opened the door.


  “You don’t know how glad I am to see both of you.”


  After hearing Parmil’s tale of the mission and of Borreli’s departure, Wadina and Artemis seemed to exchange a very basic conversation.


  “Artemis wants to know if you love Borreli.”


  Parmil blinked. Did she? He was her best friend, that much was sure. Was it more than that? Did her hesitation mean anything? She said she didn’t know.


  “Well, until you make up your mind, Artemis and I have decided we need a better way to communicate.”


  They spent the next hours with a recording device, with Wadina saying a basic word and getting Artemis to ‘say’ it, in the hope that they might be able to understand her in the future.


  Parmil tried to analyse Artemis’s language on her computer while the girls watched a film well into the evening. It seemed that the girls cried, smiled and shivered together during the film. Were they so similar?


  By midnight, Parmil decided to have some sleep. She checked on her two little protégées, and pulled the bed sheets over them as they dreamt. They both were so cute and went so well together that Parmil felt proud to give them love and affection.


  Love, the word she had forgotten about all afternoon. She still wasn’t sure whether she loved Borreli.


  Parmil closed the bedroom door and left to find the sofa. If she did love Borreli, was it too late to say anything?


  



  Chapter L


  


  As the Veina Temp entered the atmosphere, Fezzan received a message from Haldora telling him to land beside the main sports complex with the two prison-ships.


  He exited the ship and looked up to see his escort appear out of the thick cover of clouds. Not a ray of sunshine visible. It looked like the rain was going to come, judging by the colour of the sky.


  A crowd of armed Arpian Warriors filed out of the gymnasium and took position all around Fezzan’s vessel and the landing area for the other two. Fezzan spotted a few known faces, and waved or nodded when possible.


  Once the two prison-ships had landed, the unloading began.


  Some four hundred left the prison-ships and were led inside the sports complex. The higher ranked and more implicated, including Nusumo, were taken to a more secure area.


  “We already have about fifty other prisoners, and another seventy will be arriving soon from all over Azzurdi space,” said Diatunga, a newly promoted warrior whom Fezzan knew to be specialising in explosives.


  “How did it go?”


  “According to Vriller,” she replied, “it took them by surprise. The groups you freed did their job well, and had already organised a small plan, finding a few targets. They got Arpia’s signal and took out a few ships, captured thirty operatives or so, and just waited for an Arpian ship to come pick them up.”


  “Good.”


  “Looks like this is a good time for Arpia. Argoal told me the Rason Trial has been delayed because the Yolniun have made a breakthrough concerning the So-laon enslavement devices. Apparently they managed to free a first one thanks to their greatest telepath, Master Pri'Singyan.”


  “Free a So-laon? That is indeed a great thing.”


  “That isn’t all, you know. They did their possible to capture the most powerful So-laon, sending in the most powerful telepath they could find, and would you believe it, it was our dear Commander Birgo who went. And this Mbirnsi is now free. At any rate, those are the rumours.”


  “I wouldn’t be surprised. I fought alongside Birgo a couple of times, and her power is impressive. Scary, even.”


  “So I’ve heard,” Diatunga said. “She already has an unofficial fan club among the Warriors. If she decided to do anything, many would follow without hesitation. I wish she were accompanying us on our next mission.”


  “Our next mission?”


  “Yes. Argoal’s giving a briefing this afternoon. She mentioned you, but I guess she hasn’t talked to you about it yet.”


  Fezzan frowned before establishing a communications link with Argoal.


  “What’s this story about another mission?”


  “We’re going to take out Haven, the home of the Free Traders’ Guild. It’s been Ekrid’s goal since before giving birth to Arpia. The meeting is in three hours in Iguine’s shipyards. Interested?”


  


  Fezzan wandered into the shipyard, and took a look around. For once, it seemed empty. No one was out buying ships, no one was enquiring about this or that model. He spotted the shipwright, a man with long, dark hair, somewhere in his early fifties.


  “Iguine!”


  “Fezzan. Good to see you, my friend. I’m sorry, the shipyard is closed today.”


  “You mean for Argoal’s Pirate Strike too?”


  “Ah, you’re on it? Should have known. No, don’t worry. She is waiting for you all in my office.”


  “You lent it to Argoal?”


  “Well, she was looking for a place, not too big, but where she could brief a dozen people.”


  “A dozen?”


  “Yes. Looks like you’re going to try to take Haven out with just a few ships… Good luck, lad.”


  


  “I hoped you would come,” said Argoal.


  Fezzan said hello to everyone, and took in who was already there.


  Abbyssa, Char-Tow, Diatunga and a number of unknown faces. One face was familiar, but seemed out of place. Borreli, that was his name. It seemed strange that he was present and not his captain, Parmil. He’d ask about it later.


  He could also see an older man, hate burning in his eyes despite his distinguished stance. It looked like Fezzan was the last one.


  “I’m glad that we did not have to wait long for all of you to be here. Vriller will be arriving any minute now, but he already knows about the operation.”


  Borreli had nodded in Fezzan’s direction. There was a determined look in his eyes. He seemed transformed.


  “As you all know, we are going to start the operation called ‘Pirate Strike’. The objective is to obliterate, at least paralyse, all piracy and illegal activity in the system of Zeta Tucanae. Jef Mallik,” said Argoal, pointing towards the older man, “will be our guide there. He knows the space station better than anyone alive, and will take part in the ground combat.”


  Mallik smiled, and Argoal nodded before turning back to her audience.


  “You are among the best in your field, be it explosives, piloting or combat. I’m sure others such as Haldora or Berne would have come, had they not been asked to go to the Rason trial, but you are here, and that’s more than enough. Now, logistics.”


  Argoal turned on a display and a galactic map appeared.


  “We will only be using three large ships, so that we do not attract attention to ourselves as we head for Zeta Tucanae. Most people will have their eyes turned towards Earth, where Rason will be convicted, and the Service along with her, but it’s best to be careful. The pirates themselves have planned many operations all over Absol and Azzurdi space, and this implies a much smaller garrison guarding their base. So now is the moment to strike, when their defence is at its weakest.”


  “How many do you expect to be there?” Char-Tow asked.


  “According to my sources, we’ll face two dozen ships waiting in orbit, and more troops on the ground. Kand has his Lrithgow armed and is coming back from a little ‘hunting’, so he will probably join the fight soon enough once we get inside the system.”


  “Which ships do we take?” Fezzan asked.


  “In orbit, I have three Arpia Sylvathai readily outfitted and armed that have been put aside for the mission,” Argoal replied, bringing up an image of a Sylvatha, similar in form to the Illyana but with an obvious redesign in places. “They are a newer, upgraded kind of Sylvatha, with more space for weaponry, more armour, and a few other touches that make it more suitable for this kind of mission.”


  The Sylvatha on the display rotated to show its additional weaponry.


  “They are readily armed with a pair of normal, destroying ReSpectre generators, have two Photoriun rocket launchers, one Stingray laser and both rear and front anti-missile beam turrets. Instead of cargo space we fitted in a second Akarui bay, and can therefore have six more of these ships ready at all times. The Akarui are the new breed of Arpia fighters,” Argoal added, noticing Fezzan’s quizzical look. “The Sylvathai also have two 800 millemetre turreted rail-guns fitted. Iguine did a great job, and he says that he can sell it for fourteen and a half million credits. I reckon I’ll pay to keep the one I’ll be commandeering.”


  “How much do we need to pay if we want to keep them?”


  Fezzan smiled at Char-Tow. Typical.


  “Ekrid said that a possibility was to block your salary, arrange for you not to get paid for this mission and make you pay a sum of somewhat over two million credits after the job. The salary cut would be done during exactly one year. Arpia would still pay you the reward cash for all other jobs, so that you don’t starve.”


  “Sounds good to me. To whom do we pay?”


  “At the end of the mission, we’ll be given payment details.”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “I’ll wait until I’ve tried it out to buy.”


  “Don’t break it too much then,” Char-Tow said with a wink.


  


  Vriller came through the door.


  “Hello, everyone. Sorry I’m a little late. Briefing done?”


  “Not quite. Say what you have to say first.”


  “Abbyssa and Diatunga, I have gathered all the equipment you asked for. It’s ready to be loaded in the Arpian Sylvathai.”


  “Good. You can begin loading,” said Argoal.


  “Okay, then. Excuse me then for a minute, I’ll send the loading instructions.”


  “Back to our instructions,” Argoal continued. “We’ll be taking one Subarashii per Sylvatha, so Borreli, you’re assigned to Fezzan’s Sylvatha. Taribula, your Suba goes with Char-Tow. Indo, with me. Once we have wiped out the reception party, we land on the station. Abbyssa and Diatunga will deal with the space station defences. You have both received your respective targets?”


  They both nodded.


  “Good. Once that is done, the places we have to take over are Kand’s offices. That’s where he holds all his documents and information. We don’t want that destroyed. So we’ll secure the area while Fezzan’s Nunder'wan hacks into their system and gets everything he can.”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “Afterwards, the plan is to chase down everyone who offers resistance and capture Kand, if none of us has killed him in space. A Rebel fleet will come into the system once we have landed, to make sure no one leaves and perhaps even give us a hand, but we have to rely on ourselves mostly. Lirgon,” and Fezzan recognised the name of a rising star among the combat-driven Warriors, “you will take your people into Char-Tow’s ship. Vriller will join you with the ‘Eagle Strike’ platoon. Pick your men, and be outside the shipyard in an hour. Jef will also be coming with Char-Tow.”


  “How will you call your new ship, Char-Tow?” asked the Warrior named Lirgon.


  “I’ll give it the name those of all my other ships were leading to: it was first ‘Pinna As’, then ‘Penna Argentea’. Now it’s ‘Pennae Aureae’.”


  “Geez, Char-Tow, live in the present a little,” Argoal said with a laugh. “As I was taught way back: ‘Latin is a language as dead as dead can be. It killed the ancient Romans, and now it’s killing me’.”


  After a brief collective laugh, they returned to the briefing.


  Argoal turned to Abbyssa.


  “Abbyssa, you're coming with me. I want you to get some bombs ready so that we can launch them once we approach the station’s ground. We want to take out the station turrets as soon as possible. You can already go to the shuttle that will join up with my ship: just ask for the ‘Ortiga Dust’ shuttle. I keep the same name for my ships. Diatunga, you will be in Fezzan’s new Sylvatha. Same instructions as I gave to Abbyssa.”


  Argoal turned to Fezzan.


  “How do you want the Sylvatha called?”


  It was obvious. The name he’d been waiting to use for the past fifteen years on a big, powerful ship.


  “Fenris.”


  “I like the sound of that,” says Lirgon. “Means ‘Wolf’, doesn't it?”


  “Indeed.”


  “Then, Diatunga, you will be on the Fenris. Any questions, anyone?”


  No one moved.


  “Good. Then this briefing is over. We leave in one hour.”


  


  They all filed out of the office, and Fezzan found himself walking next to Borreli.


  “Parmil resigned,” Borreli replied to Fezzan’s enquiring look.


  “Ah. Pity. A new chapter in history, I guess?”


  “That’s life.”


  “Do you regret it?”


  “Well, I’m already half used to it, and so is the rest of the crew. But we’ll certainly miss her.”


  His sigh seemed to imply more, but Fezzan forgot about it as they turned a corner to see the new Subarashii.


  “Couldn’t you get a bigger toy?” Sam shouted towards them.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll be docking with a Sylvatha in orbit in less than two hours.”


  “A Sylvatha? Padre Espacio!”


  Zack appeared from the Subarashii doorway.


  “Hey captain. When are we leaving?”


  “One hour,” said Fezzan.


  “Fine. That’s what I aimed for. The crew will be ready.”


  “Good man. What about your crew, Borreli?”


  “They’re all inside,” said Zack. “Guess they’re better trained than we are.”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “I guess you’d better show us what piloting you can do, captain Borreli.”


  



  Chapter LI


  


  “Fire Plume leaving the Fenris,” said Borreli.


  “Keep in touch,” Fezzan replied.


  There were dozens of large enemy ships, and many smaller ones had left the station to join them. Some of the enemy had been torn apart by the first Photoriun rockets, and the ReSpectres were also on the way to finding their targets. Power oozed from the Sylvathai, and Fezzan enjoyed being in charge of such power.


  “We have torpedoes closing in,” said Vaalrie, and Zack ordered more people to fend them off.


  It was strange, being at the helm of a large ship. More people had been assigned to his crew, and Fezzan felt less in control. This ship could not easily be used by one person alone, as opposed to his Veina Temp. At least, Zack and Vaalrie were competent enough to command part of the crew.


  They were using stand-off tactics at the moment, but once the enemy fighters started coming in, things would change. Fezzan hoped to make a foray into one cluster of enemy vessels and take them out with the Stingray laser. The Akarui fighters were ready to be deployed too. Even the Stormers wouldn’t stand a chance.


  


  “Calm down, Sam. Fezzan said to wait a little.”


  “Qué lástima!”


  Borreli smiled.


  “You’ll get your chance, mate.”


  “I know, but it’s still a pity we can’t join in right away.”


  “First time we’re in a real fleet,” said Charlotte. “Keep your desire in check for once,” she added with a wink to Sam, who licked his lips in response.


  “First time we’re in such a ship, too,” Bee'Misa said.


  Borreli nodded. The Subarashii was a fine ship, no doubt about that. It was strange, after being in an Astraponta for so long, but it felt more polished and professional. It also felt easier to use. Piloting this jewel was a joy, because of the many side thrusters. If they had not been in battle, some of the people aboard the Fenris would certainly have enjoyed the view of a Subarashii spiralling away.


  “Fenris, this is Fire Plume. We are in position and ready.”


  “Good,” Fezzan said in response. “Advance when we do, break off when in range, and use cloak tactics unless they detect you.”


  “Understood.”


  “Don’t forget that if other ships enter the system, the Sylvatha turns slower than you.”


  “We’ll handle newcomers, no worries.”


  “Fighters approaching,” Fezzan said, and Borreli guessed that the Commander would turn his attention to them. “Akarui on standby.”


  The intercom went out.


  “And now we wait,” said Bee'Misa.


  


  The tri-winged butterflies left the three Sylvathai and fired on the enemy fighters. They seemed to use a special variant of the blasters fitted on the Subarashii. Cloak tactics all the way, and it was impressive with these Akarui squadrons. Three ships appeared on one side of the enemy as three others disappeared on the other.


  “Fenris moving,” Bee'Misa shouted.


  Borreli activated the engines and stopped looking at the clash of fighters.


  “Cloaks won’t be useful any more,” said Sam, looking at the radar readings. “They seem to have twigged that we’re using them, and the big ships are regrouping.”


  “We should go there now, before they turn their attention back to the battle,” Bee'Misa said.


  Borreli looked at her. Don’t do this to me, he pleaded. It had always been easier to let Parmil decide. Now that he was captain, he didn’t seem to reason as he had before.


  “Johnny, what bomb-like weaponry do we have?”


  Johnny Jown’s face came up on a screen.


  “Two area-missiles only. Also one EMP missile, if aimed well. I’m afraid we didn’t stock up on that kind of weaponry.”


  “I guessed as much.”


  Borreli turned to his friends.


  “We’ll let them regroup. They’ll soon realise it’s a stupid manoeuvre and will break up, but we’ll be on top of them by then if we follow the Fenris for just a while. We use these weapons, and we’ll have taken advantage of their position.”


  He returned to his piloting. They would all agree eventually. After all, he was the captain.


  Most of all, he didn’t want to risk their necks unnecessarily. How easier it had to be for a captain who didn’t cherish the lives of his fellow crew members as much or who had a crew of die-hard soldiers.


  


  Fezzan felt confident. Stealth didn’t matter to him this time, only tactics. The fools had made the mistake of regrouping, and the Sylvatha was close enough to deploy its whole arsenal on them with great accuracy. They would pay dearly for underestimating the Arpian capabilities.


  “They are focusing their fire on the Sylvathai,” said Vaalrie. “Tell Borreli to break off.”


  “He’s doing it already,” said Zack, and Fezzan was surprised to see the Subarashii fly over them.


  “Tell squads Aleph and Youd to follow,” he said.


  “Aleph, understood,” said a female voice.


  “Youd, understood,” said another one.


  “That leaves us unprotected,” Zack said. “What if more fighters come our way?”


  “There are no fighters left in this zone,” Vaalrie said.


  “Enough, both of you. Stop bickering. Concentrate fire around where Borreli is going. Ensure his safe passage into their midst.”


  


  “All missiles launched,” said Sam.


  They had gone through a first time, trying to take out the point-defence weaponry of the Lrithgow and two Silgariths, and were coming between them again. Borreli had told the Akarui squads to attack the next target, and was accelerating at maximum power away from where the weapons would go off.


  “Area-missile 1 destroyed. EMP still going. Area-missile 2 right behind.”


  He heard Bee'Misa’s words but wasn’t listening. Fly far.


  “Time?”


  “Three, two, one.”


  The EMP didn’t affect them, but the area-missile blast did. There was an explosion somewhere further in the Subarashii.


  “Sha, what is it?”


  Charlotte was already on the intercom to the rest of the ship.


  “Side-thruster ‘zeta’ gone,” she said to him, “and two marines wounded, Triton and Jenkit. Nothing fatal. The damage is contained.”


  “Lucky escape,” said Bee'Misa.


  Borreli breathed deeply. Close. He didn’t dare imagine what would have happened if they had attacked earlier on their own.


  He made the Subarashii turn back, and saw one Silgarith crash into the other one. The Lrithgow was littered with explosions.


  “Alto,” Sam shouted. “Newcomers above us. There’s a large one. Lrithgow.”


  “Must be Kand. Let’s welcome him with rail-gun shots and Photoriun rockets.”


  Bee'Misa swiftly moved to the rail-gun controls, and Borreli opened another intercom link.


  “Squad Aleph, can you lend a hand?”


  “We’re right behind you, Fire Plume.”


  Fezzan’s face appeared on a screen before Borreli.


  “We’re turning to face Kand. Distract him until we’re in range.”


  Borreli smiled and turned to Sam, already firing a first Photoriun rocket.


  “We’re going into dodge-land.”


  Sam smiled.


  “About time.”


  


  Kand’s vessel seemed to self-destruct after its reactor was ripped apart, but an escape pod left the vessel before the explosion, flying towards the Haven station.


  “Char-Tow, we’re going in,” said Fezzan.


  “Argoal is doing the same. I’ve got you covered.”


  As the Fenris entered the station’s surroundings, Fezzan made his way to the Akarui hangars.


  “Diatunga, are you ready?”


  “The bombs are ready, armed and have their targets locked. Tell us when we are near the defences, and the Akarui will deploy the bombs.”


  “Good. Zack, get the ship near the largest cannon, without being hit if possible,” he said to a screen showing the bridge.


  When the Fenris was within two thousand metres of the cannon, Fezzan shouted to Diatunga. An Akarui left the Sylvatha, and Zack started steering the vessel away. Hopefully, the cannon would be more concerned with the Fenris than with the small Akarui, which promptly fired two large missiles.


  Fezzan watched the two bombs glide through space towards the main weapon, their little jets ensuring a fast approach.


  The cannon turned towards the bombs, having picked them on the radar. It fired, and the bomb closest to the cannon was hit, but did not explode. It did not even slow down.


  “Do they really think they can ionise my bombs?” Diatunga said.


  The bombs fell down on the cannon. They attached themselves to the turret without exploding. Diatunga hit down two buttons on her portable keyboard, and a massive explosion ripped the cannon apart.


  “One target down. Are we near to the second one, Zack?”


  “Give me ten more seconds and we’re in range.”


  “Four stranded fighters approaching.”


  A fighter whizzed by the bridge, and crashed into the Pirate station.


  “Fighter on top of us,” Vaalrie said, and Xixes greeted it with a series of deadly shots.


  “We’re in range,” Zack shouted, and Diatunga signalled to the next Akarui, which launched two other bombs.


  Just after the bombs were launched, the screen showing the bridge went dark.


  “What happened? Zack?”


  He heard a shout, Vaalrie’s voice.


  “The bridge was hit by an EMP torpedo that our point-defences didn’t get. Reserve power returning in a matter of seconds.”


  “All right. Optimise point-defence firing rate, and tell Borreli to dock with us. We’ll soon need his ship to make a big landing.”


  


  The last defensive structure was destroyed, and Fezzan took some of his troops into the Fire Plume. The rest would be going in the Sylvatha’s shuttle with Zack.


  “Fezzan, this is Vriller. Bring Nunder'wan to the set of offices: we have them secured. Hurry, and bring reinforcements. Waves of them are coming in, trying to stop us.”


  “Zack, I’ll go to Vriller. You and Vaalrie try to clean up the station with the other marines.”


  The Subarashii landed, and Fezzan led Diatunga, Borreli, Charlotte, Nunder'wan and twenty marines into the station, trying to make their way to the offices. Pirates, mercenaries and bounty hunters tried to shoot them, but they were too disorganised to be capable of anything. Fezzan’s men had them shot or knocked out within minutes.


  By the time they reached Vriller and Jef Mallik, Fezzan had lost one marine, and Charlotte was hit in the arm.


  “Nunder'wan, get inside. Charlotte, Rik and you three, follow him. Diatunga, you get everything rigged up.”


  He opened an intercom link to the Fenris and to whomever was inside. Fezzan realised that he didn’t know many people in his new, enlarged crew.


  “Where did Kand’s escape pod land?”


  “Follow the corridor you are on towards the spaceport, captain. After two intersections, turn right and you should see the hangar it crashed in.”


  “Thanks. You three,” he called to Borreli and two marines, “come with me. Vriller, you’re in command of the others.”


  


  The four of them moved fast, and soon arrived near the crash site. Two different trails of blood left the broken pod.


  “Bother. Well, you two take the one to the left, and keep the channel open,” Fezzan said, signalling to the two marines, who set off at once. “You and I take the one to the right,” he said to Borreli.


  After five minutes of carefully edging forward, they found the blood trail led to a locked steel door. No entering in the simple fashion.


  Lucky Fezzan had an artificial arm.


  He activated his laser and started cutting a hole in the door. After thirty seconds, it was big enough for Fezzan to squeeze through, head first. Borreli followed him, and they got a message from the one of the marines.


  “The guy we found is not Kand. He says you are following Kand’s trail.”


  “Good, bring him back to Zack,” Fezzan whispered.


  He whispered to Borreli that Kand would be in the room that was straight ahead of them, past the second lot of doors. This time, though, they weren’t made of steel, and they might be capable of opening the doors if they crashed into them.


  “On my count. One, two, three.”


  They ran into the doors, which gave away under the force of their movement. Caught in the movement, Borreli and Fezzan fell on their faces.


  Something moved, and they both felt a sharp pain in the back of their skull before losing consciousness.


  


  When Borreli came back to his senses, a bright light was blinding him, and he was gagged. He tried to move, but soon realised that he was tied up in metal wiring and sitting on the floor against a wall. After managing to turn his head to the side, he noticed that Fezzan was in the same condition, alive and fully awake. They seemed to be in a conference room, probably the one into which they had fallen.


  “Ah, the second bird has come down from the skies. ‘Commander Fezzan, Arpia Cleaning Team’, and ‘Captain Borreli’, I suppose.”


  A man stepped out from behind the light source, and Borreli noticed three other figures further back.


  “Yes, you are captured by the one and only Yiskvu Kand, master of the Free Traders’ Guild. Quentin, take off these lads’ gags, will you?”


  A small man, very thin, came over to Borreli and removed a piece of cloth from his mouth before doing the same to Fezzan.


  “Has it dawned upon you that the station is no longer yours?” Fezzan told Kand.


  As an answer, the man let out a cold, dark laugh.


  “Has it dawned upon you that the station,” he snapped back, “being mine, has long since been rigged, and can be blown to pieces once I leave? Has it occurred to your simple mind that I can hold such a ‘Commander’ for ransom? I’m sorry, my friend, but you are mistaken. I still control what happens here.”


  “You are surrounded, Kand,” a voice resounded through the doors, “and don’t stand a chance. This is Commander Char-Tow speaking. Give yourself up peacefully, or we will be forced to use violence.”


  Hope arose. Borreli turned to Fezzan, whom he could see fiddling with his arm. Was that his artificial arm?


  “Sorry, ‘Commander’, but I hold all the cards here,” Kand shouted back. “I have here a ‘Commander Fezzan’ and a ‘Borreli’, and am holding them as hostages. I have their weapons, and they are well tied up.”


  Fezzan laughed.


  “Twice wrong.”


  


  Fezzan fired his arm blaster into the metal cable. As he tried to wriggle out of his cable, Borreli saw Kand’s expression change. Fezzan was moving his arm in front of him, but Borreli couldn’t help. He saw two of the figures reaching for weapons.


  Fezzan fired at them, and Borreli felt an explosion in his chest as he saw a man go down.


  He blinked and yelled.


  His breath quickened, and he looked across the room. All four of their enemies were on the ground, reeling in pain. Shot in the groin, it seemed. Fezzan was rising, and Borreli could feel his heart pounding. It hurt to breathe. He spotted red on his body and looked down. His torso was no longer covered by his Absol suit, but revealed red tissue and bone.


  Borreli felt light-headed. Something touched his back.


  There was a blast. The doors were no more. Blurry people rushed in. A voice that seemed far away. Something about Fezzan and fools. Medic. Dying.


  


  Hard to breathe. Painful.


  Voices.


  “God… Borreli… Dead… Can’t…”


  Words were becoming clear again.


  “Hold on.”


  He opened his eyes. Still dizzy. There was a face. Two. Bee'Misa and Sam. Crying, both of them. Charlotte appeared behind Sam, pulling him close to her.


  “You’ll be fine,” Bee said, “and we’ll all return to Culuria.”


  She didn’t seem to believe her own words.


  Borreli tried to smile, but wasn’t sure of the result. He lifted his hand, and she took it in hers.


  “Why do you cry, beautiful girl?”


  She had another burst of tears, and Sha led her away. It felt strange, losing her touch.


  “Bo, she’s fancied you in secret for months now,” Sam said with a forced smile. “Go easy on her.”


  Borreli tried to sigh, but found it too hard. He should have known. He’d been too busy dreaming of more than friendship with Parmil. Never saw Bee.


  “I’m sorry, mate. Tell all the girls I’m sorry. Tell Rikar too.”


  “It wasn’t meant to end this way,” Sam said, tears flowing freely, grabbing Borreli’s hand.


  Borreli felt his pulse slow down. Dizzier than before. He nodded and felt his eyes close.



  Chapter LII


  


  Three weeks of holidays remained, and Parmil finally decided to acquire a new bed. The sofa wouldn’t do any more. She had already slept in it far too often. The orphanage didn’t even bother calling Parmil nowadays, having accepted that Wadina would be staying with her until further notice.


  Checking her bank account, she realised that she could live off her savings for at least a few years without the need to work. Still, it would be better to get something to do. She called Wadina’s school, and was put in touch with the principal. Yes, they could do with an additional member of the teaching staff.


  “Girls,” Parmil said, popping her head through the doorway into her old bedroom, “I have a job interview in two days at Wadina’s school.”


  Wadina left Parmil’s computer and threw her arms around her neck. Artemis smiled and nibbled Parmil’s fingers.


  “That’s her way of showing she is pleased for you,” Wadina said. “At least, until you ask Rikar to make a real computer program with all this data we’ve collected.”


  “I might then pay him a visit this afternoon.”


  


  Rikar opened the door.


  “Come on in! You look great,” he said, letting Parmil into their home.


  “Thanks. How’s the Miss?”


  “Doing fine. She is entering her thirteenth week of pregnancy now, and started a new food regime a few weeks ago.”


  They walked into the living room, where Tara was working on a computer.


  “Hey there princess,” she said to Parmil before giving her a hug.


  “Hi Tara. Still no change in clothes, I see.”


  “It’ll be necessary in a week or so, I think,” Tara said, showing the slight bulge in her belly.


  “So what are you two up to these days?”


  “Tara’s been helping out both the hospital and the shipyard, and I’ve been working on the Hogun language. You?”


  “The what?”


  “The Hogun. That’s how we call those aliens now, because of some words they use to designate themselves.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “If you say so. I’ve been relaxing with Wadina and Artemis, when not sent to Umbira or Ramiderc Alpha.”


  “You’ll have to allow us to meet this new friend of Wadina’s at some point,” Tara said. “We want to see if the rumours are true,” she added with a wink.


  “Well, actually, it’s in part because of Artemis that I’m here. Come to think of it, it sounds really selfish for me to ask a favour.”


  “Don’t worry, my dear, we’ll have all the time we need to see each other without work on our minds once Arpia’s wars are all over.”


  Parmil told them about Artemis and her intelligence, before handing over a data-cube to Rikar.


  “These are all the recordings we made of Artemis repeating in her tongue the words we were saying in Absol. Think you can make anything useful for us with that, like an interpretation program?”


  “Let’s see,” he said, putting the data-cube into a reader set on a desk. “I’ll import the data into the stuff I’ve been using for Hogunic.”


  Rikar activated a screen on the wall and moved some things around.


  “Process with Tongue Decryption app,” he told the machine.


  A progress bar appeared.


  “It’s a good thing you recorded every sound, and even basic questions,” Rikar said. “The questions will allow the computer to determine how Artemis formulates questions, which means less extra work to do afterwards. Once this is done, you should have a basic vocal interpreter program. If you want a good written translator too, which is probably best, I’ll have to process it a second time with different parameters.”


  He looked at Parmil, who smiled.


  “Both if possible.”


  “Understood, I’ll do that.”


  “While you wait,” Tara said, “how about we give you a tour of the house? I’ve got the kettle boiling as well. I’m on some sort of a tea diet, but if you want something else, like korthey or warm bluck, do tell me. We even have some hot chocolate.”


  “Sounds good. It feels like August on Culuria isn’t exactly the hot season. How about I tell Wadina and Artemis to come here?”


  


  Half an hour later, they all gathered around the computer. Rikar put something on a data-cube.


  “Send this to any machine,” he said to Wadina, “and it will translate or interpret what Artemis is saying depending on the settings.”


  “What’s the difference?”


  “If interpreting, you’ll hear the words told in Absol through an earpiece or something. If translated, you’ll read what Artemis has said. That, however, is just the theory. We need to test it.”


  Artemis smiled.


  “You smile like us,” Tara said to her, and Wadina barked in reply.


  The screen on the wall displayed a few words.


  “Is it so surprising?”


  Rikar smiled, and Wadina laughed.


  “That’s amazing,” Parmil said.


  Artemis made a couple of quiet growls.


  “If it can translate this too, your talent with the tool is impressive.”


  She smiled, and Wadina gave Rikar a hug.


  “Thank you. Thank you so much.”


  “You’re most welcome.”


  Wadina grabbed the data-cube and pulled out her portable device. Parmil chuckled. Wadina would probably set an earpiece to work permanently with the program. It definitely sounded like something she was capable of doing.


  Artemis moved in front of Rikar and bowed her head.


  She smiled, and Parmil knew that Rikar would see the appreciation in Artemis’s eyes.


  “Come on, Artemis,” Wadina said, “we’ve got to use this again at home.”


  Artemis emitted sounds halfway between barks and growls, and the computer displayed the words:


  “No need for our primitive sign language any more. If you use it all the time, you’ll soon understand me without even using the tool.”


  Parmil hugged Rikar, and Tara gave him a kiss.


  “You are a hero,” she said, “like I’ve always told you.”


  Rikar smiled and looked at Parmil.


  “It won’t be perfect, but I guess Artemis will tell you if something important doesn’t get through. Send me messages with the sounds and translations, and I’ll update the software for you.”


  “Thanks ever so much, Rikar.”


  “Don’t thank me, thank the Hogun for getting me interested in this stuff in the first place.”


  


  As they accompanied Parmil back to the door, Tara asked whether Parmil had ever considered adopting Wadina.


  “Adopting her?”


  “You know, making her your legal daughter,” Rikar said with a wink, and Tara nudged him with her elbow.


  “The thought had never occurred to me.”


  “Well, you had better think of it, because seeing the way things seem to be going, it might be best to seriously consider it,” Tara said.


  Parmil stared, thinking about the implications. What were they?


  “You know Bard, the guy working at Gooms’s bar?” Rikar asked, and Parmil nodded. “He and I were talking about you the other day, for some reason, and he asked whether you’d thought about it. He’s been taking evening classes with Armand Drigglesbothe, so he told me the basic rules.”


  Parmil lifted her eyebrows.


  “Basically, you have some sort of mutual obligation to respect and help each other, and the adoptive parent has to do the same as any normal parent, providing education, nourishment and a certain psychological and material well-being for the child.”


  “Sounds reasonable,” Parmil said with a smile.


  “Just do what you feel is right,” said Tara. “We know you love her: it’s visible a mile away. There’s no doubt she loves you too.”


  The words uplifted Parmil’s heart.


  “You should ask Artemis what she thinks,” Rikar added. “See if the current situation makes sense to her, as an outsider to our legal system.”


  Parmil nodded. The thought of adoption was welcoming and frightening at the same time. Then again, how different would it be from what they were doing in reality?


  “Think deeply about how being a daughter would change Wadina’s life,” Tara said, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Now go and join them back home.”


  


  In the next two days, it proved impossible to have a moment alone with Artemis, but when Donthori called to see if Wadina wanted to spend the day with her friend Sarah, Parmil whispered to Artemis that she wanted to talk to her in private, which convinced Artemis to decline Wadina’s invitation to come along.


  “Tell me,” Artemis said as Parmil walked back home with her from dropping off Wadina. Parmil looked at the words that appeared on the device she used to understand Artemis.


  “Wadina is not my daughter.” Parmil hesitated. “Not yet anyway.”


  “I would not know. Why is it important?”


  “Because some people think I should make her my daughter by adopting her.”


  “What is that?”


  “It’s simply saying officially that she is my daughter even though I did not give birth to her.”


  “It is strange but can be understood. Do you have doubts?”


  Parmil slowed her pace.


  “I’m not sure. I don’t know.”


  Artemis made a sound that seemed to be her laugh.


  “Your kind is interesting and complex. You feel obliged to set in letters what does not need to be said.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “How then did your kind know what was not said?”


  “We simply knew by reading the signs: in your case, your eyes glitter when you see Wadina,” Artemis said, using the sound she had made up to say Wadina’s name.


  Parmil blushed.


  “They do?”


  “You smile and have a clear laugh when Wadina is there. You treat her as if she had been conceived in you. She behaves with more responsibility when you are present. She tries to please you, and has much respect for you. Is that not how mother and daughter should be?”


  Parmil sighed. Artemis was right: humans were complex.


  “While we are alone, I must thank you for what you have done for me. I have spent more time with Wadina than with you, but she is more childish and amusing. I am curious, and Wadina shows me more about humanity in one of your hours than I would see with others in one of your years. She also brings out the cub in me.”


  Parmil stopped walking and lay her hand on Artemis’s neck.


  “You are welcome. I doubt we will ever be as close as you are with Wadina, but I appreciate your presence a lot.”


  A passer-by looked at Parmil strangely, and both Artemis and Parmil broke into laughter after he had gone.


  


  The news came right after the final verdict in the Rason trial: operation Pirate Strike had succeeded. Several dead, but the media didn’t have any names. Everyone would be back within weeks, first Ekrid Malrow and the others who had attended the trial, then the Pirate Strike fleet and finally Commander Birgo, who was apparently bringing some people back to Yolniui space.


  A few weeks.


  Parmil smiled. She would be already teaching by the time Borreli, Sam and the others returned. When Malrow returned, she was going to talk to him. Wadina would have a mother before the start of school.


  She looked at the two girls, who were watching the news with great interest. Artemis looked back, and Parmil winked at her before nodding towards Wadina. Artemis seemed to understand and smiled.


  “Wadina,” she said after clearing her throat, “I have another present for you today.”


  Wadina turned with eyes open wide and a huge smile on her face.


  “I love birthdays,” she said, and Artemis laughed.


  “This one is very special, and I hope you’ll like it.”


  Parmil took a deep breath.


  “I love you, Wadina, and want only your happiness. I have no idea how to say this. How would you like-”


  Parmil looked at Artemis, who nodded.


  “How would you like me to be, not your godmother, but a full mother?”


  Wadina blinked, and Parmil felt like she could see the words sink in.


  “My mummy?”


  Parmil nodded. The words sank in for her too, and she felt them unleash a powerful sensation within her.


  “Not a guardian any more?”


  Parmil shook her head, holding back the overwhelming emotion.


  “This would be my home?”


  Parmil nodded. She felt her smile grow.


  Wadina’s eyes filled with tears and she threw her arms around Parmil’s neck.


  “Thank you, Parmil. I love you.”


  Parmil hugged her back and let the tears flow freely as Artemis joined them in their joy. It reminded her of when she had agreed to become Wadina’s godmother, but the implications here were far greater. They would be family.


  A happy family, with Artemis as well.


  A happy family without financial problems, judging by her most recent bank statements.



  Chapter LIII


  


  “Parmil, there’s a message,” said Wadina after rushing inside with Artemis.


  From whom? A parent? The seven-year-olds Parmil had taught for eleven days seemed to like her, and better yet, they seemed to like their music and history lessons. Though she enjoyed teaching, Parmil dreaded the first teacher-parent meeting, which would take place in one month.


  “Play it, dear.”


  Wadina didn’t call her ‘Mum’ or anything like that, but she had not expected to happen anyway. Her birth mother had been killed less than three years beforehand, and Wadina still remembered her. In any event, Parmil found the prospect of being called ‘Mum’ strange.


  However, Artemis had told her the previous day that Wadina was starting to refer to Parmil as her ‘mum’ rather than her ‘adoptive mum’ at school, where Artemis had been allowed to accompany Wadina. It seemed that a lot had happened in a few weeks.


  The message playing was Sam’s voice, and Parmil pushed all previous considerations aside. The Fire Plume would be landing in little more than an hour. Something sounded strange though, as if Sam had not been smiling while recording the message.


  “Girls, we’re going to the spaceport in an hour.”


  


  Tara and Rikar joined them as the Subarashii landed, and Tara seemed worried.


  The hatch opened, and out came Sam. He bore a faint smile on his face, though the rest of his face was void of emotion. Parmil saw Charlotte appear in the hatch, though she did not move towards them. Where was Borreli?


  Sam spoke slowly.


  “Hola, good friends.”


  They waited.


  “Haven was a success, as you have probably heard. It was hard though.”


  Tears were welling up in Sam’s eyes, and Charlotte left the ship to join him. Parmil drew Artemis and Wadina closer to her, feeling grief inside her. Seeing Sam cry frightened her, and as she glanced towards Rikar and Tara, she noticed that Tara was surprised.


  “Bo was killed,” Sam said.


  Parmil’s world stopped turning. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t look elsewhere. The words echoed in her mind.


  Her breath returned, though it was broken. She tried to swallow. Her eyelids fluttered and clouded her vision with tears.


  Her hands rose to her mouth, and she heard herself refuse to accept what Sam had said.


  She turned to Tara, who was crying on Rikar’s shoulder. She looked at Wadina, who was hugging Parmil’s waist. Artemis was showing compassion, and Sam was slowly recovering, Charlotte’s arms around him.


  Tears were flowing freely on her cheeks, and she felt her legs give.


  Her knees on the ground, she pulled Wadina and Artemis to her neck and cried on them.


  


  Too much emotion over the past weeks, Parmil thought as she observed the ceremony for the victims of operation Pirate Strike the following day. Wadina and Artemis were at school, and a teacher was replacing Parmil for the day.


  She had pushed all thoughts about her feelings for Borreli aside some time ago, but they had come back in full force the previous night. She had felt angry at herself. It wasn’t anger for loss of a potential love relationship, but anger for not being sure of what she had lost. At least, she knew that, as a friend, she loved him dearly.


  In the end, she had made her decision based on lust, not love: she couldn’t remember ever desiring Borreli. Could she have entered into a love relationship without even an inkling of lust?


  So Parmil had lost her best friend, no more, no less. It was enough of a burden to bear.


  Bee'Misa, with Charlotte’s hand on her shoulder, didn’t seem as distraught as Parmil would have expected her to be after Sam had told her of Bee'Misa’s secret flame for Borreli. She had probably taken the time during the return flight to move on. Her grief would have been greater, had Borreli looked at her in the same way.


  Parmil looked at the others around her. Sam and Rikar were impassive, Tara and Charlotte had tears in their eyes.


  All the other members of the crew were present, and Parmil realised how well Borreli was liked. He knew people, and talked to them. He understood most things. She sighed. Why didn’t he understand women? He could have loved Bee'Misa. He could have settled down when Parmil had done so. He could have had a child or two. He would have been a great father.


  He wouldn’t have died. Not yet.


  Parmil looked at the sky, recalling the most common theories on time travel, the elusive dream of humankind: changing one thing in the past would change the entire course of the universe and could destroy humankind.


  But as her best friend, Borreli was worth more than most of humankind.


  Her eyes filled up with tears and she wished Borreli were there, a shoulder on which she knew she could cry.


  


  The days went by, and people reminded Parmil of Borreli through their gestures, their manners and their habits. One of the children whom she taught had a similar character, and one of her fellow teachers had the same look in his eyes. When Parmil saw Commander Birgo’s return to Culuria on television, she noticed that one of the interviewers looked a little like Borreli. She registered the fact that Haldora had proposed to Birgo a minute before, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the interviewer.


  There was no escaping his legacy, even less when Sam called to say that Bee'Misa, Charlotte and he wanted her advice on what to do next.


  Parmil took Wadina and Artemis with her to the spaceport the following weekend, planning to let them spend time in the Karakal while Parmil talked to Sam and the others about the crew’s future.


  “Neither of us three feels ready to assume command of a ship,” Bee'Misa said outside the Karakal, “and the bank which lent money to Bo for the Fire Plume wants to sell the ship to obtain reimbursement, which means we can’t fly until we come to some arrangement with them.”


  “I’ve talked to Tara, and we can access our family funds to repay most of the debt,” said Sam. “However, even with Rikar and the rest of the crew, we’d still be a few hundred thousand credits short.”


  Parmil looked at him.


  “I’m ready to help.”


  He smiled.


  “Thanks. We’d reimburse you within months, if all goes well.”


  “Take your time. I wouldn’t-”


  “Parmil!”


  Parmil turned to see Wadina and Artemis.


  “A message just came from Aster, something urgent.”


  Parmil looked at her beeper, and noticed that it had indeed registered a message for her.


  “Another job for Arpia?” she asked dubiously after reading the first lines.


  Sam laughed.


  “Go on, tell us.”


  “Aster says the Hogun aliens might be a threat, and she needs a ship to go to UVP-018. The Arpia Terraforming Team needs a lift back here immediately.”


  “Why you?” Bee'Misa asked.


  “Probably because she knows we’re all on Culuria, what with Bo’s death.”


  Artemis barked.


  “I would like to see my planet one more time.”


  Parmil looked at her and bit her lip. She was sure that Ekrid had told Aster to contact her for this precise reason. No doubt he wanted to give Artemis a chance to see her home world now, in case something bad happened with the Hogun in the days or weeks to come.


  “I guess we’ll have to leave the Fire Plume business alone until our return from Umbira,” she told Sam. “Get the crew here fast.”


  Wadina would stay on Culuria this time. Umbira was more dangerous than Residio. And she had school.


  After calling Rikar and Tara to ask whether they could pick up Wadina and watch over her for a few days, Parmil told the school about her new absence.


  “Give a call to Ekrid to tell him what you’re doing,” she told Wadina before waving good-bye to her.


  


  “Proceed to area evacuation,” repeatedly said an electronic voice inside Camp 1 on UVP-018.


  Fifty people were already inside the Karakal, and Parmil was just waiting for the last load. From what she had gathered, Jeschins and his team were already on their way back to Culuria, which meant that Artemis could watch the planet from the Karakal without the risk of recognition by one of the people boarding the Karakal.


  The base had changed since Parmil’s last visit. It had become bigger due to the need for more space, and the hangar was packed with more vehicles than before.


  “Where is Purcenell?” shouted the team leader, Bistrophal.


  “I’m here, I’m here,” answered a plump scientist with long, dark hair. His body-fat wiggled as he got into his biosuit.


  “Is everybody there?” Parmil asked Bistrophal.


  “Sure looks like it. We will do the final count in your ship anyway.”


  “All right. Let’s get out of here then.”


  Inside the transporter vehicle, Bistrophal looked sad.


  “Annoyed by the need to leave?” she asked him.


  “Yes. Really. We have managed quite a bit since we arrived, including massive air purification. But the air is not yet breathable, and since we are leaving, it won’t get better. On the contrary, the potassium and iodine will slowly get back in stronger quantities. We will have to work twice as much whenever we get the chance to come back.”


  “Providing those aliens don’t kill us all,” said a pessimistic woman.


  “Arn, don’t be so darn negative all the time.”


  “Yeah, darn, Arn,” said a scientist.


  The scientists laughed at their little joke. It seemed to Parmil that they could be very childish at times.


  Children. Parmil found herself worrying about Wadina.


  What if the aliens had decided to attack Culuria while the Karakal was flying towards Umbira?


  Parmil pushed that idea as far back in her mind as possible once she set foot inside her ship. Best not think of it.


  She looked at Artemis, and saw her smile.


  “Thank you. I am at peace inside. Culuria is my home, with Wadina and you.”


  Parmil smiled back. She longed to be back home, and realised that fear was weighing on her mind.


  Irrational or rational fear?


  


  Parmil called Rikar and Tara as Bistrophal and the Terraforming Team left the Karakal and took the transports awaiting them, but no one answered. Wadina would normally be at school, but it was strange that even Tara was not there.


  Another vehicle rushed inside the hangar, and both Wadina and Rikar stepped out of it.


  “Parmil,” Wadina shouted.


  “Why aren’t you at school?” Parmil shouted back with a smile.


  “Cancelled. Rikar will tell you why.”


  “I need to speak to everyone,” said Rikar with urgency in his voice.


  Inside the ship, while Wadina and Artemis talked to each other in Parmil’s cabin, Rikar told his story to the crew.


  “We have cracked most of their language, and this morning we got the first chance to test our new translation device. Unfortunately, an unknown Hogun ship, something huge from what we heard, destroyed the ship that intercepted a transmission. The Hogun seem to dislike us and want to destroy us. They are sending a massive fleet of the Uhngys, the ships we saw.”


  He passed a sheet of paper underneath a projector, and the image showed on the bridge screens.


  “It arrived this morning.”


  


  // TRANSMISSION | Perch Bird > Culuria Communication Centre


  // OPEN COMM | LOGGING @ 09:42:11.471 | BITRATE 160Mhz MONO


  [Perch Bird]: Have arrived in system. About 50 ships present.


  [CCC]: Peaceful or menacing?


  [Perch Bird]: Cannot say right now. Will test communication interceptor.


  // PROTOCOL CATALOGUE COMM TRAFIC @ EM1074Hz


  // PROTOCOL CAMOTIC DECRYPT | METATRANSLAT v7.0.3 ACTIVE


  // FEEDBACK ACTIVE | TRANSMITTING > [insert character ship]


  // SEE APPENDIX A | ATTACHED


  [CCC]: Reception of data begun. Repeat question: peaceful or menacing?


  // PROTOCOL AUDIOLINK ACTIVE | BITRATE 160Mhz MONO


  [Perch Bird]: (switching to vocal communication) Darn. I've been spotted.


  They are coming after me! These guys look pretty menacing to me. They're


  firing. Hah! Stupid aliens: they've stopped chasing me. I can see them falling


  behind.


  [CCC]: Stopped chasing? Unusual. Check sensor to see what lies ahead.


  [Perch Bird]: Can't see anything. I'll turn on the cloak scanner but no use,


  they don't seem to use any.


  // PROTOCOL DEEP-LEVEL EM IMITATION GHOST SCAN


  // TYPE 3 CLOAK DETECTED


  [Perch Bird]: Shit! There's a massive one in front of me! It's huge! Hey! I


  can't even get out of here: it's got a massive tractor beam on me! Oh no.


  Oh no! It's fir-


  // PROTOCOL ENERGY-SPIKE CLIP | SIGNAL EXCESS @ 17.95x NORMAL


  [CCC]: Perch Bird. Respond. Perch Bird. We are only receiving static. Perch


  Bird, come in.


  // CLOSED COMM | LOGGING @ 09:43:7.604


  


  “Padre Espacio,” Sam uttered under his breath.


  “This is terrible,” said Bee'Misa.


  “What does it have to do with us?”


  Rikar took another piece of paper and projected it on the big screen.


  “This is the transmission the Perch Bird sent, and we applied the translation program. It’s easy enough to understand, even with the unknown characters and with some words that should be put together and not spliced in two. At least we will be able to make our translation program better.”


  


  // APPENDIX A | CATALOGUE COMM TRAFIC @ EM1074Hz


  // APPENDIX A | CAMOTIC DECRYPT | METATRANSLAT v7.0.3 ACTIVE


  // NOTE [!] | INTERFERENCE / NO COMMON / NO EQUIVALENT / ERROR


  Uhngys to Hygns't.[!] Uhngys to Hygns't. We are [!] red I for ape roach [!] of


  home of Hogunshaat take king Îﬂyis to more row.


  [!]


  All ¬ips fully Åk whipped with the ª∫es truck ¬ion devices. Wait.


  [!]


  We are being what ¬ed. It is a Hogunshaat ¬ip. Fall owing him. Hygns't,


  Hogunshaat is go in in your dire ¬ion. [!][!] We wallet ingo. You candy


  within.


  // TRANSMISSION ENDS


  


  Parmil looked at the document. Most of it made sense, especially when reading it aloud.


  “Why doesn’t it translate as well as for Artemis?”


  “Because you got Artemis to translate for you. We didn’t have that luxury,” Rikar said with a wink.


  “So the Hogun are going to war,” Johnny Jown said, and Parmil felt a shiver go down her spine.


  “Why is this happening?” Charlotte asked. “There has to be a reason for this aggression.”


  Rikar nodded before shaking his head.


  “We don’t know. It might be a misunderstanding.”


  “They have cloaks,” said Sam. “There might have been an accidental shot by one of the asteroid miners, for example.”


  “Whatever the case,” said Rikar, “Malrow is going to make a planet-wide announcement within the hour. Parmil, he wants you, Wadina and Artemis to meet him in front of the HQ right away.”



  Chapter LIV


  


  All Culuria knew it: her wedding with Haldora would take place after the Hogun business. Birgo didn’t know why she had accepted. What impulse had made her agree?


  She made her way into the Arpia HQ and sat in a chair at the reception.


  Birgo chuckled at the idea that there might still be some love inside her. Preposterous, but it could be true.


  Yet it seemed that it was the right thing to do: if she had refused, it might have harmed her reputation. Marrying the charming Haldora gave the impression that Birgo was not just a powerful telepath. The people didn’t have to worry about her.


  Plus, it seemed that Haldora had found time to show some lust since she began her efforts to be more seductive. Things were going according to plan.


  One day, she would get rid of Haldora. Probably when he stopped satisfying her. It was rational and made sense.


  The people would understand. Few celebrity marriages worked out, after all. Still, she would make sure it lasted long enough to make the people forget her power.


  “Hello there, Birgo,” said a man behind her.


  Birgo cursed at herself for not being sufficiently alert before identifying the voice and mind: Fezzan.


  She turned towards him and smiled.


  “Still alive, I see?”


  Fezzan nodded and sat down in front of her.


  “It was close on Haven, but not dead yet. I’ve decided to buy me the ship that helped me survive, a big Sylvatha.”


  “Congratulations then,” said Birgo.


  “From what I’ve heard, you are the one to congratulate. Big celebration ahead?”


  “Haldora is organising it all. Was, rather. This impending invasion has forced him to think about other things.”


  “Pity. Why the rush though?”


  “The wedding?”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “These are dangerous times, Fezzan. If you’re going to make plans, it’s better to leave the long run for later.”


  Fezzan laughed.


  “Well, Birgo, you should know that you’ve become as important as Ekrid in the minds of the people here. You can bet a good number will be glued to the television screens during your wedding if you make it public.”


  Birgo smiled. She was important and respected, and fear didn’t seem to weigh on the people’s minds after all.


  Malrow appeared, and the two Commanders rose to greet him.


  “So, what is this all about?”


  “Come with me outside.”


  He was worried. Scared, even. Birgo breathed deeply and followed. One more occasion to show Arpia that she was their greatest asset.


  


  She stepped out of the HQ, and froze. There it was, the creature she had seen in her nightmares. A woman in her thirties and a young girl were standing next to it, and Malrow greeted them with enthusiasm.


  “This is Commander Birgo, as you no doubt know. Birgo, this is Parmil, a Regular who stopped working for us recently and is now teaching, and this is Wadina, my goddaughter.”


  Birgo nodded towards them.


  “And this is Artemis,” Malrow said, showing the creature.


  «i did not tell you before but this animal came from nearby planet uvp-018 do not talk to anyone about it please i believe it is no threat but it is a new presence»


  Birgo acknowledged Malrow’s mental remark, but kept her eyes fixed on the animal. So that was the strange presence she had felt when picking up Rason on Culuria.


  That was the animal that haunted her dreams.


  Birgo stepped back, taken by irrational fear. She blushed. She excused herself and walked away from Malrow and the amassing crowd, avoiding the television crews that were setting up equipment to broadcast whatever was about to happen.


  The telepath in her was confused: she could feel the animal, but couldn’t distinguish it from its surroundings. Where other objects, animals and humans were definite things to her mental self, things she could feel and influence, the animal seemed to be indefinite, elusive. She couldn’t even pinpoint its geographical location.


  A shiver went down her back.


  She shook her head. Was she scared? How could she be scared of anything?


  The dream was nothing more than a dream.


  The prophecy would explain it all. More than ever, she needed to know what it said.


  She felt someone approach from behind. It was Haldora’s presence.


  “What are you doing here? Ekrid is waiting, my love.”


  “Coming, dear,” Birgo said. “I was just thinking.”


  “No doubts about us, I hope,” said Haldora.


  Birgo shook her head. No doubts, Haldora, she thought, I know it will end in due time.


  She smiled.


  You don’t know what awaits you, she added in her mind.


  


  “People of Culuria, commanders, warriors, friends, members of our beloved organisation of Arpia, I salute you. During the last years we have changed the face of the universe, fighting a great number of problems our society had to endure.”


  Malrow’s face was showing on most screens on Culuria, and Birgo could feel that a number of ships in orbit were tuning in to the speech as well.


  “We overcame the ever-growing problem of piracy by fighting it, and by taking out the Free Traders’ Guild. We fought crime by bringing it before the Xyon International Court. We eliminated the slave trade by operating in a great number of ways, and we took out drug barons to stop a large part of the trade of alienating substances. There was also the struggle against the Constitutor Intelligence Service, which ended with the Rason trial. Of course, there was the bomb case as well, which helped us open our eyes.”


  Birgo wished that one day she would be able to deliver speeches, the kind that talked to the people. She would need to pay more attention to Malrow in the future and learn from him. Yet someone else from whom to learn.


  “All those times we have been threatened, and never more so than when we were up against the Service. Yet we survived each time, through perseverance and trust in each other.”


  Malrow paused for a few seconds.


  “Now, my friends, we are threatened like never before. The new Absol government, the Azzurdi and the Yolniun have been alerted, but help will not come in time. A fleet of fifty alien ships is about to arrive here. There also seems to be a main ship, more powerful than any other, and we do not know what role it will play in their invasion plans. It is a fleet that has never seen the like in the past centuries in our known universe.”


  He showed signs of weakness, but Birgo knew it was an act.


  “I know you fear it, and you know I fear it too. Their strength is unknown to us, but we fear their weapons to be far more devastating than our own. We believe we are outclassed. Tomorrow may become a day called ‘Armageddon’. A day of death, a day of pain. A day of sorrow and of loss.”


  


  There it was, that glimmer of hope. Birgo was surprised to feel the change even before Malrow spoke the words.


  “The outcome would have been certain, were it not for something that has recently happened, a miracle of science. This miracle is alive, and has a name you all know: NuGen.”


  Malrow pulled out of nowhere a spherical container with a chromosome-shaped NuGen floating inside, and held it high. The crowd around Malrow gasped in astonishment as light reflected on its shiny surface.


  “Before her untimely death, Kristala made inventions well beyond the rest of science, and her latest discovery has now been put to use to improve reactors and ship armour.”


  Murmurs of approval rose in the crowd, and Malrow turned to the young girl with the fox-like creature.


  “Wadina Bardrien-Szarnu, daughter by birth of Kristala, in the name of Arpia, I would like to present you with the very first NuGen. It is the greatest creation humankind has made so far.”


  The crowd applauded, and a vehicle unloaded behind Malrow a large oval container covered by a white sheet.


  “People of Arpia, I give you the Kristala Reactor,” Malrow shouted, taking the sliding the sheet off.


  In front of Birgo was the strangest thing she had ever seen. A green ‘thing’, looking like algae, spread in many directions and wobbled inside the container. In some places she could see the shiny green the NuGen were composed of, but most of the surface was dull and opaque.


  “When NuGen come together in quantities like this, their surface starts becoming solid, but the inside remains the same,” Malrow said. “This special behaviour indicates a maximum amount of NuGen one can contain in a certain place. Scientists are still trying to understand this fully, but I can assure you that this reactor works, and it is fully trustworthy. Do not be fooled by looks. What is inside is most stable. It is NuGen. This particular one will be fitted inside the ship belonging to Parmil Szarnu, Wadina’s adoptive mother, but there are many more available.”


  “And Arpia is funding all these components, so prices are dirt cheap,” Commander Jygin bellowed from behind Birgo.


  Malrow chuckled as the crowd laughed.


  “Thank you, Commander. Manufacturers have prepared enough for all ships we have, and transports should be bringing the equipment to all ships once this broadcast is over. Our greatest new weapon, people of Culuria, is a defensive one. What we may lack in attack, we gain in defence. With Kristala’s inventions, we shall defend Culuria, and Arpia shall live to see another day.”


  Enthusiastic cheers came from the crowd.


  “Captains, prepare your crews, and gather in orbit. Fight for yourselves, your families, your friends, your nation and humanity. Tomorrow will not be a day of despair and sadness. Tomorrow, we go to battle. Tomorrow, the Hogun will regret attacking us. Tomorrow is our day!”


  The cheers were deafening, and Birgo could feel noise throughout the city of Yubenia. The people were rejoicing. They were ready to follow Malrow, whatever the outcome.


  Malrow gave a hug to Wadina and to Parmil.


  As the cheers continued, Birgo felt Malrow’s mind extend towards her.


  «all commanders come inside my office»


  


  Malrow’s smile had faded.


  “Commanders, this will indeed be a battle to remember. Before we discuss our strategy, I wish to be sure you are all with me.”


  One by one, each Commander expressed his or her support. Birgo nodded when her turn came. She wondered what would have happened, had she shaken her head.


  “I thank youall,” said Malrow. “I need every single one of you for this, none more than another.” Birgo smirked inside, but kept her stare full of understanding. “What I would like you to do is to separate. We shall try to divide the alien fleet into different groups. For that I need three volunteers to take a group of ships and fly straight towards the main bulk of their fleet, and try to get some on your tail and away from Culuria. Then a second group of three volunteers will have to do the same thing but going in another direction. Hopefully, the last group will destroy the remainder before they reach the planet.”


  Birgo nodded her understanding.


  “So, who volunteers for the first group?”


  Haldora, Jygin and Kur-Tchek moved forwards.


  “Good. Next group?”


  Berne, Ungli and Aster moved forwards.


  “Okay. So that leaves Argoal, Char-Tow, Fezzan and Birgo for the third.”


  Birgo nodded. She hoped that they would face more ships than the other groups. That way, she could try out her might on a greater number of enemies.


  “Very well. I myself shall be monitoring everything from down here in Yubenia. That way, if there is ever a need to evacuate or do anything else, I’ll still be there for the people of Arpia. I know that to some it may sound like I’m a coward,” he said, and Birgo smiled, “but rest assured that the planet will take part in the defence, and we need to keep a minimal presence on the planet. Any objections?”


  No one moved.


  “That settles it. Well, good luck, Commanders. Tomorrow will be a day to remember. With all my heart, I hope we shall all live to remember it.”


  


  Back home, Parmil cleared some space in the living room, and Wadina picked a place to put the NuGen.


  “I’m scared,” Wadina said, and Artemis licked her left wrist.


  “I’m also frightened, sweetie. I hope that by some miracle, we will survive.”


  “You have to fight,” said Artemis. “We hope you will be safe from fire.”


  “So do I, Artemis.”


  She gave the girls a hug.


  “This new warrior we met,” Artemis said. “Who is she?”


  “Commander Birgo. She’s a hero in Arpia.”


  “Stay close to her. She has power inside her and can give you safety.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Space moves around her differently. Stay close, and she will bring you back to us.”


  Parmil was puzzled, but said she would try her best. Wadina no longer seemed afraid, and her eyes showed hope.



  Chapter LV


  


  In orbit, Parmil found the ship called the ‘Total Eclipse’ and joined Commander Birgo’s squadron. There were a dozen ships of similar size to the Karakal, many of them Subarashii, and tri-wing fighters had been dispatched to assist them. Three Sylvathai were waiting further ahead, also part of the so-called ‘Third Fleet’.


  “We don’t know much about these Hogun,” said one of the other captains on the intercom channel. “Do they have a weakness?”


  “Assume they don’t, and you’ll be dead within a minute,” said another voice.


  Sam had talked to Parmil about that before takeoff. Some people said that the best solution was to deploy a mixture of weapons, while others professed the sole use of bullets against this new enemy. Parmil had ordered a few EMP missiles just in case they worked against the Hogun.


  “Attention all captains: this is Birgo speaking. Culuria reports the long-range scanners have picked up signals. When the Hogun arrive, the first and second fleets will move first to divide the enemy. It’ll be our turn once they have taken off, but do not move or fire until I give the order.”


  Birgo asked all captains to acknowledge the order.


  “Aleph seven, check,” said Parmil when her turn came, ignoring the play on words ‘aleph six’ had made.


  Bee'Misa joined Parmil and told her that the crew was ready.


  “Picking up signals,” said Charlotte, and Parmil took a deep breath. They would soon see the Hogun ships.


  The First Fleet was heading towards the area the Hogun would occupy, and the Second Fleet followed suit.


  “Uhngys ships sighted,” said Charlotte, and Parmil looked to see scores of red dots in the space ahead.


  The First Fleet fired at them before darting away, and the Second Fleet did the same from another angle. As expected, groups of ships left the main bulk of Uhngys to attack the two fleets while the rest opened fire on the Third Fleet.


  “Aleph squadron, cloak,” Birgo said, and Parmil obeyed. “Plot course to quadrant Gamma 2 D, and check on all other cloaked ships with the scanners.”


  


  The Sylvathai opened fire on the Uhngys and sent their Akarui and Hayai fighters towards the invaders, aided by large missiles launched from Culuria.


  Birgo reached out with her senses to feel the minds of the Hogun. She noticed that she could feel their presence and determine their location, which comforted her. After meeting the firnex, she needed to regain some confidence in herself and her abilities. They weren’t fully definite in her mind, but that was probably linked to their alien character.


  There definitely were minds in those cigar-shaped ships, and Birgo set to fold the space around those in one Uhngys, which broke away from its fleet and tore apart.


  Birgo smiled, and checked the minds to find out whether they could see the cloaked ships. It seemed that the Hogun minds were focused only on the Sylvathai and the accompanying fighters and medium ships. They possessed cloak technology, but perhaps not the means to detect cloaked ships. Was that even possible? The two seemed to go together. Perhaps they wanted to get rid of the bigger ships first.


  “Uncloak and fire,” she said to her crew and to the Aleph squadron.


  While the squadron fired, she forced four Uhngys to crash into each other.


  Shots were fired in their direction.


  “Cloak, heading quadrant Beta 9 E.”


  The shots continued. The Hogun could track them, and thought of them as a threat.


  “Full speed, evading manoeuvres,” Birgo shouted.


  “Aleph three is gone,” said Jem.


  They were moving away from the Uhngys, but the shots didn’t cease. Two more ships in her squadron were destroyed.


  “Darn it, they’ve got better weapon precision.”


  “Another one down.”


  “Shut up a minute, Jem.”


  Birgo sent her thoughts out to the Uhngys. She made space close around three of them, and sent their debris towards the other ships, blocking shots along the way.


  She focused on her squadron. She couldn’t stop enemy shots, but she could use the space around them to deviate them. After sending many off course, a thought flashed in her mind: perhaps she could send them back to the Hogun. She sensed another of her ships vanish as she put her thoughts to the test.


  The Hogun had sensed something was wrong. Birgo could feel their minds question what had happened after many had been destroyed by the reflected shots.


  “They’ve stopped firing,” said Jem. “They’re breaking formation.”


  Birgo smiled.


  “Turn and fire at them,” she said to all captains.


  


  The other Arpian fleets returned after a few hours, bearing heavy losses. It seemed that only a small fleet would be left to confront the remaining Hogun ships if such a need arose.


  “They just left,” said Berne. “What happened?”


  “Birgo happened,” Fezzan said with a wink.


  There was disbelief in their eyes. They had seen it happen, and had seen the effects, but they could not believe it. She alone was responsible for saving Arpia from complete and utter annihilation. Why did they still doubt her?


  Birgo’s mind was elsewhere while Culuria gathered for a common funeral for the fallen. She was finally understanding the magnitude of her power. If she let her mind wander, she could see every animate and inanimate being or object. She could feel the minds of everything capable of thought. She could probably manipulate them all simultaneously. She could destroy life itself with ease.


  It was intriguing. She would need to be careful: careful of her power, and careful of others. If people realised how dangerous she could be, they would execute her once she was no longer needed.


  “Darling, are you all right?”


  It was Haldora, of course. Birgo noticed that while she had known he was coming, she had not paid attention to it. She had too much information at her immediate disposal. She had to learn to filter it all.


  She dismissed his concern, and accompanied him to the funeral.


  “We must not feel sorry for Commanders Jygin and Kur-Tchek,” said Malrow after naming all the other dead, “who died killing half a dozen enemy ships. They would hate us for mourning, especially Kur-Tchek, being Azzurdi. They shall not be forgotten.”


  Flowers were laid on the tombs, and Malrow continued.


  “These last days, many have died to the hands of a new race. None died for nothing, for Culuria was spared. Not a single child died to the shots of the aliens. All these people made the sacrifice of their lives for others to live, and we must remember their sacrifice. Tomorrow we shall all set off, some to get their revenge, others just to make sure these aliens don’t attack us any more and don’t harm anyone else. Whatever your reason may be, we need your help.”


  Birgo wanted to smirk at the comment, but could not because of those surrounding her. In whom could she confide? She felt alone. Her power had given her ambition, but it had disconnected her from humanity. She was as alien to the rest of Arpia as were the Hogun.


  It wasn’t her fault. She had a gift. She was better than everyone else. Was she supposed to pretend nothing had changed? Did she have to seem weaker than she was?


  Her mind wandered over Culuria and found a bin in a street. She focused her anger and frustration and crushed it, ten kilometres away. It felt good. It released a little of her anger. It was invisible to everyone.


  


  Malrow asked all Commanders to join him after the funeral, and sent everyone else back home for some well-deserved rest.


  He led them to his office and projected a star map above his desk.


  “Well fought, all of you,” he said, and Birgo felt him avoiding her eyes. He knew what she had done, but didn’t want to show it. Was he pretending that Arpia had won together?


  “We started tracking the Hogun as they left Residio, and now have enough information to prepare a strike plan.”


  He nodded to Argoal, who walked over to Malrow before facing the other Commanders.


  “It would seem that while we were fighting, the main battleship, or whatever it is, the one referred to as ‘Hygns't’, was stationed in the Dnun Har system. The ‘Uhngys’ ships retreated to the Higiron system, and we believe the Hygns't will join them there. We have also managed to find the planet on which the aliens live: it is situated in a system we have named after the aliens. Co-ordinates and map routes for all these systems are being sent to your ship computers as we speak.”


  “So what, a full frontal attack?”


  “No, Haldora,” said Malrow. “We’re going to strike in both the Hogun system and the Higiron system.”


  Haldora nodded.


  “We will send a fleet to Higiron to face the Hogun armada. While this first fleet engages the Hogun, a second, smaller fleet will fly to their home planet in order to destroy it.”


  “Destroy it? How?” asked Fezzan.


  “Explosives. Fezzan and Argoal, you will assemble a team of your best operators, as many as can fit in one stealth ship, and you will go to the planet. I want explosives in enormous quantity and enough firepower to take on an army. Get Vriller, Diatunga and Abbyssa on the crew.”


  “Done,” said Fezzan, who turned away and spoke in his intercom.


  Birgo could feel Malrow’s attention move towards her


  “Birgo, we need you to lead the fleet going to Higiron.”


  She hardly felt surprised. They owed their victory to her. Of course they would want to use her.


  She replied that she would do it.


  “Thank you. The rest of you will fly alongside Birgo. I want you to make sure your presence is known, so that Argoal and Fezzan can get their operation dealt with without too many problems. Is that understood?”


  They nodded.


  “Right, people, you know what to do. Get it done with all speed and with success. You all leave tomorrow at dawn.”


  «i need to talk to you»


  It was Malrow.


  Birgo stayed on after the others had left.


  “I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done today. It was incredible. I myself find it hard to believe.”


  Birgo shrugged and regretted doing so. She would appear careless and arrogant if she did it again. Fortunately, Malrow seemed not to have noticed.


  “If the battleship comes,” he said, “you’re probably the only one who can deal with it.”


  “Don’t worry, Ekrid, I’ll do my best.”


  Perhaps she would let some of the Commanders die before showing these aliens what she could do. The fewer influent people knew the extent of her power, the better.


  


  Lying in bed, waiting for the early hours to arrive, Birgo glanced towards Haldora, fast asleep. He had seemed excited before they turned off the light a few hours beforehand. About her, or about the war? He had satisfied her, and that was what counted.


  She would ensure he didn’t die. She had other plans, and they involved a living Haldora. It had been hard enough to find a man who genuinely liked her before she had become Arpia’s greatest asset. It would only be harder to find someone new nowadays.


  Who could die?


  She thought about the firnex. Artemis, that was its name. Its master, Parmil, had been in Birgo’s squadron. She had survived. Could she die now? Birgo searched for her presence in Yubenia, and found her asleep. It would be good for Birgo to let her die.


  She hesitated. If she let Parmil die, the firnex might become untraceable. No, she had to keep Parmil alive.


  It was good that Malrow wasn’t fighting. She needed him alive as well.


  What about the rest?


  She wanted to see Berne use his Hexporyen power. If he did, she would be able to replicate it. It would be useful as a permanent shield bubble around her.


  Other than that, they could all die.


  She smiled. Arpia had used her. It was time for them to suffer a little for that.



  Chapter LVI


  


  Parmil waved to Tara, Rikar, Wadina and Artemis. She would not break her promise to the girls. She would follow Commander Birgo and fight the Hogun.


  On what impulse had she made that promise? She hadn’t argued when the Hogun were on Arpia’s doorstep, but this time, Arpia was the one attacking.


  There had to be another way. The result of Rikar’s work was used only to translate intercepted transmissions. Surely Arpia could try communicating with the Hogun again. If these aliens were half as intelligent as they appeared to be, they would be ready to answer. Maybe it could help.


  Was Arpia just another army controlled by warmongers?


  “It’s a suicide mission for us,” said Bee'Misa as Parmil settled down in front of the pilot commands.


  “Why do you think so?”


  “We’re just there to make sure Birgo stays alive long enough to destroy the fleet. We’re a buffer, protecting her.”


  “After yesterday, I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Charlotte. “You saw how she protected us and attacked them at the same time. She’s probably powerful enough to face them all alone.”


  “Perhaps,” said Bee'Misa. “In that case, she scares me more than the Hogun.”


  “I must be very slow today,” said Parmil. “What do you mean?”


  “Have you never thought how lucky we are to have Birgo fighting on our side?”


  Parmil nodded.


  “Yes, we’re lucky. Without her, we’d be dead already.”


  “I mean something else. What if Birgo turned against us?”


  “She hasn’t, which tells you something about her.”


  “It only tells me she has chosen to stick around. For how long, we don’t know. We haven’t a clue what is going on in her head. That is risky when a person becomes powerful. Especially as powerful as she seems to be now.”


  “Bee is right in a way,” said Sam. “Birgo is very dangerous. Without her help, we’d be dead. If she was fighting us, we’d be dead. But we’ll only know her intentions once this war is over.”


  “I see your point,” Parmil said with a nod. “We can’t judge her-”


  “Birgo to all captains,” said a voice through the intercom. “Lift-off imminent for all crews. All ships gather in quadrant Beta 1 A with course set for system Higiron.”


  Parmil gave the order to prepare for takeoff.


  “Discussion over, I guess.”


  “Maybe,” said Bee'Misa. “I’d follow Birgo into any battle. I just don’t trust her, not yet.”


  A few moments later, the Karakal had left the Yubenia spaceport.


  


  The Total Eclipse was already in orbit by the time Birgo stopped telling the crews to leave Culuria. She wanted to check on certain people, and searched for familiar presences.


  Birgo had not yet tried to find someone on a planet while in orbit, and wondered whether it would work. She believed that she could reach out to anything, as long as she could visualise a way to reach it. If her training and space fighting had taught her anything, it was that straight lines were easy. Reaching down from orbit was different, and forced her to act in the same way as when she had destroyed a dustbin: she had to imagine herself flying over an area to find what lay inside.


  Mentally skimming over Yubenia Spaceport, she felt the known presence of a woman’s mind. Parmil. She didn’t need to look at her thoughts, but was curious. The woman would never know anything had happened. Birgo might learn something useful about the firnex.


  However, Parmil was having many thoughts about someone else. Wading deeper in Parmil’s thoughts, Birgo discovered that she herself was the subject-matter. It seemed that someone didn’t trust her, Commander Birgo, hero of Arpia.


  Too bad. It confirmed Birgo’s previous thoughts: she would have to let the people forget.


  She felt a presence approach her physically. Jem.


  She opened her eyes and turned to face him.


  “Are you ready, Birgo?”


  “I am. Let’s join the fleet.”


  


  Fezzan watched the ships leave, and climbed onboard the Veina Temp. It was good to be back inside a smaller ship. They’d need it to appear less of a threat, but Fezzan had sentimental reasons as well for using his old Effroyable.


  It was an interesting thought. He’d always considered himself above emotion and attachment, yet Jullin and the Veina Temp had changed that in the past years.


  Fezzan shivered at the idea of finding someone with whom to settle down. In any event, they would have to defeat the Hogun before any dreams could come true.


  He walked over to the cargo hold, where large amounts of explosives and experimental weaponry were being stocked.


  He nodded to Vaalrie and muttered his appreciation of a job well done before returning to the bridge. With this big a troop, they would be cramped inside the Effroyable. At least, they had some chance of surviving if they had to wage war on the alien planet.


  Argoal appeared in front of him.


  “The Ortiga Dust and Fenris are on their way to join the fleet. I hope they’ll be of some use.”


  “Thanks for arranging that.”


  “You’re welcome, Fezzan. So, what about this ship? Explosives on board?”


  “We should be ready to lift off in ten minutes.”


  “Good. I’ll get Vriller to bring in the soldiers.”


  Fezzan nodded and watched Argoal leave, speaking into her communications device.


  He glanced towards the images taken during the previous battle, close-ups of the Uhngys. The design seemed plausible for humankind. Were the Hogun like humans?


  Fezzan shook his head. The Hogun were completely different, and dangerous. They needed to be eradicated. Any more questions and he’d likely hesitate before blowing up their planet.


  He hoped the Hogun looked like monsters. It would make his job easier.


  


  “Higiron system,” said Jem.


  He pointed to the radar screen, and Birgo saw it fill up with dots.


  “How far away are we? Can we reach them?”


  “They’re beyond our accuracy range, but it would be wrong to assume they can’t hit us.”


  Birgo could feel Arpian ships fill the space behind her.


  Remembering the performance of the Hogun weaponry in Residio, Birgo wondered why they hadn’t started firing. Were they waiting for something?


  “Hold your fire,” she said to all ships. “They might have something to say.”


  Speak now or be silent for ever, she thought. The Hogun couldn’t harm her, and deserved a chance to communicate before she wiped them out. She couldn’t lose.


  “Transmission from them,” shouted someone from her right.


  The person hurried and handed a message to Birgo.


  “Why have you come?”


  Birgo smiled. She had come for glory. Why else?


  The others, they had come for Arpia, or their friends and families. It was unlikely that anyone in the Arpian fleet had come to defend the human race in a selfless act. Humans were devoid of uninterested motives, after all.


  What a stupid question.


  She focused on the Hogun ships. She could feel the distance between them and the Arpian fleet. She could feel their anticipation. They had emotions like human ones. They wanted an answer to their question, though she could not guess why.


  If Arpia had been able to decrypt their language, the Hogun had surely done the same about Absol. It was safe to assume they would understand her.


  She deployed her mind to encompass the minds of all Hogun, and told them that they would die, all of them. She would use all her might to destroy them, and there was nothing they could do to stop her. They had come expecting a weak enemy, and were now facing a goddess.


  She wondered how easy it would be to destroy them all, right there. She was Birgo, and she could do anything.


  “Birgo!”


  She turned to see Jem’s agitated eyes.


  “They’re firing, all of them.”


  Birgo chuckled. It seemed that she had provoked them. This would be fun.


  “Fire back.”


  She tried to sense where the Hogun’s shots were. A second away.


  She diverted the shots, sending them back to the Hogun fleet, and realised that more were on their way even after their first shots had backfired. Weren’t they afraid?


  Birgo pushed back the shots. She forced two Uhngys to crash. She made two more implode simultaneously.


  The frequency of the hostile shots was harder to control than she had expected. Volley after volley came, and Birgo had to use all her concentration to keep up.


  


  “What’s that?” Jem asked to the radar officer.


  Birgo heard the officer mumble something, but couldn’t concentrate on the conversation.


  “Birgo!”


  She ignored Jem. She was saving Arpian lives, and he was a fool to bother her.


  “Birgo, it’s a diversion.”


  There was panic in his voice, and Birgo lost her concentration for a moment. Alarms rose inside the Total Eclipse as shots damaged the hull. Birgo shook her head and fought back with her mind, pushing back the next shots. Were the Hogun hoping to occupy and distract her?


  “Tell me what it is,” she said in between volleys.


  “The big one is behind us. We’ve already lost six ships, Aster, Char-Tow and the Ortiga Dust among others. It’s firing on Berne.”


  “Berne?”


  Birgo remembered what that she wanted to see Berne die, but only after he had used the Hexporyen power. Was it too late?


  More shots hit the Total Eclipse, and Birgo focused on the ongoing attacks. She couldn’t stop them from coming. If she destroyed the Uhngys fleet in one go, she would expose herself to the incoming shots.


  Birgo had to distract the Hogun in turn.


  She made a few Uhngys turn and shoot at the nearby ships. She could feel the Hogun shift their centre of attention, and she in turn concentrated on Berne. The old man was flying around a large presence, a cluster of alien minds.


  The Hygns't.


  Birgo set her amazement aside: now wasn’t the time to analyse the shape of the Hygns't.


  The Hygns't was firing blaster shots at Berne’s Crybellis, and the bridge would never resist another direct shot.


  Birgo could feel Berne concentrate. He had seen something. A special laser beam. It had destroyed three ships in an instant. He wanted to fire at its source.


  The Hygns't fired, and Berne’s ship was hit. The hull was damaged, and began to give in to the void.


  It happened: Berne created a Hexporyen protective field. A useless attempt, but it was all that Birgo required. She had noticed the manner in which Berne forced his mind into a relaxed state. He had reached out and let go of energy, which interacted with the air around him.


  Air. The trick required air. It wouldn’t work in space.


  Birgo smiled. She knew how to recreate the Hexporyen power, and the void would kill Berne for her.


  Alarms sounded in the Total Eclipse. Time to push back the Uhngys for good.


  


  Parmil watched as the engines exploded. The Hogun battleship had discarded Berne’s ship and was firing at other Arpian ships. A little beyond, Birgo was controlling the flow of Hogun shots.


  The Karakal fired at the Hygns't, but the pesky shots didn’t seem to bother it.


  Another Arpian ship was destroyed, an anonymous crew disappearing amidst enemy fire. Parmil blinked. It wasjust a feeling, but she feared that Birgo was the next target. The Hygns't was slowly advancing towards her position, firing at all who crossed its path.


  “Commander Birgo,” she said in the intercom, but no signal came back.


  “Comms are static,” said Bee'Misa. “No idea why.”


  There had to be something they could do.


  “What weaponry do we have?”


  “No missiles left,” said Sam. “Plenty of energy still. Blasters all online.”


  “Useless, all of it.”


  The Hygns't was now ahead of them, between the Karakal and Birgo’s Total Eclipse. They would need heavy weaponry even to distract it.


  A Subarashii flew in, firing at the central section of the Hygns't.


  Parmil turned to Bee'Misa, whose face had frozen.


  “Is that Ungli?”


  Parmil looked back at the scene in time to see a large and concentrated beam of energy appear. The weapon advanced like lightning, unpredictable, erratic. She stared, stunned, ignoring Bee'Misa’s cry of grief as the Subarashii was blown to bits. The beam had zigzagged through space, defying the rules Parmil thought she knew.


  She felt Bee'Misa’s head drop on her shoulder and cursed herself for her selfish thoughts.


  “We’ll get it for her. Sam, does Stratania work in space?”


  “Stratania? Padre Espacio, you can’t be serious.”


  “I don’t care. Does it work?”


  “I suppose so, but the Straton method is for ground units, not spaceships.”


  “I want Stratania control.”


  The Straton helmet fitted itself around Parmil’s head, and Bee'Misa pulled away, controlling her sobs.


  The last time Parmil had used it, she had destroyed a ground turret. Would it work on the Hygns't?


  The rectangular W-shaped vessel was dead ahead. The outer sections, vertically split in two, were the source of the blaster shots. Then came the middle section, with the strange weapon.


  From behind, however, Parmil couldn’t reach the Hygns't’s arsenal.


  Though it was alien, there seemed to be an engine glow. If it was indeed an engine, would it be a weak point?


  She had to risk it.


  She fired, and the Karakal lights went out as the Straton blaster drained all the power.


  


  “What is it now?”


  Birgo crushed two more Uhngys and made another three fire at the main bulk. Only a few dozen left.


  “The Hygns't was coming at us, but it’s now turning. One of our ships distracted it, and seems to have damaged the engine.”


  “Good. Whose ship?”


  “The Karakal, some captain named Parmil.”


  Birgo blinked. The woman had helped her out. Not that it made a difference: Birgo was not indebted to her. Still, maybe Parmil was more than just ‘some captain’ and the new mother of the child with the firnex. In any case, she needed Parmil alive.


  “Is the Hygns't going after the Karakal then?”


  Alarms went off in the Total Eclipse, and Birgo destroyed a few more Uhngys.


  “Yes,” said Jem.


  “In that case, the time is ripe,” Birgo replied. Time for a display of power.


  She reached out to the Uhngys, and thought of the twenty-seven remaining entities as a collective unit. It was harder than with lower numbers. She ignored the alarms, and shut herself off from her surroundings. Only the Uhngys mattered now. They were one. The space around them shimmered, ready to do her bidding.


  Birgo could feel fear creep into their minds as the Hogun felt the void close in on them. She smiled. It was tantalising, creating such emotion in so little time. However, there was no more time to lose.


  She crushed the Uhngys. Their death came with searing pain, a surge of suffering which made Birgo lose balance.


  Jem picked her up,


  “What happened?”


  “Never mind that,” she replied, knowing that the Hygns't was still going after Parmil. Something bothered her about the phenomenon, but it seemed that time had stopped while she destroyed them.


  She cleared her head by shaking it. The Hygns't was facing the Karakal, and the devastating beam was about to rip Parmil apart.


  The solution was simple: destroy the Hygns't in one go.


  Yet as she felt for the space around the Hygns't, voices were nagging at her in her mind. Killing seemed to have taken a new dimension: she could feel a burden on her mind, the presence of the collective consciousness that she had torn to pieces.


  The Hygns't was going to fire.


  She discarded her plan. Instead of destroying the Hygns't, she would block its beam, perhaps even throw it back at the Hygns't.


  The void formed a barrier between the two ships, and the silver light of the beam appeared.


  Birgo shut her eyes, knowing that the beam would move faster than her eyes could follow.


  She imagined the beam, and found herself in a state she had never experienced beforehand.


  She felt the particles flow through space, as if time had greatly slowed down. Her mind wandered alongside the head of the stream, and discovered with horror that it did not follow a linear path.


  At seemingly random intervals, a larger particle would explode and cause the stream to change direction. As she followed the course, she noticed that the power of the beam decreased with each change in direction.


  The particles sped beside the barrier she had set up, and after two more changes in direction, were heading straight for the Karakal.


  Space had become an extension of Birgo, and she made it swallow up the weakened beam, dispersing the particles.


  The beam had stopped, and Birgo was conscious of her body and senses once again. The process had only lasted for a minute moment. She became conscious of how slow time seemed compared to what she had experienced.


  She opened her eyes and met Jem’s gaze.


  “I’ve no idea what you did,” he said, “but they’re turning to meet us.”


  “They won’t have the time to complete their turn,” Birgo replied, closing her eyes and trying to reach the state which she had just left. Perhaps killing so many in one go had enabled her to explore new facets of her powers.


  She felt her expression change gradually as a smile appeared on her face.


  Time and the infinitely small were her new allies. Even the Hygns't couldn’t compete with that, she thought as she dissolved the molecules composing the enemy ship.



  Chapter LVII


  


  Barren land stretched before the Veina Temp. No life seemed to be present. Fezzan wondered whether there were any Hogun left on the planet as he started the landing procedure.


  “The atmosphere contains oxygen, but not enough: we need our biosuits,” said Vaalrie.


  “Give the order to the crew, then. Take the armoured ones Vriller brought in,” replied Argoal.


  “Yes, Commander.”


  “Argoal, nothing appears on the scanner,” Fezzan said.


  “That’s strange,” said Argoal. “This seemed to be the place every ship left, according to the team I sent. Cloak scanner?”


  “Okay, we’ve got readings one kilometre away. Moving in fast. This must be the Hogun.”


  “What? Are they themselves cloaked?”


  “Sure seems so,” Fezzan answered.


  “This is Commander Argoal speaking. Put your visors to cloak scanner function,” she shouted.


  “I want the strike team waiting in the cargo bay,” Fezzan added. “Vaalrie, you take the ship and try to blast whatever you see. Zack, stop hanging about and get ready.”


  


  Fezzan left the ship with more than a hundred armed soldiers. Some army, he thought. He hoped that they would not be too stiff from the cramped flight.


  Argoal joined him before ordering everyone to crouch down. Behind them, the ship soared back up into the air and retreated a little.


  Fezzan checked his visor to see whether the cloak scanner was active. No readings yet.


  “They are three hundred metres away,” said Vaalrie through the communications channel. “Do I open fire?”


  “Not yet,” said Argoal. “Let’s first see what they do. However, have the weapons armed and ready to fire.”


  Fezzan turned to face the first light blue signals visible in his visor. Judging by the colour of the signals, they were indeed cloaked. By nature, or by choice? The shapes became clearer as they approached, and at a hundred metres from the Arpian troops, they halted.


  They were about one metre in height, floating some fifty centimetres above ground. The beings seemed to be made of a substance similar to goo and jelly. Fezzan’s first impression of their shape was that they were monsters.


  One large, oval eye, of different tones of colour, was the main component of what he thought of as their ‘head’. Little tubes and extensions sprouted out around it, five in total. One tube on each side seemed to contain an organ, judging by the almost spherical form of their extremities. The brain, possibly. Maybe the stomach. The others had to be orifices of some kind, as they ended with holes.


  Floating higher up in the air, linked to the ‘head’ only by a small vertical tube of their substance, there were things similar to buffalo horns, though the horns themselves moved around. Fezzan guessed they were limbs.


  The lowest part of the body was also linked to the ‘head’ by a little tube, a neck probably. It looked a little like a flame turned upside down, distorted by a gust of air. In the middle of it, a mouth with razor-sharp teeth, in the shape of a drop of water, flipped vertically.


  


  Fezzan realised that nothing had happened. They had been floating there for a while, and no one had moved. Maybe the Hogun were studying them, just as he had done for them.


  “What in the universe are you doing down there, Fezzan?”


  “Shh, Vaalrie. Observation from both sides.”


  “Aren’t you supposed to blast them to pieces?”


  “Don’t worry. Within a minute, we’ll be firing a-”


  A laser shot landed at the top of the rock that Fezzan was using as a shield and observation place, and he fell back as the last syllable of his sentence left his mouth, tripping over a small stone at the same time.


  As he fell, he saw something like a flame appear above the rock. What kinds of weapon did they have, these aliens?


  “Fire,” he heard Argoal shout. The soldiers jumped up from their hiding places, and fired as fast as their weapons let them.


  Fezzan’s head hurt. He tried to get up, but as two figures jumped over him, a foot caught him on the head. Idiots.


  From the ground, Fezzan saw a few Hogun be blasted to pieces, while others, though they were hit ten times in a row, did not falter.


  He closed his eyes to fight the pain, and pulled himself back up. As he stared at the battlefield, he regretted standing up. The Hogun were floating towards his troops at great speed, an army of ghosts.


  One Hogun spat at a group of soldiers, and they started screaming. Covered in slime, their biosuit was dissolved within moments. Fezzan watched in horror as the acid consumed their bodies.


  Another Hogun arrived in front of a soldier, and its ‘arms’ penetrated the biosuit and retrieved the soldier’s brain, letting the human corpse fall down freely.


  A third fired a continuous beam from its eye, cutting through the bones of soldiers.


  What were these things?


  Another jab of pain. Fezzan closed his eyes again, firing his blaster in the direction of a cluster of Hogun that he had noticed.


  He opened his eyes, and saw Rik fire a gun at the same Hogun. A moment later, his body fell to the ground, the biosuit consumed by the blast of a flame-thrower.


  Fezzan jumped back to avoid another shot, and stared in horror as Vriller disappeared under a mount of slime, his hand reaching out for him.


  Fezzan dropped to the ground beyond a boulder and breathed deeply. Things were not going well.


  He prepared the laser of his artificial arm, and armed the gun that lay his right hand. Now.


  He jumped back up, and fired. He looked to his right on instinct, and saw a marine called Mordai fire with two guns. His target didn’t explode, but lunged towards him and ripped his heart out.


  Fezzan felt his self-control disappear. Rage. Anger. Death. He could barely feel his breath. His hands moved, and his eyes became observers of what his body did.


  His artificial arm fired faster than he had ever witnessed. His right hand was pulling the trigger of a heavy blaster machine gun and aiming at every Hogun around. He noticed that some died, almost spreading everywhere, while others stood firm. Floated, rather.


  Lasers were shot in his direction, the flame-thrower too. Somehow, they missed. Nothing Fezzan could do about it anyway. He returned to his passive observations.


  He realised that there were only three weak points to the Hogun: the two spherical-ended tubes to the side of the eye and the tip of the lower part of their body. If one of the spheres was hit, the Hogun died instantly, splattering all over the place. If the lowest part was fired at, the Hogun slowly shrank before being consumed in the air and vanishing forever.


  Fezzan felt in control of himself once more, and shot a few more Hogun just to be sure. He was determined. Hopeful.


  “Fire at the spheres and at the bottom! I repeat: shoot the spheres and the bottom,” he yelled into his intercom.


  It took a few examples for the advice to sink in, but the troops seemed to understand.


  A few more marines died, but the tide had changed, and the Hogun were soon outnumbered.


  


  As the last was blasted to pieces, Vaalrie spoke on the intercom.


  “Bad news, captain. We’ve got another wave of them coming as we speak. They’re five kilometres away right now. Estimated time before arrival is fourteen minutes. What do we do?”


  “Does the scanner indicate any buildings around?”


  “I can’t find anything truly specific up to eighty kilometres from here. They seem to be just about everywhere.”


  “We’ll have to explode the planet,” said Argoal. “It’s the only option we’ve got. We aren’t nearly enough left.”


  Fezzan knew she was right, but looked at the remaining troops all the same. Twenty at the very most, and a few of them wounded. Out of a hundred, this wasn’t much.


  “You’re right. Vaalrie, land the ship. Zack, assemble the wounded and give them all they need.”


  “Right away, captain,” said the Hexporyen, who seemed to have avoided any wounds by using his people’s powers.


  Good thing though. At least someone else who hadn’t died.


  While the Veina Temp was landing, Fezzan called for Abbyssa and Diatunga.


  “Where’s Abbyssa?”


  Diatunga looked sober, and pointed towards the battlefield.


  “A Hogun spat on him.”


  “Debris. Well, that leaves only you then. We need to blow up the planet. Can you do that within ten minutes?”


  She nodded, said she would need Nunder'wan’s help and headed over to the ship.


  After a while of bringing the corpses to the cryogenic tubes of the Veina Temp, Fezzan checked the timing. Five minutes left.


  He thought of those who had died. Vriller and Abbyssa. Three marines he liked: Rik, Jon, and Mordai. What a waste of good people.


  “Fezzan, it’s ready,” he heard Diatunga call out loud.


  He headed over to the cargo bay of his ship to see what ‘it’ was.


  A powerful drill, used originally by his engineers for workings on the ship, had been transformed into a massive weapon, with cables and large pods fitted everywhere on the inside.


  “Nunder'wan has programmed it to be a planet core finder. I’ve rigged it up with a plasma-thermonuclear bomb and two C-52 bombs. Once this thing starts drilling, we’ve got only a few minutes to leave the system.”


  “Okay. Let’s do it.”


  Two minutes before the scheduled ‘Hogun arrival’, the drill started its final journey.


  “Blast off. I want all power transferred to the reactors: we need to get away from this cursed planet before it explodes. Zack, plan the navigation route to Residio.”


  Fezzan looked at the planet one last time, and spotted the first Hogun arriving on the scanners.


  “Good-bye, you murderous alien scum. We shall not meet again.”


  


  The Karakal landed on Culuria, and Parmil rushed outside to embrace Artemis and Wadina.


  She felt tears trickle down her cheeks.


  “You were right,” she said to Artemis. “Birgo kept me alive.”


  “The worst is over, yes?”


  “Yes, Wadina.”


  Cheers erupted outside in the spaceport. Birgo’s ship had no doubt just landed, and the people of Yubenia were celebrating her victory.


  An hour later, Malrow called all citizens of Culuria to attend a funeral. Many had perished in the battle, and all the events since Parmil’s arrival seemed to leave Culuria with ten thousand dead. Ten percent less population, she quickly calculated, and probably a far higher percentage of the combat-capable members of Arpia.


  Death and sorrow weighed heavily on the minds of the people by sunset, and a celebration of Birgo’s victory was solemn. Not surprising, thought Parmil, watching the news after tucking the girls in bed. Now, people were waiting for contact to be re-established with the covert ops team.


  


  Five days went by, and life returned to Culuria, despite growing doubts about the fate of Argoal and Fezzan’s team. Parmil took the girls out to each open exhibition or cinema she could find. Though no one was sure what to expect of the future, the present seemed bright enough not to be afraid.


  Just before three in the afternoon in Yubenia, a message was spoken out in the speakers. Parmil and the girls stopped walking in front of the Bardrien Memorial Park entrance and listened carefully.


  “Contact channel reopened. Covert ops have entered Residio system. I repeat. Covert ops have entered Residio system. The team is coming home.”


  Passers-by gasped. People smiled. Hope was in everyone’s eyes, and Parmil was sure that it was also on their lips.


  After a short lull, people began to move. Steps turned to strides. All moved in the same direction.


  “Let’s go to the spaceport,” Wadina said softly, almost reverently. “I want to go. Artemis, do you want to go?”


  Artemis nodded.


  “Come on, it’s only five minutes away.”


  


  As the Veina Temp landed, Fezzan saw that a crowd had assembled nearby.


  “Argoal, let the medical team in. I’ll wait here.”


  “Crowd fever, right?” she answered, trying to lighten the atmosphere.


  Ever since a soldier named Held had fallen and was found to have a baby Hogun inside him eating away at his organs, everyone had been very alert and tense.


  Fezzan hoped that none of the others who had taken part in the battle were hosts to the aliens.


  As Argoal opened the ship to the medics, Fezzan wondered how it could have arrived inside the soldier’s body. He soon realised that he might not wish to know, and listened to the noise the crowd was making. They had guessed that something was wrong. Lucky the crew had put Held in a cryogenic tube, otherwise there could have been trouble inside the ship. The creature had reached the larynx, and was now trapped in a freezing corpse.


  The medics filed in, and started checking Argoal and Fezzan first. A man took a blood sample, which he fed directly into a machine, used scanners on Fezzan and listened to his heart before concluding that he was fine.


  Once Argoal was also declared safe from any last trick of the Hogun, she left to announce that the Hogun planet was destroyed.


  Destroyed. Fezzan could recall the crack he had heard above the engines as they were leaving the atmosphere. The crust had been ripped apart, and some debris had almost breached the hull of the Veina Temp. Huge chunks of matter, floating off in space. Destroyed was an understatement.


  As the medics started tending to others, the crowd cheered so loud that the uproar resonated in the ship. Looking outside, Fezzan saw people dance and jump around. Ignorant fools. If they had faced the Hogun, they might not be rejoicing. Fezzan wondered if he would ever forget the horror.


  


  Birgo, Haldora and Malrow entered the ship and greeted Fezzan.


  “Scariest mission I ever did, I can assure you that,” he told them.


  “I would have liked to take part,” Birgo replied, “though their battleship kept me from the ground assault. At least, Arpia is safe.”


  Fezzan nodded, though he preferred to wait for the medics’ report before believing in safety.


  “Now, where are the other Commanders? We’ve got quite an adventure to tell you.”


  Malrow breathed deeply, and there was an awkward silence, which Birgo broke as Argoal returned inside the ship.


  “The rest are dead. Char-Tow, Ungli, Aster, Berne. All gone, like the others before them.”


  Fezzan bit his lip.


  “Darn. I’m sorry. Ekrid, all my condolences.”


  “Thank you,” said Malrow. He sighed, and it seemed to Fezzan that, in that moment, the man who had led Arpia through much in little time was weak, vulnerable. He was a man whose heart had been torn from him, in the name of Arpia and humankind. A man like the others, like the members of so many families who now mourned their kin amidst the relief of peace.


  His grief would probably last long.


  “Come,” said Malrow. “Let us mourn the dead as a reunited family. Afterwards,” he added, nodding towards Argoal and Fezzan, “you shall tell us your story.”


  


  The evening had come, and together with Malrow, the remaining Commanders dined in the Helkan restaurant.


  Malrow raised his glass of Terran wine, the name of which meantnothing to Fezzan.


  “Best of friends, I have been living on Culuria for more than a decade now. I have seen Arpia grow like a child, from fledgling to full bloom. I have seen it gain members, and I have seen it lose others. By the time Fezzan and Birgo joined the group, there were a dozen Commanders. I lost one due to some miscomprehension on my part, before losing half a dozen to the Hogun.”


  He wiped his wet eyes.


  “I guess what I’m trying to say is that these were all people I truly valued as friends, people I loved, some more than others.”


  A small sniff of the nose, and he seemed ready to continue.


  “I raise my glass to those people who helped make Arpia what it is now, and who sacrificed their lives for it.”


  All four Commanders followed suit. Even Holdor had dedicated his life to Arpia, Fezzan thought. Perhaps not to Malrow, but to Arpia most certainly. If Malrow could forgive Holdor, Fezzan could as well.


  “Now,” said Malrow, “all is well. Arpia, Yubenia, Culuria, Residio and even humanity are safe from the alien threat. I wish to thank all of you for this. Birgo and Haldora, I thank you for leading our fleet to victory face to the Uhngys, and, Birgo, I thank you in particular for destroying the Hygns't.”


  He raised his glass. Fezzan cheered and followed suit.


  “Next, I give all my gratitude to Argoal and Fezzan for dealing so well with the destruction of their planet.”


  “Hear hear,” said Haldora.


  “And finally,” said Argoal, “a toast is in order for you, Ekrid. Without you, there would be no Arpia. You have acted as a leader in time of need as well as in peace. It is thanks to you that Arpia prevailed.”


  Fezzan nodded. Good one. He looked across the table to Birgo, who seemed surprised at Argoal’s words. A moment later, Birgo was smiling. Yet Fezzan wondered if there hadn’t been a hint of jealousy in that look.


  It didn’t matter. There was good wine, and a unique dessert to come. Peace had come, and it seemed like nothing could worry him any more, not even the prospect of nightmares featuring the Hogun. He sighed. He would miss the action.


  



  Chapter LVIII


  


  Birgo and Haldora were getting married. It was all over the news.


  Parmil didn’t care much for this celebrity wedding, and as she had not been invited, there was no reason to attend it. Not that if she had been invited, she would have gone. She blinked and wondered why the thought had even crossed her mind. Perhaps something in her wanted to go.


  Wadina seemed to like the idea, though, and Artemis said it would be good for the Arpian community.


  Parmil wondered which one of the couple would be more strongly appreciated in the community. Birgo was Arpia’s saviour, that much was certain. Still, she was almost as new to Arpia as Parmil herself. On top of that, Birgo looked masculine with her muscles, though her recent makeover had enhanced her feminine beauty; Haldora, on the other hand, was handsome and mysterious in an attractive way.


  What Haldora saw in Birgo, Parmil did not know, but the couple illustrated the strangeness of love.


  Upon thinking of that word, Parmil instinctively looked at Wadina, who was stroking Artemis on the sofa.


  Love, and family.


  As a family, they would leave for a small trip around Absol space in two weeks, for the winter holidays. Everything was planned, but nothing was ready.


  She overrode the girls’ control of the television.


  “Two minutes, girls, I’m just checking what else is on.”


  She looked at the news feed, and scrolled through the fluff about the wedding. Here was something else, a report from Earth.


  “Thank you Brian. I am standing before the Parliament in Bruxelles, where the new government for the Absolem Constitutor has been approved after long negotiations led by the new Principe, David Williams, former leader of the Rebellion. It will come as no surprise that his fellow Rebel leaders were approved as members of the Absol government with a standing ovation in Parliament.”


  No surprise at all, thought Parmil. Since the Service’s demise, the Absol people had been queueing in voting stations and celebrating the interim government’s actions. Professor Williams had orchestrated the Rebel victory through a shrewd use of the media. The reports all seemed to venerate the Rebels, and the election results were reminiscent of her history lessons, where they had studied a number of dictatorships.


  She switched to a report on the wedding, which was apparently due to start in two minutes. As much as she liked politics, she knew Wadina wasn’t interested.


  Parmil walked into the kitchen. While the girls watched the programme, she would bake something on her own, without any tutorials. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be another cooking disaster, but if she didn’t become a good enough cook, it would be hard to raise Wadina properly.


  


  “Parmil, come quick!”


  Parmil laid down the last potato slices and rushed into the living room, leaving her gratin dauphinois unfinished and unattended.


  “What is it?”


  “Yes, Lorna,” said a reporter on the screen, “all access to the Parliament has been blocked, and law-enforcement troops have surrounded the building. The unit leader has agreed to speak with us on the subject.”


  A woman entered the camera view, and exchanged formalities with the reporter.


  “Lieutenant Bazeem, do you have any information on how many people are held hostage?”


  “We have reports of there being two thousand people inside the building, and are using our observation methods to determine the exact number.”


  “How difficult would it have been for Mosni to bring such a force inside without detection?”


  “Unfortunately, the whole Constitutor has been a little too euphoric about the situation, and security measures have proven to be inadequate.”


  “And how unforeseeable do you deem this hostage situation to be?”


  “We were all under the impression that Cain Mosni was a friend of the entire Absolem Constitutor. Few people remembered his former position as head of the Constitutor Intelligence Service.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant. We sincerely hope your operation will be a success, for the sake of the Absolem nations.”


  “Thank you.”


  The report switched to a news presenter, Lorna, who said that they would show the message sent by Cain Mosni, one of the former leaders of the Rebellion.


  


  Mosni was standing inside the Parliament hall, where eight hundred planetary and regional representatives were gathered. Mosni was on a podium, while the other members of the newly elected government stood behind him.


  “Friends, delegates, people of the Absolem Constitutor, the past years have been of exceptional strain on you all. The feud between the Rebellion and the Service has taken its toll on us, costing citizens additional taxes, loss of freedom, fear of two sides of a conflict. The Rebellion tried to focus its attacks on the Service, but the Absol Navy often became involved, and so many innocent lives were taken. The Service lashed out in response, increasing its powers to track down Rebels, often accusing and incriminating wrongfully.”


  Mosni sighed.


  “It has been an unfortunate series of events, but today, at last, this battle has come to an end. There is a Rebellion no more, and the Service has been rebuilt. Delegates, you have elected a new government, and peace shall be restored to our worlds.”


  The delegates applauded enthusiastically, and Parmil realised that no one could have foreseen what was about to follow.


  “However, you have elected the wrong government to achieve such a task.”


  Eyebrows were raised, and the applause died down amidst the delegates’ confusion.


  “These men have led the Rebellion through war, not peace. The time they spent in power, they did so as guerilla warlords, plotting ways to weaken the government in place. As such, they are unfit to govern.”


  Mosni turned to his fellow Rebel leaders, and shot David Williams. Parmil gasped, and covered Wadina’s eyes with her hand. The elected Principe stumbled backwards and fell without a word. Parmil watched in shock as light years away Mosni discharged a second blast in the man’s head.


  Andrew Kimoned was the first to recover and ran towards Mosni, but fell down with the third shot. Screams came from the delegates’ seats, and people began to flee away from Mosni. The camera moved as the person operating it rushed to join the delegates. The Rebel leaders fell, one by one.


  Wadina pushed Parmil’s hand, saying she wanted to see.


  The delegates starting screaming again, and shots resounded in the Parliament hall.


  “Quiet!” bellowed Mosni, before repeating himself. The noise died down, and figures in combat outfits moved into view, slowly moving towards the place where Parmil guessed the eight hundred delegates were cornered.


  Mosni smiled.


  “Delegates, you are now hostages of what shall become the new Absol government. No harm shall be done to you unless you try to fight.”


  He turned to the camera.


  “And to you, dear Constitutor, I hope you shall receive this message. It’s a pity this isn’t a live video feed.”


  He chuckled.


  “May Operation Ion Rain begin.”


  


  The image switched back to the news presenter, who said that they were receiving reports of military troops disobeying orders and flocking to defend Mosni. Planetary forces were put on full alert throughout the Constitutor.


  The video feed died, and Parmil stared at a screen of static. The television turned back to life, showing the wedding, though people were rushing out of the municipal building. Some people had evidently been informed during the ceremony.


  Wadina turned to speak.


  “What’s going to happen?”


  “I don’t know, darling.”


  The image changed again, and Malrow filled the screen.


  “Fellow members of Arpia and citizens of Culuria, this is a terrible day,” he said. Though the sound came from the television, it also came from outside. It seemed that Malrow was trying to contact all of Arpia.


  “Cain Mosni, a former leader of the Rebellion, has just committed unforgivable actions, murdering his former colleagues and holding the Absol Parliament hostage. It seems that forces loyal to Mosni’s goal have taken control of a number of audiovisual transmitters, and as such most interstellar communications from the Absolem Constitutor have been cut, temporarily at the very least.”


  Malrow lowered his head for a moment, before facing the camera and shaking his head.


  “Just when we thought peace was upon us, another enemy arises. Enough lives have been taken from us in the past year, and many wounds have not yet healed. It is therefore with regret that I call upon you for help, once again.”


  He paused again.


  “I shall ask the remaining Commanders to come with me as I take my ship to the first Rebel station, the Cavern, where we shall meet up with those former Rebels whom we know we can trust. From there, we shall strive to beat Mosni and be rid of the Service and its disease for good. Those who wish to aid us in our plight are most welcome, as we believe half if not three quarters of the Absol Navy will have joined Mosni’s ranks within a week.”


  He shook his head once more.


  “While I am gone, Armando Drigglesbothe shall act as interim governor of Culuria. Negotiations concerning Culuria’s status as independent world shall continue only once peace is restored. Should I not return, elections will be held to give Culuria a suitable governing body.”


  Malrow sighed, and Parmil believed she could see a tear trickle down his cheek.


  “I wish you all the best. Thank you from the depth of my heart for all your support, past and present. If this is the last time I speak to you, may you look back at these times as troubled ones which led to a better outcome.”


  Malrow bowed his head, and the static screen returned.


  Parmil stared at the screen. How could this be happening?


  The YBC logo appeared on screen, saying the Yubenia Broadcasting Channel was sorry for the interruptions to their programme. Images of the wedding reappeared, though it seemed that the ceremony had been cut short in light of Malrow’s announcement.


  


  “Are you going to help Ekrid?”


  Parmil looked at Wadina, whose eyes were pleading. Pleading what? For her to stay, or for her to go?


  She looked at Artemis, who nodded.


  “We can’t let him go alone,” Wadina said.


  Parmil shook her head and brought her hand to her forehead. Wadina would never forgive her for letting Ekrid fly into the clutches of a madman.


  “I’m sorry, Wadina, but I can’t leave you here on your own.”


  “There’s Tara and Rikar.”


  “She needs help in her home before giving birth,” said Artemis.


  “She won’t be having her baby for a few months, and you know that. No, I’m truly sorry, but I’m not going.”


  “What if we come along?”


  Parmil laughed.


  “No, I’m certainly not taking you right in the middle of a battle.”


  “If this man wins the combat and defeats Ekrid,” said Artemis, “he will lead his pack to Arpia. We are a threat, he will hunt down all members of the tribe. He may even decide to attack this place before facing Ekrid, to weaken him. It is better to unite and succeed rather than to see Ekrid or Arpia die and to have to flee.”


  Parmil stared, at a loss for words. She looked at Wadina, who bore a triumphant smile.


  “Please, Mum?”


  There it was, the ‘m’ word which accompanied most of Wadina’s greater requests.


  She looked back at Artemis.


  “Has she put you up to this?”


  “I too desire to see her safe. Fleeing is unsafe, and thinking you might die alone is worse.”


  Parmil shook her head once more, but knew that she would hate to live in exile. For Wadina if for no one else, she had to fight.


  “I’ll go, and I’ll take you with me. However, if there is to be a battle, I want you two to run into the Karakal’s main escape pod. Understood?”


  The girls nodded.


  Darn kids. They’d managed to manipulate her again.


  She hoped that she would not regret it all her life.


  


  “Ekrid!”


  Wadina barged through the doorway and into the conference room where Malrow was talking to the Commanders. Parmil and Artemis rushed to catch her.


  Birgo was still in a white dress, and Haldora in a sharp looking suit. The dress seemed to suit Birgo well, and she looked lovely in it. Fezzan nodded to Parmil with a smile. Argoal raised her eyebrows, and Malrow seemed puzzled.


  “Wadina, please – Parmil, would you care to explain?”


  “I’m sorry, Ekrid, but the girls convinced me to take them along.”


  “Where? To fight Mosni? Are you completely mad?”


  “If you lose, Mosni will hunt us down,” Wadina said, having remembered Artemis’s words, “and he might attack Culuria anyway.”


  Parmil nodded.


  “Helping you may involve some degree of risk,” she said, “but you may need all the help you can get.”


  Birgo laid her hand on Ekrid’s shoulder.


  “It may not seem as a good idea,” she said, “but I respect their decision.”


  “Their decision?” Malrow was outraged. “Parmil is supposed to be the mother now.”


  “Are you saying you have never been convinced by a child’s logic?”


  Parmil smiled upon seeing Birgo defend her. She could see Wadina throw up her fists in a sign of victory.


  “Birgo, I hope your wedding went all right,” Parmil said, ignoring Malrow.


  Birgo smiled.


  “Thank you, Parmil. It was cut short, but drastic situations call for drastic measures.” Birgo turned to Malrow. “I’ll take them under my wing.”


  Malrow breathed deeply.


  “I don’t like this a lot,” he said to Parmil, “but if Birgo says she’ll take care of you all, then so be it.”


  Parmil smiled.


  “Thank you.”


  Wadina gave a quick hug to Malrow, and rushed out the door again. Artemis bowed her head before Birgo, and followed Wadina outside.


  “I should have you arrested,” Malrow said, looking at Parmil.


  “Don’t be a fool,” said Birgo. “You know Mosni as little as I do, and he might have a trick up his sleeve. This little girl mentioned something we had overlooked: what if Mosni decides to attack Arpia first, and not the Cavern? Culuria is now closer to Absol space than the Cavern.”


  “He doesn’t care about Arpia. He’ll want to start his reign of the Constitutor by destroying the Cavern.”


  “Or Culuria. Ekrid, wake up. Leaving this place won’t make her loss any more bearable.”


  Aster. Parmil swallowed upon hearing Birgo’s words. Malrow was furious.


  “Very smart, Birgo. Weren’t you once capable and even compassionate? It might have been easier if you’d thought of protecting her.”


  “Protecting her?” Birgo seemed to lose all the beauty that showed with the dress, and Parmil felt a tremor in her heart as Birgo shouted. “I stopped the Uhngys single-handedly. I destroyed the Hygns't all alone. I saved your planet and your bloody skin. Do you think I had the time to protect anyone?” Her voice dropped back to its former volume, but the tone was deadly. “Don’t ever dare insult me like that again.”


  In between rapid successive blinks, thinking tears would pour out and cloud her vision, Parmil saw Malrow’s anger be replaced by fear. Haldora’s eyes were open wide, and Argoal was looking back and forth between Malrow and Birgo. Fezzan seemed intrigued.


  A memory flashed back to Parmil’s mind, words Bee'Misa had said about how powerful Birgo was. Was there a real danger?


  Malrow lowered his head.


  “I’m sorry, Birgo.”


  His voice was broken, and Parmil saw tears flow down his cheeks. Malrow put his hand to his eyes and sobbed.


  “It’s all right, Ekrid. You just shouldn’t keep it all in like that. You still haven’t taken the time to mourn her.”


  Malrow continued sobbing, and Birgo laid her hand on his shoulder.


  Parmil felt the tears come, and breathed deeply.


  She looked at the other three Commanders, and was surprised to see that they still had not moved. Fezzan was smiling, and the other two seemed in shock.


  Something had happened, though she wasn’t quite sure what it was. Malrow was powerless, and Birgo was watching over him.


  Birgo, who had sent the tremor through her heart.


  It felt significant, yet not reassuring.


  She sniffed and wiped her eyes.


  “Parmil, thank you for bringing this to our attention,” said Birgo. “You may come with us, as we will be grateful for any support. I can understand how difficult your decision must be, and promise to watch over Wadina.”


  Parmil nodded her thanks and took her leave of the Commanders.


  Time for war again. A final one, she hoped.



  Chapter LVIX


  


  Birgo breathed deeply, containing the anger. She thought back to what she had told Parmil, and fumed at the lies she had uttered. Of course the wedding didn’t go all right. It was supposed to lead the Arpian folk to forget about her power. Now that war was upon them again, she would necessarily have to put up another display of her supremacy.


  Mosni would pay dearly for stealing the show.


  Birgo glanced towards Haldora, who was checking the navigation route with Jem. Haldora’s ship would stay in the Residio system to ward off invaders, should Mosni decide to attack Arpia before the remnants of the Rebellion. Birgo hoped that Mosni would do that, as it might provide her with an early widowhood. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy keeping Haldora around for her physical desires. Rather, having to pretend she loved him back was a hassle. Tiresome, even.


  “Darling,” said Haldora, “we’re done here.”


  She nodded.


  “I’ll miss you,” she said.


  “As will I. I shall send all my thoughts to you, so that you may come back to me.”


  Inside, Birgo smirked. Back to him? As if she were his possession!


  “Not a day shall go by that I shan’t look forward to joining you back here,” she said. She smiled, pleased with herself. Not a bad way of putting it.


  Haldora left, and Jem asked whether they would lift off right away.


  “Give the order. How many ships in the fleet?”


  “Argoal’s Subarashii, two other Subas, one Astraponta, three Monseigneurs, Ekrid’s Illyana and Fezzan’s Sylvatha. The latter, the Fenris, is carrying a dozen fighters, and Ekrid’s Aster Alpinus has eight. In total, twenty fighters, eight medium ships and two battleships.”


  “Weak in number,” said Birgo.


  “Don’t blame me,” said Jem with a wink, “but yes, there will be far more ships defending Culuria and Haven, by order of Ekrid.”


  “Good, good. In any case, we held out against the Hogun, so there’s no reason to fail now.”


  Jem raised an eyebrow, but didn’t speak.


  “All right, Jem, let’s take off.”


  


  As the fleet of Arpian ships entered the system in which the Rebel space station floated, Birgo wondered if they hadn’t arrived too late. Where was the Rebel fleet?


  “Incoming transmission from the Cavern, Commander.”


  “Accept,” she told the communications officer who had spoken. She turned to Jem, but paused. Should she ask Malrow? No, he was no longer fit to govern. “Put the fleet on standby.”


  “Consider it done,” said Jem.


  “They say the fleet has gone out to challenge Mosni,” said the communications officer.


  “Fools,” she muttered. It was futile for a headless body to go into battle. “Is there anything left for us to do while they fly to their death?”


  “The highest ranking officer is on the station, with the families of hundreds of former Rebel soldiers and officers. He requests for whomever is in command to fly to the Cavern to speak, Commander.”


  “Good. I want all ship captains to join me on the Cavern.”


  


  The Cavern did not live up to Birgo’s memories. The scurrying of humans was gone, and the hive had lost its social structure. The Rebels had simply not imagined such a scenario. Careless.


  There was a lesson, there: always have a backup plan, a catch-all clause.


  She met up with Malrow, and the other captains joined her. A few of them she didn’t know. She nodded to Fezzan, Argoal, Parmil and Rasput, the captain of a Monseigneur.


  She saw Malrow turn to her.


  “All there?”


  “Yes. Let’s go.”


  The most senior officer was a Commodore. A Commodore? Had Kimoned been their only Admiral?


  “Admiral Malrow, welcome to the Cavern.”


  The Commodore saluted the group. When the people from Arpia just nodded or spoke briefly, Birgo noted that the Commodore hid his indignation at not being saluted back.


  She raised her hand and copied his move. Open rebellion, she knew, but it would be enough to earn the Commodore’s trust.


  “Commander Birgo at your service, Commodore Nantoli,” she said.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the others salute the Commodore. Inside, however, she could feel that the Commodore would now be under her spell.


  “It is an honour to meet you, Commander.”


  Birgo nodded her appreciation, and the Commodore relaxed his stance.


  “Tell us what we can do for you.”


  “Thank you, Commander. As most senior officer, after Mosni’s actions, I sent a message to all former Rebellion soldiers and officers to assemble here. After deliberation, it was decided that Commodore Lundu would lead the majority of our ships to the Fratomai system, to distract the Absol Navy and allow us to evacuate the station with your help.”


  “Wise plan.”


  Birgo could feel Malrow stare at her, standing one step behind, and didn’t need to read his mind to know that he was trying to figure out what had got into her. Did he not understand that he no longer held supreme military power within Arpia?


  As the Commodore started explaining the rest of the plan, Birgo realised that the structure of power in Arpia had changed. Malrow had once been ‘leader’, in all ways. Now, however, military power was a separate power. She made a mental note to talk to the lawyer, Drigglesbothe, once they returned to Culuria.


  “We estimate our time of departure to be in 180 minutes,” said the Commodore. “Our destination will be As'an, a space station in the As'nitel system. The Yolniun have granted us asylum in preparation for our counterattack.”


  “Good. You may start loading equipment right away.”


  “Thank you, Commander.”


  Birgo nodded. Still, three hours? The Rebels were slow. If Mosni was keen to kill them all, Commodore Lundu’s diversion might not keep him occupied long enough.


  She turned to Malrow, and put on a smile.


  “I still don’t know what Mosni looks like: I never met him, and I didn’t watch the film he sent. Care to tell and show us what you know about him around a glass of korthey?”


  


  “An extraordinary man,” said Malrow.


  Parmil could not stop herself from frowning. From the way he described him, Mosni had been the greatest asset of the Rebellion, holding the fort without seeming to do so.


  “He never appeared in public, and was something of a myth. We learnt from our dealings with the other Rebel leaders that he assumed the identity of an officer, Micaisonn, a sergeant. It allowed him to walk among the soldiers, and he relayed information to boost their morale.”


  “The name rings a bell,” said Birgo.


  “No wonder: I gather you trained with him when you first came here.”


  Birgo seemed stunned.


  “That was Mosni?”


  “Indeed. I believe that few ever realised it, despite the fact that ‘Micaisonn’ is an anagram of ‘Cain Mosni’.”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “Sneaky skunk. Not bad, I must say.”


  “It sounds like he was a great leader indeed,” said Argoal. “Why the change in heart?”


  “I haven’t the foggiest idea. It doesn’t make much sense. Perhaps the prospect of real power, power over more than a small army, came rushing back. Don’t forget he was a former chief of the Service.”


  “Is that really all you know about him?”


  “Yes, Birgo, I’m afraid so. At least, it’s all that we know to be useful information.”


  “We also know he was one of Rason’s many lovers,” said Fezzan.


  Parmil was surprised to see Malrow straighten his back.


  “How do you know that?” asked another captain.


  “Back when we interrogated Rason.”


  The answer was met by raised eyebrows. However, they were distracted by sounds of agitation.


  A Rebel officer stumbled into the room, chest pounding. He saluted swiftly, and Birgo returned the salute ahead of everyone else.


  “Admiral Malrow, Commander Birgo,” he said, catching his breath, “we have picked up enemy signals.”


  Birgo nodded and told him that they would leave immediately to their ships. As the Rebel officer left with speed, she turned to Parmil.


  “I hope your little girl will stay safely put,” she said with a smile, “because whether you like it or not, a battle is upon us. Protect her, will you?”


  Wadina. Soon in the middle of war. Parmil felt her heart-rate quicken.


  “I’ll do my best,” she answered before nodding and rushing to the Karakal.


  


  As she ran, a flurry of images flashed through her mind: explosions, lasers, the Karakal, Wadina and Artemis, home on Culuria, Wadina’s smile. A missile tearing apart a cabin, taking her loved ones away from Parmil in an instant.


  Finally, the Karakal came into view. It was irrational, and she knew it, but she wished to see that Wadina was still safe.


  She rushed in, ignoring the bewildered looks of her crew-members, and composed herself before opening the door to her cabin.


  “Hey there girls.”


  “Platypus,” said Wadina, looking at a screen.


  “What?”


  “What is that?” barked Artemis, but the question was not directed at Parmil.


  Parmil noticed that Wadina did not look at her translation device. Did she understand without the tool?


  “It’s an animal from Earth. Daddy showed it to me in the ‘Musée des Sciences Naturelles’.”


  Parmil cleared her throat, realising that the absurd response had made her distress disappear.


  “Am I disturbing?”


  The girls turned towards her.


  “We’re playing a word game. Didn’t hear you come in.”


  “Sorry to interrupt, girls, but we’re going to leave at once.”


  The urgency of the situation brought back the anxiety.


  “Why?”


  “The enemy fleet is approaching. Stay in the cabin, and don’t open the door to anyone else but me.”


  “Is it really dangerous?”


  Parmil nodded, and felt her eyes well with tears.


  “I shouldn’t have brought you. I’m really sorry.”


  Artemis walked towards her and laid her front paw on Parmil’s knee.


  “We will be well. Do not trouble yourself so.”


  Parmil thought she could see hope in the firnex’s eyes. Assurance, too.


  “You are not the prey. You are the hunter.”


  Parmil nodded, and she felt more peaceful. More determined.


  She breathed deeply.


  “When it’s over, I’ll knock on the door. Until then, I don’t want any of you to even look outside, let alone use the video feeds to watch the battle. Understood?”


  The girls nodded, and Parmil knew she could count on Artemis to keep Wadina’s curiosity in check.


  “Good luck, Mum,” said Wadina.


  “Thank you, my darling.”


  Parmil felt her love go out to the girls as she walked away, up to the bridge. Thoughts of love were replaced by images of the battle to come.


  War, all over again. Would it ever end?


  


  As the Total Eclipse left the Cavern, Birgo blinked. It had occurred to her that the firnex was on Parmil’s ship. She felt threatened by the firnex; this would be the perfect time to get rid of it. If Birgo could force one of Mosni’s ships to fire on the Karakal, the creature of her nightmares would be gone for good, and no one would know the truth.


  She heard Jem give orders to the crew, but paid no mind. If she destroyed the Karakal, would the nightmares go away? After all, these were no simple nightmares: they showed her future, she was sure of it.


  By destroying the Karakal, Birgo would kill the firnex. Parmil and her little child would be collateral damage. Unfortunate, but necessary.


  Deaths ultimately required for Birgo to live forever and to meet the life expectancy to which the Yolniun had hinted by refuting the idea of her death. Maybe that would fulfil the Yolniui prophecy. If the firnex died, she would have no need to discover its contents.


  Birgo smiled, watching the radar screen fill with foes ready to serve her ends.


  


  Ahead of them lay two Carriers, half a dozen Destroyers, several medium ships and a flotilla of fighters. Creating a hull breach, Birgo discarded one Carrier before its first shots reached the Arpian fleet. Missiles were coming their way, along with layer upon layer of blaster fire.


  Birgo glanced at the radar display, and spotted where the Karakal was.


  She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She searched for the Absol fighters, and found a lone Stormer, a little behind the pack of fighters headed towards her own ship.


  Birgo located the mind of the captain of the Stormer, and broke through its thin barriers. The captain, a man of twenty-two, was thinking of the Total Eclipse, and Birgo could see a mental image of the Subarashii. He seemed to understand the ship’s design. Mosni had undoubtedly briefed them on Arpian technology.


  She had never tried manipulating a mind before, but it was not a daunting task. All that was required was a replacement of the mental image with a new idea, a thought for the captain: attack the civilian Astraponta instead of the Subarashii. Not a bright spark, the captain, as the mind embraced the thought without seeking justification.


  The thought became action, and the Stormer changed its course. The captain sent a message to other fighters, and Birgo nodded in satisfaction.


  


  “Fire one missile at the second Carrier.”


  “Birgo, anti-missile weaponry will take care of it.”


  “Not if I want it to reach its target.”


  Jem rolled his eyes, but he gave the order. Birgo could feel a certain hostility.


  “You disapprove?”


  “You could stop the entire fleet in moments, judging by what happened to the Hogun.”


  “Without risk, life isn’t fun.”


  “This is not a game, Birgo. You’re risking the lives of others here, when you have it in you to spare them all.”


  “No Jem, you’re wrong: I can’t be everywhere at once. Accidents happen. Many died while we fought the Hogun. Don’t you dare hold me responsible for that.”


  Jem stepped back and looked scared. Birgo realised that the whole bridge had become silent, and all were watching. Had she shouted those last words?


  She closed her eyes, and sought refuge in the movement of the missile. She was angry. She would show them.


  Her mind became focused on the missile itself. She was the missile. She increased her speed of flight, and ignored the shouts within the bridge as the speed went beyond all engine capabilities known to man. Blaster shots coming towards her head were diverted. She was approaching her target fast. Bad luck: she was facing a fortified hull. She changed course, and picked an open hangar. A fighter flew by, and she could feel the pilot’s surprise as she sped into the Carrier. Open doors, lit hallways. The missile barely fitted inside them, but eventually she reached the bridge. Bewildered minds surrounded the missile as Birgo left it and let the explosive charges rip them apart. Not enough, though. The missile was weaker than expected. Time for something more dramatic. She emulated the ripping effect of the missile in areas around the bridge, and further away, a ripple effect culminating in the disintegration of the entire vessel.


  Birgo noticed that she had felt no pain such as the one that had accompanied the death of many Hogun when she crushed them. Why was it so?


  The perplex phenomenon distilled her anger, and Birgo felt relieved upon opening her eyes.


  “Birgo, come here,” shouted Jem.


  “What now?”


  “A pack of two dozen Stormers is headed for the Karakal, but the rest is closing on Ekrid Malrow’s Illyana. We’re closer to the Karakal, so could you deal with those attacking Malrow?”


  Birgo replied that she would help Malrow.


  Inside, she smiled. Jem seemed to have changed his mind and had twigged that she could not be omnipresent. Still, this did not bode well. The Karakal would be on alert, and would have her crew’s help.


  Birgo manipulated other Stormer pilots into attacking her own ship. That would distract her crew long enough for the Karakal to disappear for good.


  


  Fezzan risked a glance at the radar screen. His Sylvatha was flying amidst a stream of fighters, friend and foe alike, destroying ships that seemed inimical.


  Despite technological advancements, it remained difficult to distinguish friend from foe in close combat. Further out, however, the problem was easily solved. He could see Malrow’s Aster Alpinus, a fleet of Stormers approaching it, and Absol Destroyers beyond. The Total Eclipse had sent word that Birgo would deal with the Stormers, but it seemed to be in a tight spot as well. And a little beyond the rest of the Arpian fleet, there was a lone ship. A pack of Stormers was closing in on it, undeterred by the losses they were sustaining.


  Zack ran up to his side.


  “Only ten enemy fighters left around us,” he said to Fezzan. “But did you see an Astraponta is under attack and all alone?”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “Just noticed.”


  “Not much we can do, I’m afraid. They’re far away.”


  “Who’s the captain?”


  “Parmil, the girl with whom we caught Holdor.”


  An image appeared in Fezzan’s mind, a grieving face. Parmil’s face. It became another face, all too familiar: Jullin. Was she going to die, like Jullin before her? Though he barely knew Parmil, he valued her as a person. Almost a protégée.


  “I can’t leave her to die,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t.”


  He looked around the bridge, looking for a clue of what to do. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a camera showing rail guns firing 800-millimetre pellets at a Destroyer. He paused. Yes, that might work. He nodded, and ran to the weapons officer.


  “Fire at this ship based on current course and speed,” he ordered, pointing towards the radar image of the Karakal.


  “At once, sir.”


  


  Parmil felt despair grab hold of her heart. Her breathing became irregular. They had flown away from the fleet by mistake, and were now beyond saving.


  Sam, Bee'Misa and others of the crew had damaged or destroyed a few, but the Stormers were ever closer.


  The cloak was useless, as it turned out that the Absol fleet had been equipped with cloak detection mechanisms. Parmil had witnessed a Monseigneur be destroyed while cloaked, as it tried to approach from behind the Absols. They had tried all the same, to no avail: the Stormers stayed on target.


  There was nowhere to run, as the Stormers were much faster.


  The Karakal was floating in space, edging its way forward, towards imminent destruction.


  Communication channel started, Arpia markings, said the central computer.


  “Parmil, this is Fezzan. Stay on course, but accelerate to 450% of current speed.”


  “Fezzan, there are Stormers in our path. They will tear us apart!”


  “Just do it, it’s your only chance.”


  Parmil could see no point in arguing. If there was a way out of this situation, she had to seize the opportunity.


  She complied, and the Astraponta lurched forward. Fifteen seconds passed, an apparent eternity, before the Stormers flew by, destroying the Karakal’s 90-millimetre cannons and damaging hull integrity in the left wing.


  “Still there, Parmil?”


  Fezzan sounded genuinely concerned, and Parmil mustered all the courage she had left to answer.


  “If I don’t make it, tell Ekrid I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t leave the helm, Parmil. Check your back.”


  Though she wished to spend her last moments with the girls, Parmil submitted to Fezzan’s commanding tone.


  A camera on the back of the Karakal showed the Stormers regroup.


  Parmil felt her pulse quicken.


  “Incoming for them, Parmil.”


  No sooner had the words registered in her brain that Parmil saw explosions. The Stormers broke formation in disarray. Twelve ships had disappeared from the radar within moments, and a further nine were destroyed by the resulting debris. The last three scattered.


  Parmil felt a knot in her throat untie itself, and tears came to her eyes.


  She sobbed, and Sam started laughing.


  Parmil managed to pull herself together.


  “What in the universe just happened?”


  “I never truly thanked you for the Holdor job. Have a good life, Parmil. Fezzan over and out.”


  



  Chapter LX


  


  As'an was, like all Yolniui space stations, of an apparently random shape. It was rumoured that no two Yolniui space stations were similar in any way. The architecture made no sense to outsiders, but was based on life forms, or so the Yolniun claimed. Parmil wondered if telepaths such as Birgo understood such bizarrely beautiful objects.


  During the battle with the Absol forces, the Arpian fleet had lost two Monseigneurs, two Subarashii and many fighters. The remainder had been asked to escort thirty Rebel transport ships to the As'nitel system, controlled by the scientist caste, the As'perdim.


  The journey from the Cavern had been uneventful, and Parmil was glad to see the final destination ahead.


  On the station, Parmil saw Commodore Nantoli be greeted by Oz'Eonda, the leader of the Ozfia caste.


  “I apologise that our Umir'mas leader could not be present to greet you, nor the leader of the As'perdim, but please understand that such a greeting would be seen as akin to a declaration of war on the Absolem Constitutor.”


  The Commodore replied that he was grateful for Yolniui hospitality.


  “I regret, however, that I must cut short this most rewarding meeting, as two of our transports have gone missing. May we speak again in a short while, Sir?”


  Oz'Eonda smiled and bowed before stepping backwards.


  Ekrid Malrow moved towards the Commodore, and whispered to him. The Commodore nodded.


  Malrow turned towards Parmil and signalled for her to join him.


  “Commodore, here is the captain I wish to send on this errand.”


  “Thank you Sir. Captain, we have lost contact with two of our ships. One sent a distress signal from the NN 4053 system, and one got completely lost due to a problem with its navigation computer. It is thought to be somewhere around Tikkera space. There are reports of Ganuta roaming around Tikkera space, so there is always the possibility that they took hold of the transport. We want you to find the two transports.”


  Parmil nodded.


  “I would recommend starting by the NN 4053 system, finding out what happened to that transport. After that, go to the Tikkera capital and find out what you can. If the Ganutai have indeed taken the transport, find it and free the men. You are fully authorised to kill any Ganutai who might pose a threat.”


  “I will find them, Commodore.”


  “Thank you.”


  Malrow nodded.


  “Thank you from me as well. Hopefully, it will put you and Wadina in less danger than if you were to stay here.”


  Parmil smiled, recalling the hour she had spent holding arms with Wadina and Artemis once the battle near the Cavern was over. She hoped that the girls would forgive her for putting them in such a dangerous situation.


  


  As far as uninhabited systems went, NN 4053 was a stereotype, with ships barely appearing before jumping out.


  There was nothing noticeable on the radar screen. Could the transport have disappeared completely?


  “Distress signal from a Rebel, Parmil,” said Charlotte. “There is a small escape pod twelve parsecs away.”


  “Good job. Let them know who we are.”


  Once the escape pod was docked to the Karakal, Parmil stepped into the small vessel, in which five people looked back at her with a mixture of relief and grief.


  “We are all that is left.”


  The five survivors told her that they arrived in the system, lagging behind the rest. Upon entering, they saw an unusually large Absol Destroyer fighting a Yolniui Hinotama, a small carrier powerful enough to decimate Absol fleets.


  The Destroyer seemed to resist Yolniui weaponry, and it fired an orange laser towards the Hinotama. Mere seconds later, the transport crew saw the Hinotama disappear in the midst of explosions. The debris blocked the path of the transport, which did not have time to flee.


  “We reached the escape pods as fast as we could, but before all could be safe, the Destroyer fired on us. We were lucky to survive,” finished the eldest of the survivors. “They must be stopped. Cain Mosni has become too powerful.”


  Parmil nodded.


  “We have to inform your superiors,” she said. “Bee, how long will it take for a message to reach Malrow?”


  “From here, not long. Days at the most.”


  “Send it right away. They have to know about this before we even reach Azzurdi space.”


  The five Rebels stepped aboard the Karakal, and the escape pod was set adrift.


  Parmil looked at the navigation routes allowing her to reach the Tikkera home planet, and realised that the quickest routes would take her through Absol space. She could only hope that there would not be blockades by Mosni’s Navy along the way.


  


  Monitoring information networks on planet Tikkera did not deliver any results. Parmil’s crew asked officials and traders, and succeeded in intercepting a number of transmissions. No one, however, seemed to know of the existence of such a transport, much less its whereabouts.


  After fifty hours spent on the planet, Sam convinced Parmil to take a break, and brought her to a bar in the spaceport.


  Sam ordered two Hilka beers, and grabbed a chair in the middle of the bar.


  “Listen, Parmil, it’s no use trying too hard. If the Ganutai got to the transport, the Rebels will be long dead. Those we found gave us important information, and that’s enough to satisfy the Commodore.”


  “I know, I know. Perhaps we’ll find something in the coming ten hours.”


  “All right, if you wish. But beyond that, promise me that we’ll be headed back.”


  Parmil nodded.


  She felt a hand drop on her shoulder, and jumped around.


  “Sorry to startle you, darling.”


  A large Azzurdi warrior stood before her, a purple drink in his hand.


  “I’m Derikroen, and I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Nothing to be worried about,” he added as Parmil’s eyes opened. “See, a few weeks ago, I saw a Ganutan ship around here towing a foreign vessel. They were headed for Solenis, one of the moons orbiting this planet. I checked with space control, and they seemed to have permission, so I let it drop. Still, who knows, they may be your guys.”


  Parmil thanked the man. He seemed to be telling the truth.


  “If you happen to pay them a visit, know that the killing of Ganutai in Tikkera is perfectly lawful,” he added before taking their leave, a large smile on his face.


  


  Upon entering the thin atmosphere of Solenis, Parmil asked Bee'Misa to locate the Rebel ship.


  As they flew above an industrial complex, a missile was fired at them.


  “The transport is located in a hangar the complex,” said Bee'Misa as Sam fired an anti-missile gun.


  Once the anti-air weaponry was taken care of, they landed inside the hangar under heavy fire. Parmil, Sam and ten others jumped out and fired back while Bee'Misa took the ship back in the air. Using all her array of weapons, Parmil killed three Ganutai at a time. As the Ganutai were unprepared for a full assault, Parmil’s team was soon in control of the situation.


  Following the directions of co-operative, death-fearing Ganutai, Parmil found the containers in which the Rebels had been imprisoned. The Ganutai had meant to let them die from starvation, but that goal would no longer be met.


  To avoid being pursued all the way into Yolniui space, Parmil gave the order for the Ganutai ships to be destroyed, along with the Rebel ship.


  “The transport ship may be rigged, so we shall give you all a place to stay in our vessel.”


  As the Karakal blasted off the Solenis moon, Parmil wished that this whole adventure would soon come to an end. She no longer had the patience for space combat, much less for planet-side battles.


  


  “Thank you, captain,” a Rebel officer said to Parmil once the Rebels had left her ship on As'an. “You have helped those true to the Absolem Constitutor in more ways than you could imagine.”


  The officer took a look at an official looking paper. Orders from above, it seemed.


  “Ekrid Malrow would like you to go to Culuria as a courier. You are to deliver this,” she told Parmil, offering a data-cube. “It contains information about the operation we are all about to launch, Operation Firestorm, whereby we will take out the Ganuta and Cain Mosni’s Service for good.”


  The officer looked at Parmil with intense suspicion.


  “I do not trust Arpia’s members, save for its leaders. I shall therefore be frank with you: should anyone from our opposition learn of this, your little girl there will have her throat slit open in front of you.”


  Parmil stared in horror.


  “And no: this is no hollow threat. This is an operation we are counting on, and I fear for your health should it be compromised.”


  Minutes later, still in shock, Parmil climbed into her ship.


  “What happened?” asked Sam.


  “I just talked to the nastiest person in the galaxy, and it was not pleasant in the least.”


  “Why? What did that person do?”


  “I prefer not to think about it. Anyway, we’ve got new orders from Ekrid. We’re going back to Culuria.”


  Artemis rushed in, closely followed by Wadina, and they both jumped on Parmil.


  “Hello my beauties.”


  “We’re going back home, aren’t we?”


  “Well, yes, in a way, we’re going back home.”


  “Great. Artemis says she’s seen enough of the galaxy for now, and I feel the same.”


  “All right, I promise your trip will stop once we get back. We’ll see if my ship is needed for the final battle, but that can wait. Now, Bee, lift off?”


  “Yes, captain.” Bee'Misa turned on the general intercom. “All right folks, we’re heading back to Residio. Strap yourselves in. The Karakal is going back home.”


  


  Parmil recognised Argoal’s unmistakable silhouette from the bridge of the Karakal as they landed. Taking the data-cube in hand, she went to meet her right away.


  “Al'Ario, I gather you have something for me?”


  “Yes, Commander. It comes directly from As'an,” she said, handing over the data-cube.


  “Good. Very good. I will take a look at that, and prepare the operation.”


  “What is it you will prepare?”


  “All the forces of Arpia present on Culuria will leave to confront the Ganutan fleet. Be ready tonight: at midnight we take off.”


  “Tonight? At midnight? All of Arpia?”


  “Yes, I’m sorry Al'Ario, but that is indeed ‘all of Arpia’. Without exception.”


  “But who will protect Culuria?”


  “Scientists with great weaponry knowledge will be placed in front of the commands to the Culuria defence mechanisms. Wadina and Artemis will be safe, do not worry.”


  


  Parmil felt rotten as she walked the girls home. She had not yet dared to tell them. She opened the door, and Artemis ran inside, closely followed by Wadina. The house became lit with joy, and it welcomed Parmil.


  As the girls settled in a settee, Parmil took a deep breath and walked over to them.


  “Girls, Wadina and Artemis, I’m really sorry, but I have to go this evening: we have another war to end. I’ll call Tara and Rikar to see if they can’t take care of you until I get back.”


  “Another battle? Why do you have to fight a lot these days?”


  Wadina was sulking.


  “Because Cain Mosni wants to rule over the whole galaxy. He wants to kill everyone who works for Arpia and everyone who has been in the Rebellion. It all has to come to an end.”


  “I don’t want you to fight,” said Wadina.


  Artemis barked, and Parmil checked the translation, though she could see from Wadina’s smile that she had already understood.


  “I only want you to fight if you promise it’s the very last time.”


  Parmil shook her head. She had already promised to stop working for Arpia a long time ago, and it had taken months to fulfil that promise. Now, she had broken that promise, to keep the girls safe. Would she ever break a promise in the future for similar reasons?


  “Wadina and Artemis, I love you both, very dearly. I therefore promise to each of you that I shall not fight a single other war.”


  “Thank you, Mum. I love you too,” said Wadina.


  Artemis licked her paw and lay it on Parmil’s heart.


  “Thank you, Mother.”


  



  Chapter LXI


  


  Fezzan and Birgo were waiting. She didn’t seem to mind, but that was probably because she knew what was going on. Fezzan, on the other hand, had no idea whether Arpia would go to war.


  The Commodore arrived in the bar with a worried look on his face.


  “What is it, Commodore?”


  “We have just received news from one of the transports.”


  “And?”


  “We may have a problem.”


  Fezzan shuffled in his seat after hearing the words of the Commodore.


  “A problem? What would that be?” asked Birgo.


  “It appears that Cain Mosni has developed a Destroyer, same model as the normal Absol one, but fitted with a weapon that outclasses your Stingray laser.”


  “It outclasses the Stingray?”


  “Yes. He has a laser powerful enough to tear a Yolniui Hinotama apart in seconds. Please, do not worry too much about that. We will try to gather as much information as possible on the subject. In the meantime, Admiral Malrow, Master Pri'Singyan and myself have requests for the two of you.”


  Beside Fezzan, Birgo rose and bowed. Fezzan noticed that another man had joined them.


  “Greetings, Birgo. Commander Fezzan, I am Master Pri'Singyan.”


  Fezzan bowed.


  “Indeed, we wish to ask you each to do something. We are preparing an attack on the Service, the Absol Navy and the Ganutan House. This is what we call ‘Operation Firestorm’.”


  Fezzan had heard the code-name whispered among Rebel officers.


  “Birgo, we will need you to fight Cain Mosni if we are to achieve victory. Otherwise, even our Sekifu, our greatest battleships, will not suffice. Moreover, the majority of these have to go fight the Second Absolem Constitutor Fleet in the Stigma 2 system while you deal with Cain Mosni and his men. Should you refuse to help, we would be without major assets to win the battle against Cain Mosni himself.”


  “I understand perfectly,” said Birgo.


  “Thank you, Birgo.” Master Pri'Singyan bowed. “The Yolniun are right to place their trust in you. Before the battle can begin, however, we wish for you to provoke Mosni. We therefore need you to go to Spiciam and send a message challenging Cain Mosni and the Service. It will be risky, but it needs to be done for the plan to work,” he said, handing over a data-cube. “If you want to make them come with all their army, you should deliver it to Cain Mosni himself. Do you think you can do it?”


  Birgo smiled, and replied that she had an idea of how to proceed.


  Master Pri'Singyan smiled, and turned to Fezzan.


  “Commander Haldora and yourself have been given the mission of taking out all Service facilities throughout the Absolem. We would therefore like you to join Haldora on the planet of New Sydney in the Itikassus system, where the Shkwallas are located. This mercenary group will gladly help, considering the fact that you removed their most hated enemy, Yiskvu Kand.”


  Fezzan smiled, though he remembered that many had died during that operation.


  “Their leader, Scott Eyiady, will meet you there, and Commander Haldora has all further instructions.”


  Fezzan nodded.


  “Consider it done. My Effroyable, the Veina Temp, is currently stored inside the Fenris, an Arpian Sylvatha. I’ll leave you the Sylvatha battleship: you’ll need it more than I shall.”


  “Thank you, Fezzan.”


  Master Pri'Singyan bowed to him.


  “Good luck to the both of you,” said the Rebel Commodore.


  


  “Greetings. Welcome on New Sydney,” a female voice spoke through the intercom, with an accent Fezzan recognised from his youth. This was the one planet populated almost exclusively by descendants of a people called the Australians. “Please identify your ship and purpose of visit.”


  “This is Commander Fezzan of the Veina Temp. I come from Arpia to speak with Scott Eyiady.”


  “Yes, he has asked that you land in hangar Ringor II. I shall inform Mr. Eyiady of your arrival.”


  Interesting that they named their hangars.


  Stepping out of his ship, Fezzan saw tattoos in the shape of a human, with bits of flesh underneath. He had seen Azzurdi warriors, but this person made them look naked.


  “Fezzan. Pleased to meet you. I’m Scott. Your friend Haldora was just telling me about what you’ve done in the past few months, and I have to say I’m impressed.”


  Fezzan shook the man’s wrist.


  “Knowing Haldora, I’m afraid it may have been slightly exaggerated.”


  Eyiady chuckled.


  “Maybe. But come, follow me, and we’ll go over the plan once more for you.”


  


  Fezzan was shown into a conference room, inside of which he was greeted by Haldora.


  “Isn’t Argoal taking part in this?”


  “No. She will be orchestrating the attack on the Ganuta. She would have wanted to do this, but decided that this time you had to work a bit with me,” Haldora said with a wink.


  “You seem cheerful,” Fezzan noted.


  “I have just heard that Birgo stormed into the Service HQ on Spiciam and provoked Mosni.”


  “Killed a few guards along the way, I suppose?”


  “Yes. Apparently, she used her telepath skills to reach Mosni’s office unnoticed and delivered the data-cube she was meant to give to him, an invitation by Arpia and the Rebellion to meet in the Nillon Youd system. Only after reading its contents did Mosni look up and recognise her. She left him unconscious and killed all those who tried to stop her on the way out.”


  “Not bad.”


  “This way, we’re sure the war is on.”


  Haldora invited him to approach a table onto which different maps were projected.


  “This here is a map of Spiciam’s spaceport. The building in green here,” Haldora said, pointing towards the middle of the largest building block, “is the Service HQ, where you captured Rason. But that is only one of many buildings that are registered in the name of the Service. Scott?”


  “Right, all those marked in blue seem to be property of the Service, according to what Jay Greyburn fed through to your people.”


  Fezzan nodded, studying the map.


  “What about the other maps?”


  “They are maps of different cities on Earth: Pretoria, Madrid, Smolensk, Detroit, Canberra. Notice the blue buildings. The Service also has a few facilities on Sorkal, Puerto Novo, Chiju and Prillia Station, but Spiciam and Earth are the main ones.”


  “So what’s the plan?”


  “We want to attack all of these buildings at the same time,” said Haldora. “The main objective is to destroy the buildings and arrest as many Service employees as possible. A computer whiz from your crew already hacked into the Service systems a few weeks ago, so there’s no need for us to retrieve more data.”


  Fezzan frowned.


  “Nunder'wan?”


  “Yes, he did it while you were on the Cavern, in conjunction with the Rebel hackers. They had been stopped in their hacking by some new firewall they couldn’t bypass, let alone break. After a mere ten minutes, your Nunder'wan gave the Rebels the greatest present he could ever have found. It was just before the incoming fleet was detected.”


  “Back to the plan,” said Eyiady. “See, Fezzan, the ZiMechO weapon manufacturers are about to send a shipment of thirty tonnes of weapon parts from planet Laoi, in the Gildsan system, to Spiciam. This shipment is meant to help a mass-production of what we call ‘Cain Mosni’s Laser’, so we can’t let that reach its destination. A positive thing is that the Kauthor Power Industries corporation has joined our cause, and reckons the weapon parts could be quickly transformed into explosive devices in the Carrinod Primus system, on planet Horacio.”


  Fezzan nodded. Carrinod Primus was located between Spiciam and Laoi.


  “Makes sense.”


  “Right. This means that we could get the shipment to Spiciam and have it explode once it is inside the Service’s hands, hopefully inside the armament storage depot and inside the weapon engineering department. If it is sent to these places, the explosion would annihilate their defence systems, destroy all their spare weapons, and distract them for a long time.”


  Haldora chuckled.


  “In one strike,” he said, “we would be able to take out what’s left without too many problems. The teams on the other planets would take action around the same time. Think you’re up to it?”


  


  Having entered Laoi’s atmosphere and upon Haldora’s command, Fezzan activated the cloak on his ship. Zack landed the Veina Temp in an empty hangar, and Fezzan left the ship with a dozen men.


  “Phase one complete,” Haldora said upon meeting up with them. “Let’s go find Sharon then, shall we?”


  Sharon Masterton, manager of engineering services at ZiMechO. She was the one in charge with this specific shipment. They would just have to fool her and pose as the team of dockers who were meant to arrive when Fezzan and Haldora hoped to be on Spiciam.


  “All right, let’s go. Nunder’wan, get in place.”


  The group walked to the ZiMechO outfitting department and asked around for her. After a number of varying answers, they found her, testing the quality of a new hand-blaster.


  “That’s me. Who are you?”


  “Docking team 0040 from the civil section of the Constitutor Intelligence Service,” Fezzan said with an air Char-Tow would have called “je-m’en-foutiste” and a touch of insolence, insisting on the last words. A great loss, Char-Tow. Fezzan would have liked for him to be present.


  “We’re here for a shipment of thirty tonnes… Meant to arrive weeks later, but the section head, Ulysses Mornig, told us the labs and arms folk are getting a little impatient, with something like a big army ops going on very soon.”


  Masterton studied Fezzan before excusing herself.


  Fezzan got through to Nunder'wan on the intercom.


  “You’re on.”


  Masterton would be asking someone to send a transmission over to Spiciam to Ulysses Mornig’s office, asking if the story was.


  Nunder'wan, however, would be hacking into the ZiMechO computer system, making transmissions impossible by using a program he had developed on New Sydney. This program would prevent messages from being sent while giving the impression that they had gone through.


  After five minutes, he would create a new, fake incoming transmission with Mornig’s signature and wording, before disappearing from the computer system without a trace.


  Ten minutes after she had left, Sharon Masterton came back and led the men to the hangar where the shipment had been stored.


  Smiles on their faces, Fezzan’s team loaded the cargo into a freighter manned by Haldora’s crew.


  “Phase two completed. Come on, we’re off to Horacio.”


  


  A message came from Eyiady as the Veina Temp and the freighter entered Horacio’s atmosphere.


  “Fezzan and Haldora, land in docking bay 94.”


  Mere minutes later, the tattooed man greeted them, arms open wide.


  “Well done, mates. Smoothly done. Here, come meet Jiorgen. Meanwhile, these lads here will take care of the shipment,” he said, pointing towards a crowd of men and women, some in white suits, others heavily built.


  Fezzan followed him into a posh office, inside of which a man, old of seventy years, was waiting.


  “Jiorgen, this is Haldora, and here is Fezzan.”


  “You are very welcome here, Commanders. I am Jiorgen Gemmel, CEO of Kauthor Heavy Power Industries, at your service. Would you care for a Horacian toffee?” asked the older man, presenting a bowl of sweets.


  Fezzan gladly accepted. One did not often get the chance to taste one of Horacio’s most expensive specialities.


  “You’re welcome. You have my full support, and let me tell you why. A few months back, my grandson Stanley made the first step in helping this cause by defecting to the Rebellion, and bringing his new technology with him. Since then, Kauthor Industries has been quietly exporting many tonnes of weapons and equipment to the Cavern.”


  “Surely not from Horacio?”


  “No, Commander Haldora. That would have been far too risky. We used factories nearer to the Cavern for that. In any event, Cain Mosni is the one who almost killed my grandson by arranging for a group of pirates to attack the ship that was transporting him to the Cavern, something I only heard of recently, after the man reappeared on Spiciam. This act of mine by helping you will therefore be my act of revenge. I do hope it will succeed in helping you the way you want it to.”


  An hour later, Gemmel received word that the shipment had been adapted and loaded into the freighter.


  “Thank you, Jiorgen,” said Eyiady. “If you’ll excuse us, Haldora and myself will let the other teams know that the operation is ready to go into its final phases. We have teams throughout Absol space, nearing their targets.”


  Fezzan could imagine the scene. Once the shipment exploded, all teams would attack, throughout the Absolem Constitutor. They would know when to act by monitoring the hacked Service news channel, used to be in direct communication with the other Service facilities in the case of an emergency. It would be a glorious strike, hopefully a final one.


  


  Good habits never die, thought Fezzan as he activated the cloak on the Veina Temp on approaching Spiciam, recalling the last time he had visited this planet, a job involving the spy Greyburn.


  Haldora would be telling the control tower that his freighter had come with a shipment from ZiMechO.


  In theory, the real ‘team 0040’ would have left on time, and would not yet have reached planet Laoi. Hopefully, the operator in the control tower would not be aware of those details.


  “The freighter is landing in docking bay 4N5,” said Zack.


  “Good. Let’s land this baby and join Haldora.”


  Fezzan’s men walked to the designated hangar.


  “Rats,” said Zack, “they have a reception party.”


  There were armed soldiers headed for the hangar.


  “Think the cover is blown?”


  Fezzan shook his head.


  “They would have brought more people. I reckon it’s just the nature of the shipment. Let’s quickly enter through the backdoor.”


  Inside the hangar, men had already stepped out of the ship. Fezzan’s men were able to join Haldora without being noticed by the armed soldiers.


  “All right, we have orders for you to bring twenty-five out of the thirty tonnes to the armament depot, while the other five tonnes will go to the research labs. We will escort you along the way.”


  “Understood,” said Haldora.


  “By the way,” said the leader of the soldiers, “you’re early. Unusual, but thanks: the lads were hoping to get this job out of the way before next week-end’s spaceball final.”


  Fezzan remembered reading about the upcoming game in the news channels. Some interstellar spaceball cup, and the final would oppose Spiciam to Chiju.


  Haldora chuckled.


  “Why do you think we’re early? We’re Chiju fans ourselves, except for your friend here,” Haldora said, pointing at Fezzan.


  The soldier laughed and looked at Fezzan.


  “We could have the rest of you arrested for that. Anyway, let us know when you’re ready.”


  


  Back in the hangar from transporting the shipments, Fezzan smiled.


  “Those five tonnes we transported to the research labs were stored next to gas pipes.”


  “Not bad,” said Haldora. “Our lot went right next to hand grenades, explosives and a bunch of other weapons. It’ll be one hell of a display of fireworks.”


  Fezzan chuckled.


  “Good job then. Phase four complete.”


  “Indeed.” Haldora turned to the men, all waiting expectantly. “Time to get changed. Put on the suits stolen from the Absol Navy clothes factory, and make sure they fit you.”


  Ten minutes later, armed to the teeth, the men were ready.


  “Team Aleph will be planting the explosives around the place,” Fezzan said, looking at Haldora, “while teams Youd and Lamed, led respectively by Zack and myself, will try to make as many arrests as possible. Dart guns before anything more drastic. We want these people alive. Ready?”


  All those around Fezzan nodded.


  “Showtime,” said Haldora, hitting the button of a communications device. It sent out a signal to the shipments, and they heard loud explosions. The other teams in Absol space would soon be receiving emergency signals and act accordingly.


  


  The weapons depot was closest to the hangar, and the chain reaction started by the initial explosion made walls tumble down as Fezzan rushed by with team Lamed, headed for the Service headquarters.


  An alarm started ringing, and Fezzan could hear emergency vehicles approach fast. Security guards ran past them without looking twice, assuming that they were from the army.


  There it was, the Service HQ. There were armed guards in front, but they were not suspicious of Fezzan.


  “What’s going on?”


  The guard who has spoken was the first to stumble, a dart from Fezzan’s gun in his neck. Fezzan could see the other guards reach for their weapons, but it was too late. They fell to the ground, unconscious, and some of Fezzan’s men dragged them towards the HQ doors.


  Fezzan stormed inside the HQ, firing at everything that moved. Stun darts presented the advantage of working on any part of the body, and no one in the HQ seemed to wear any armoured vests.


  After mere minutes, everyone in the HQ was rendered unconscious, and Fezzan’s men double-checked every room. They started gathering the unconscious bodies in the reception area.


  “This is Lamed,” said Fezzan. “We have the HQ. Youd and Aleph, report on your status.”


  “Aleph speaking. 75% of the caves are rigged up.”


  “Youd online. The prison is under our control.”


  “Good. Lamed and Youd will start phase five.”


  


  Fezzan left five marines to guard the new prisoners, and took the other men outside, discarding the dart guns.


  “Vaalrie, phase five commencing. We need your support.”


  Time to destroy the Elite Corps forever.


  They approached the Elite Corps barracks, and were met by blaster shots. Fezzan heard them whiz by his face, and felt a sharp sting on his right cheek. He ducked, taking cover behind an armoured vehicle, about thirty metres from the barracks.


  After putting his hand to his cheek, Fezzan could feel that there was a gash through it. One of the men told him it was nothing serious.


  “You’ll have a nice scar, but you won’t die.”


  Fezzan risked a look through the window of the vehicle, and realised with horror that the soldiers were arming a rocket launcher.


  “Sniper rifle. Now!”


  A marine handed the rifle over to Fezzan, who took aim quickly. Speed was not good for a sniper, but Fezzan could not afford to lose time.


  Seeing the barrel of the rocket launcher, he fired one, single, well placed shot.


  The rocket exploded inside the launcher, and the men around it died as they were thrown away.


  Fezzan ran around the vehicle and start firing. He saw a grenade fly by in the direction of the barracks, through the doorway. The blast threw a body out of the barracks, and Fezzan saw a man on fire run out of the building.


  “Good throw,” he shouted behind him, while picking another target to kill.


  “Vaalrie here,” he heard in his intercom. “Fezzan and co: duck.”


  A rocket flew into the barracks, and part of the roof collapsed.


  As the last men dropped their weapons, the southern entrance to the barracks was Fezzan’s to claim.


  “Zack speaking. North entrance under control.”


  Fezzan’s men caught a few officers who were thinking of slipping away quietly, and then met Zack in the middle of the building.


  “Come on. Our work here is done. Let’s leave this planet and blow the buildings up.”


  


  Fending off other soldiers, they brought the prisoners to the freighter. Vaalrie landed the Veina Temp nearby.


  “I’ll cover you,” she said in the intercom before firing shots towards the soldiers.


  Fezzan scanned the horizon. The soldiers would no longer bother them.


  “Sniper!”


  Zack ducked and dragged Fezzan by the shoulder.


  As his body tumbled, Fezzan’s eyes caught a glint of metal from atop a building. He turned his face and bent down, and felt a searing pain in the back of his head. He cried out, but stuttered as his face crashed on the ground. He closed his eyes and tried to withstand the pain.


  “Fezzan is hit. Let’s get out of here,” he heard Zack say.


  Fezzan pushed on one arm and rolled back to face the sun.


  Opening his eyes, Fezzan saw a rocket fly to a rooftop, and a corpse fell to the ground a little further.


  Arms came into his vision, and his body was lifted into the air. They were running. Out of the sunlight and into the metallic frame of his Effroyable.


  “Put him there.”


  It was the voice of Tirrel, the ship medic.


  “Fezzan, don’t try to say anything. Don’t move.”


  “A few Wasps coming,” he heard Vaalrie yell.


  “Swat them,” Zack replied, before rising to help her. “Fezzan, hold on, all right?”


  Fezzan closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to die. Not like this. Not now.


  His head was lifted, and he felt Tirrel apply a lotion of sorts.


  Tirrel moved away, and Fezzan heard him whisper.


  The two words he could make out did not bode well: “not good”.


  Fezzan felt dizzy and lost track of time.


  When he regained his senses, he saw two blurry heads over him, Vaalrie and Tirrel. He realised that his breath was uneven.


  Vaalrie seemed like she was trying not to cry.


  “Fezzan, the freighter has flown off safely into space. The explosives will go off any moment now. We have won. Hold on, will you?”


  He heard Haldora’s voice on the intercom.


  “Three, two, one…”


  After barely hearing the last number, Fezzan imagined buildings burst into bits and flames beneath. Nothing of the Service was left on Spiciam.


  He smiled and felt darkness swallow him up.



  Chapter LXII


  


  Three words, repeated over and over in her mind.


  Birgo’s surprise visit to Mosni had given her great satisfaction in displaying her skill, but it had also added an unsolved mystery. Mosni was frightened when he recognised her, but Birgo had felt another, greater fear in him, present before her arrival in his office.


  She had pried into his mind before making him lose consciousness, and three words were clearer than all others: Shroud of Silence.


  Upon docking on the As'an space station, Birgo had been congratulated by her inferiors, from Oz'Eonda to Malrow. They had heard reports that Mosni was rallying his troops, readying his Navy for a large attack in the Nillon Youd system. Birgo’s intrusion into his quarters had convinced him of the truthfulness of the challenge.


  While taking part in the petty banter, Birgo’s mind wandered throughout the planet, trying to spot someone who was thinking about the Shroud of Silence. She avoided probing the minds of powerful telepaths, which were automatically harder to access, as she did not know whether they would notice.


  What was the Shroud, or who was it?


  Another mystery, on top of the prophecy.


  She cursed mentally. She had failed to destroy the Karakal, because Fezzan had stepped up and saved Parmil. At least, she found comfort in the fact that Fezzan had relied upon an ingenious plan and a hefty dose of luck. In a way, it was also disconcerting: if there was such a thing as luck, why did it play in her disfavour?


  Now, the Karakal would have reached Culuria, and Birgo did not think her power could extend that far across the galaxy. She would have to let the firnex live, for a while.


  A voice boomed out throughout the station.


  “Attention, attention everyone. This is Commodore Nantoli speaking. The Service will be at the rendezvous. Operation Firestorm begun. All warships and fighters leave before tomorrow for the Pri'ma station in Yolnia Ponta, and from there to Nillon Youd. End of communication.”


  The Yolniun were sending only their warriors, the Pri'nodai caste, to take part the battle. Maybe one of the warrior telepaths would know something about the prophecy and about the Shroud, and maybe the telepath in question could die under fire from a fleet of Absol ships mere seconds after revealing his or her secrets.


  


  It was a fleet greater than those Birgo had seen previously.


  There were Yolniui ships of all sorts, from the Hotarubi fighters to the Hinotama carrier. Their near-organic design made them stand out in the sea of Rebel and Arpian ships, which glittered in the light emitted by the Nillon Youd star.


  The Arpian contribution to the fleet was small, albeit larger than the one that Birgo had led into battle near the Cavern. Reinforcements had come from Haven, while the bulk of the Arpian fleet was headed towards Azzurdi space, the Karakal no doubt among them. Birgo smirked at the idea of the battle they would face: the Ganutan fleet would be easily dispatched by the combined forces of Arpia and the Mekam House.


  From what she had gathered during the day of preparations on Pri'ma, it seemed that a political revolution was brewing in the Azzurdi Empire, and the Ganutai had been accused by the Mekam House of treason for placing House interests before the interests of the Empire. A formal vote in the Azzurdi Council would take place within days, but the battle for supremacy, allowed by the Azzurdi system, would be over long beforehand. It was an interesting concept: only two Houses could take part in a battle, and no foreign governments. As Arpia was not a government recognised by the Azzurdi Empire, the Council had allowed their participation as mercenaries.


  Alarms resounded in the Total Eclipse.


  “Enemy fleet approaching,” said Jem.


  Within seconds, the void before Birgo was filled with Absol ships. In the centre of the fleet were three Destroyers larger and of a lighter colour than the others, shining where others were not, like messengers from the nearby sun carrying its blessing.


  “Outnumbered, again,” said Jem. “Are the odds still in our favour?”


  “We’ll see once the knights in shining armour start showing off.”


  “We have an incoming transmission, Commander,” said one of the anonymous faces aboard Birgo’s ship. She might have known it, but she had surely forgotten.


  The voice was Mosni’s. The tone, menacing.


  “If the Yolniun take part in this battle, it shall be seen as a declaration of war. Reprisals shall be imminent, and many civilians shall perish. Go home, or see your loved ones suffer.”


  Birgo blinked. She had not foreseen this. She probed Mosni’s mind from afar, and gathered that spies had been sent with explosive devices and biological weapons. He was not bluffing.


  A second communication arrived.


  “Cain Mosni, this is Master Pri'Badrinti speaking, and I am the leader of the Pri'nodai forces present,” said a Yolniun in flawless Absol. “Your idle threats shall not deter us from our goal, as your spies were caught before they could enter Yolniui space. We offer terms. Will you accept to listen to them?”


  The response took longer to return.


  “War it is,” said Mosni, and the first shots were fired.


  


  Mosni’s fleet approached rapidly; even Absol Carriers and the three large Destroyers were accelerating beyond standard combat speed. This would not be a stand-off attack.


  The first fighters from each side met a mere parsec away from Birgo’s ship.


  “Do we move in?”


  “Wait a minute, Jem. Stick to long-range weaponry. I want to see the Destroyers in action before we make a move.”


  Birgo had a feeling that Mosni would want to scare off a few ships.


  She watched as the larger ships exchanged volleys of missiles and blaster shots. Fezzan’s Fenris, commanded by yet another upstart Arpian Warrior, seemed to be the focus of the Absol firepower, but it was holding out.


  A silver Destroyer was getting dangerously close to the Fenris, and an orange ray of light appeared between the two.


  Birgo could only watch as the hull of the Fenris was torn apart. In seconds, the Fenris had become a cluster of space debris. Impressive weaponry.


  She turned to Jem, who was staring wide-eyed.


  “Move in, head for that Destroyer.”


  As the Total Eclipse flew towards the Destroyer, Birgo reached a relaxed state in her mind. The doors to mind and matter were unlocked, and she focused on the Destroyer. She needed to find Mosni, but he was not in that ship. One of the other two, surely.


  She easily located the captain of the vessel, who was sure of victory. He oozed arrogance and faith in Mosni. He believed the vessel to be impregnable. To prove him wrong, Birgo killed a dozen minds nearby. That would keep him on his toes.


  He panicked, and Birgo observed his mind as he thought about telling Mosni. The image of an Absol Carrier formed in his mind, along with a name: Anvil. Anvil?


  The captain was distracted in spite of his state of mind. Birgo noticed that Yolniun ships were firing on the Destroyer and avoiding a frontal attack. Wise choice, given the power contained in the orange laser.


  The captain seemed to speak to someone, because words were forming in his mind in a different, more defined way. Curious phenomenon, Birgo noted.


  “Send word to the Anvil that we are under Yolniui attack.”


  Birgo identified a mind that had heard the message and that was assimilating it. A radar operator. The eyes of the operator moved towards the radar signal of the Anvil, probably by reflex.


  Birgo opened her eyes, a smile on her face, and rushed to the radar screen in the Total Eclipse.


  She looked at the radar image, and pointed at one signal.


  “Mosni is on that ship. Tell everyone that Mosni is there. Concentrate fire on that Carrier.”


  It seemed like a good plan for victory, as the Absol forces might surrender once Mosni died. Plus, it would give her time to concentrate on getting information from the Pri'nodai.


  First, however, she needed to get rid of the Destroyer nearest to them. The Total Eclipse was still headed towards it, and the Destroyer was turning to meet them.


  She wanted a challenge. Something unheard of, by which to remember her.


  


  “We’ll be in range of its laser within seconds, Birgo!”


  “That’s the point, Jem.”


  Birgo searched for those operating the deadly laser. They were located near to the weaponry itself, and knew its innermost workings. She absorbed their knowledge of the weapon, which involved particles whose name meant nothing to her.


  “This is Birgo speaking,” she said in the ship intercom. “Close your eyes now, and open them only when I say so.”


  She felt for the minds of all her crew and forced their eyes shut just in case.


  She could feel the mind of the weapon operators focus on her ship. They didn’t know who was in it, nor did they care. They were just going to destroy it.


  Perhaps not.


  Had Birgo’s eyes been open, she would have seen a sea of orange of such brightness that she would have been blinded.


  Instead, she could feel the particles fly from their firing point towards the Total Eclipse. She felt them pound against the entire front surface of her ship and attack the hull. The beam was so large that it engulfed the Total Eclipse in its entirety, and quadrillions of particles flew beyond it.


  Before the beam could do any damage to the hull, Birgo amassed the particles into a shield, mere millimetres above the surface of the Total Eclipse. She spoke to the particles, and they obeyed.


  Birgo hoped that the scene would be recorded by ship cameras throughout the system.


  She felt satisfaction among the weapon operators. They were sure that such a long exposure would have destroyed her vessel. They cut the power.


  As the last particles reached the Total Eclipse, Birgo released her shield, sending the particles back whence they had come.


  She opened her eyes and those of her crew as the beam reached its target.


  The beam generator exploded, and a chain reaction followed. The Destroyer was riddled with blasts and hull breaches.


  “Send a few missiles in for the kill,” she ordered to her crew.


  


  The remainders of the Absol Navy had noticed the shift in attention, and knew that every Yolniui, Rebel and Arpian ship was after the Anvil. The destruction of the Destroyer had left both fleets astonished, but the discovery of the Anvil was an even greater surprise to the Absol Navy. The two remaining Destroyers were annihilating ships whose captains were foolish enough to fly in front of them, and were moving into defensive positions around the Carrier protecting Mosni.


  Birgo watched in frustration as her allies fell back time and time again, afraid of the orange blasts of light. Every attack seemed like a test.


  Finally, a bold ship, a Yolniui Hoshiakari, broke off from a group of ships as they started retreating. It dodged shots coming from all sides, and managed to break the hull of one of the Destroyers by firing a torpedo into one of its engines. Admiring the skill of the pilot, Birgo did not register at first the message that came in, nor the way by which she was called.


  “Biri'h'go, this is Master Pri'Badrinti. I require your assistance.”


  The message was in Yolin.


  The ship swerved around and came back towards the next attack group.


  “Go on,” said Birgo.


  “The prophecy foretells an impasse and your sweeping aside all obstacles. My attack on the Destroyer was guided by fate, though I know that fate will not smile on me if I do so again. Our larger vessels would require a ten-minute manoeuvre before they can even hope to hit Mosni’s ship. You, on the other hand, could reach it unharmed in two minutes.”


  Birgo smiled, and seized the opportunity.


  “I shall do so. However, knowledge of the prophecy in full will allow me to better understand what is required of me.”


  The answer was swift. Pri'Badrinti obviously stored a great deal of blind faith in her, unlike Oz'Eonda with his cryptic comments about knowledge of the future and influence on choices.


  “In its original version, made nearly two centuries ago, it is composed only of a string of words. You should soon receive a communication containing the prophecy.”


  Moments later, a communications operator had brought Birgo a sheet of paper, with the following words in Yolin:


  “Prophecy by Umir'sharin: biri'h'go, woman, telepath, greatest master, different understanding, saviour, impasse, victory, power, outsider, unite galaxy, leave like brothers”


  Birgo read the words a dozen times to be sure. Nothing about the firnex. Only “leave like brothers”, which Oz'Eonda had clearly interpreted as leaving this plane of existence like the So-laon, brothers in mind.


  As she read, she felt emotion stir inside. It was touching. Her path to greatness had been set in writing before she was even born.


  She laughed, and felt a surge of relief.


  “Master Pri'Badrinti, Birgo here. Does the order of words in a prophecy matter?”


  “In some, yes. Others, no. We believe that in this case, not, as you were an outsider before you became a telepath.”


  Birgo nodded, though she was not convinced by his explanation. She had never felt like an outsider before becoming a telepath. Afterwards, it was a different story.


  The order did matter, she was sure of it. Power was the reason she became an outsider. Or would she become even more of an outsider later, after gaining even more power?


  It was perplexing. Maybe discovering the content of the prophecy was not such a great thing.


  Still, it spoke of two things of her future: unite galaxy, and leave like brothers. It also said she was the greatest master, and it mentioned power. Those four elements were enough to reassure her.


  She felt proud to be Birgo.


  She felt safe.


  Invulnerable.


  “Master Pri'Badrinti, Birgo here. Leave the ships to me.”


  



  Chapter LXIII


  


  Parmil left her ship, worn out by the long flight. The battle had been over surprisingly early, upon the capture of Torkimal’s Cruiser. Throughout the flight to and from Bonoribo, the neutral Azzurdi system in which the battle had taken place, Parmil had only two thoughts in her mind: home, and the girls. She was tired of flying around, and especially tired of those battles. She didn’t want a ‘happily ever after’, but wished for peace of mind.


  She looked at the Karakal, her sturdy companion. It had never let her down. Now, however, she no longer had any reason other than sentimental to keep it. If Operation Firestorm was a success in its entirety, peace would be at hand, and there would be no reason to travel. Even if something remained to be done, Arpia could do it without her. After all, in their overall numbers, she was but one person, a drop in the ocean. She could easily be replaced.


  Bee'Misa stepped out of the Karakal and moved towards Parmil.


  “What now?”


  Parmil sighed, and looked at her feet.


  “I’m going to say hi to Tara, Rikar and the girls, and take the girls back home. Then I’ll let Ekrid know that the Karakal will have a new captain,” she said, looking back at Bee'Misa.


  Surprise registered on Bee'Misa’s face.


  “Me?”


  Parmil smiled and nodded.


  “I couldn’t think of anyone better.”


  As she said the words, she regretted saying them. She could think of someone to whom she would have wished to give command of the Karakal, but her best friend had died.


  Bee'Misa bit her lip and lay her hand on Parmil’s arm.


  “I’ll care for it as you and Borreli did.”


  Parmil smiled, and felt her eyes well with tears.


  “Thanks,” she said before giving Bee'Misa a hug, partly to make the tears go away. “Tell the bank that you won’t need the Suba after all.”


  


  As she walked slowly to Tara’s house, Parmil passed a large crowd on the way out of the spaceport. They were cheering for Argoal, their leader in battle. It had been one of Arpia’s easier fights, but they had shown their strength.


  Parmil could see the shuttle from Argoal’s Ortiga Dust ahead. A lone figure was standing before it, taking part in the crowd’s celebration with her fists in the air.


  Parmil smiled. Another moment of glory for Argoal. She had earned it.


  And yet Birgo would probably steal the show when she returned triumphant, which was a given.


  Parmil reached the front door of Tara’s house. She hesitated before ringing the doorbell. What would she tell them? That Arpia had won?


  The door opened, and she was welcomed by a large smile.


  “Well, well,” said Tara, “are you here to steal my kids?”


  “Just two of them,” Parmil said, smiling back. “It looks like I’ll be stealing them for good this time.”


  Tara nodded, inviting her inside.


  “Well done, darling. It is over then?”


  Parmil breathed deeply.


  “I think so. And for me, certainly.”


  “I’m so glad to hear it. Come on, give me a hug.”


  Moments later, they entered the living room, in which the girls and Rikar seemed absorbed in a puzzle.


  So adorable, both of them. Artemis gently prodded a piece with a paw, and pointed at another piece. Wadina took the first piece, and tried placing it next to the second one.


  Rikar looked up and lit up.


  “Parmil, great to see you!”


  The focus on the puzzle disappeared.


  “Girls, I’m back,” Parmil said before tumbling to the floor as the girls jumped into her arms.


  “Was this the last one?”


  “Yes, Wadina. It’s over now.”


  


  A few days later, the other expeditions had returned, and news channels reported that Ekrid Malrow would hold a speech in the afternoon.


  “In other news, the new Azzurdi government, headed by the Mekam House, has followed a trend started by the Yolniui government and has recognised Arpia as government of Culuria, Residio and the newly colonised Nova Bruocsella, formerly known as UVP-018.”


  “Want to come?” Parmil asked her two protégées, who nodded eagerly.


  


  A large majority of the inhabitants of Culuria had gathered outside the HQ, and from a stage, Ekrid Malrow, boss of the small corporation of Arpia that grew to be recognised as a government, addressed a speech to all those present.


  After depicting a brief recollection of the events Arpia took part in, he named the people who had truly made their mark in Arpia’s history, starting with Ernie Bardrien. He listed many people of whom Parmil had never heard before, such as the scientists who re-discovered the Ramiderc hyper-gate formula, the scientist who first studied the Gwaark bacteria, and many others. He spoke of Kristala, Holdor, Jygin and Kur-Tchek, before continuing with Aster, Berne, Ungli, Abbyssa, Char-Tow and Vriller.


  A few more people had made their mark and were present on Culuria: Armand Drigglesbothe, Jay Greyburn, Gooms, Iguine, and many others.


  “I would like you to put your hands together for Argoal, the woman who has been in charge of Intel for many years now, and who has led us to many victories in the world of information, who has also organised many covert operations, from the insertion of Jay Greyburn on Spiciam, to the operation against the Hogun, via the operations against the drug and slave trades. Argoal also led Arpia to victory against the Ganutai forces. Come on here, Argoal,” he said, barely audible above the cheers of the crowd.


  Argoal joined Ekrid on stage.


  “We owe many victories to Haldora, who has been our explosives expert, and one of the best fighters in the galaxy. He has also been the Arpia Commander most eager to teach and recruit. Haldora was there, from Rason’s trial to the operation on Spiciam. Your turn, Haldora,” he said.


  They shook wrists, and the crowd was reaching euphoria.


  


  “Before we reach one of the most public figures of these past months, I wish to speak of Fezzan, who did his best not to be glorified. Fezzan is one of our newest Commanders, and he has proven to be among the most resourceful assets of Arpia. He has mostly worked with Argoal, Kur-Tchek and Vriller since his arrival. He arrested Mr. Hillona, the man atop the InfiNight drug pyramid. He also worked a lot in the slave trade operation, infiltrating it at first, then leading us to its destruction. Fezzan solved our unfortunate Holdor investigation. He also worked with Argoal on the Hogun operation, and took part in the Spiciam operation as well.”


  The crowd started cheering, though no one came to the stage.


  “Unfortunately, Fezzan was gravely hurt on Spiciam, and is in a coma, lying in a hospital not far away. Nevertheless, I believe that we, as one, can thank Fezzan and wish him a safe recovery by making our voices heard.”


  The crowd clapped louder than before, and Parmil thought that she would go deaf. As she clapped, she thought back to the times she had worked with Fezzan. From the bottom of her heart, she wished he would recover.


  “And, last but not least, another new Commander. Birgo has proven to be very resourceful as well. She is the one who first brought Jay Greyburn to Spiciam, and she became in less than a year the most powerful telepath in the galaxy, even managing to defeat Mbirnsi, the most powerful So-laon. Birgo has led our forces to the capture of Major Rason, to the destruction of the mighty Hygns't, and to the annihilation of Cain Mosni’s fleet during Operation Firestorm. Birgo, thank you ever so much.”


  The crowd roared as Birgo appeared on stage. Parmil felt uplifted by the chants of Birgo’s name.


  “Arpia one day, Arpia every day,” Malrow shouted through his tears of joy, and the crowd cheered for minutes afterwards.


  Taking part in the collective euphoria, Parmil gave a dear hug to both Artemis and Wadina.


  It was over, for good. The past could be set aside, and they had a bright future ahead.


  


  On stage, Birgo watched as the people chanted her name. It felt good, almost soothing, to bathe in popularity. It gave her a feeling of power.


  She let her mind wander throughout the crowd, and felt her name being thought by everyone.


  Two minds caught her attention, neighbours in the sea of people. Her name was on their minds, but the emotion was different.


  One mind pondered a question.


  “Is she ready now?”


  The answer came from the second mind.


  “We shall consult with the Shroud.”
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