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In the
23rd century, Polyxxonia is a metal used in the construction of
spaceships. POLYXXONIA is also the name of a spaceship.
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About
thirty starships had gathered at the edge of the Tridor system and
taken up a battle formation, as was customary with the units of the
Space Army Corps. The light cruisers and destroyers formed the
flanks, while the larger and more heavily armed heavy cruisers were
on the inside of the formation. In the center, two
Dreadnought-class
battleships lined up their space guns. The fleet awaited their far
superior enemy, a formation of over forty warships of the bird-like
Qriid. A breakthrough by this space armada would have been a
catastrophe for humanity. If the warlike aliens were victorious
here,
they would be able to penetrate deep into the core area of the
Federation of Human Worlds.

But the
defenders could not count on reinforcements... The Qriid ships
approached and immediately went on the attack. Several traser beams
hit the first destroyer in the engine section. The spaceship turned
into a ball of embers for seconds, which finally went out, leaving
only a few pieces of radiation-contaminated debris behind...
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Commander
Rena Sunfrost swallowed. The 32-year-old's tension was clearly
visible. Her finely cut face, framed by short black hair, betrayed
full concentration. Her eyes were fixed on the large panoramic
screen, whose three-D effects provided an amazingly lifelike image
of
the spatial conditions.

The light
of the red giant shimmered dully. A shadow painted itself on the
edge
of the glowing disk and slowly moved along the sun's equator. It
was
a gas giant with five times the mass of Jupiter, orbiting its
central
star in an extremely narrow orbit.

In the
foreground, the space battle raged between the superior Qriid fleet
and the units of the Space Army Corps of the Human World
Alliance.

The
bird-like spacecraft slowed down. The flare of the counter
thrusters
was clearly visible and made it easier to locate them visually. Due
to their high speed on reaching the Tridor system, the Qriid ships
would otherwise have raced towards their opponents at almost fifty
percent of the speed of light. The probability of collisions was
negligible. They would probably have simply raced past the Space
Army
Corps ships or even through their formation. However, this was more
in line with the Space Army Corps' weaponry-based tactics, and the
bird-like creatures would have been easy prey for the defenders'
guns.

But the
Qriid knew very well how to fight a space battle. They were shrewd
tacticians and, from what was known about the history of the
bird-like creatures, they had more experience in space warfare than
almost any other species in the known universe. They did not seem
to
know anything like lasting peace.

In 2236,
human spaceships encountered the Qriid for the first time and were
immediately attacked.

A cruelly
waged war had raged for the next three years and claimed countless
victims on both sides.

Who would
have thought that the Tridor system, of all places, would be the
place of decision, Commander Rena Sunfrost thought as she watched
the
Qriid hurl concentrated traser fire at the Space Army Corps ships.
This beam weapon made it possible to fire accurately from a
distance.
The Space Army Corps ships, on the other hand, had far greater
firepower with their gauss cannons, but were at a distinct
disadvantage in terms of accuracy. The tactics of the Qriid were
therefore obvious. They kept the greatest possible distance to the
enemy and to each other, which enabled them to avoid the continuous
fire of the Space Army Corps spacecraft.

The battle
was in full swing.

The
spherical ships of the Qriid used their trasers with frightening
accuracy. Another destroyer and a light cruiser were lost, while
one
of the two dreadnoughts at least lost its plasma screen when it
came
under concentrated continuous traser fire.

The
situation is hopeless, Rena thought. No matter how you look at it,
we
don't stand a chance in the end.

Even the
occasional successes of the Space Army Corps ships, which succeeded
in firing continuously at a Qriid spacecraft, did nothing to change
this.

Thousands
of projectiles accelerated to half the speed of light then
penetrated
every conceivable type of armor.

Oxygen
escaped in freezing fountains, the pressure drop was rapid
depending
on the number of hits, and if engines or energy systems were hit,
an
explosion occurred.

The Space
Army Corps ships fought back bravely. In a broad battle formation,
they approached the Qriid ships, which turned onto an evasive
course.
Their commanders knew full well that if they came too close to
their
opponents' continuous fire, it would be the death of them...

A buzzer
sounded.  


Rena
casually flicked a switch and activated an intercom connection.

The face
of Admiral Norman Fabri, Chief of Human Resources for the Space
Army
Corps, appeared on a secondary screen. "I would like to speak to
you immediately, Commander."

Rena took
an involuntary stance. "Yes, sir, come in."

"You
will have to interrupt your simulation, Commander Sunfrost."

"It
doesn't matter, sir."

"Whatever
you say."

The next
moment, the sliding door to her quarters slid aside and Admiral
Fabri
entered the room. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with gray,
short-cropped hair, through which the scalp shone.

Rena
saluted.

"Stand
comfortably, Commander," said the admiral, letting his gaze
wander.

The battle
action on the large panoramic screen was frozen. A Qriid ship had
just detonated.

The
admiral pointed to the dark disk of the gas giant, which stood out
clearly as a dark, circular spot against the red background of its
central star.

"The
battle for the Tridor system on 11 September 2239," Fabri
recognized immediately. "It was almost exactly eleven years ago
that our fleet won a decisive victory against a numerically far
superior armada of Qriid ships and inflicted such heavy losses on
the
vulture heads that they withdrew and were even prepared to call a
truce."

"An
undeclared truce, sir," added Rena Sunfrost.

That was a
point that seemed more essential to her. The Qriid had never stated
that they thought peace or even coexistence with humanity or any
other spacefaring species was possible or desirable.

The only
fact was that they had withdrawn after the battle in the Tridor
system and had not continued their expansion so far.

The
reasons for this were ultimately unknown, although there was a
great
deal of speculation on this point.

The
admiral hung for a few moments at the battle simulation displayed
on
the large panoramic screen, then briefly skimmed the readouts on
the
various displays and control screens before finally turning his
attention back to Rena.

"What
interests you so much about the Tridor battle?" he asked.

"It
was a turning point in the war against the Qriid," Rena
explained. "A conflict that we must expect to flare up again at
any time."

Fabri
nodded. "I agree with that analysis, even if the Council is
currently debating whether it wouldn't be better to cut the Space
Army Corps' funding and put it into other areas - now that the
Qriid
haven't attacked for over a decade."

"I'm
not of that opinion, sir," Rena confessed.

Fabri
smiled. "That's probably hardly anyone who serves in the Corps."
He pointed again at the frozen image in the simulation. "You
have been visiting the Fleet Academy simulator quite frequently,
replaying the battle for the Tridor system over and over again with
minor variations. I repeat my question: what is the reason for this
persistence, Sunfrost?"

"The
fact that we shouldn't have won the battle back then, sir."

Fabri
frowned. "How am I supposed to understand that? After all, we
won the battle and chased the damn vulture heads back to their
territory."

"Sir,
I'm not sure it was really our fleet that caused the enemy to
retreat. The Qriid could easily have called in reinforcements.
According to the KAVANAUGH's logbook, at least fifty starships were
detected during the transition to sublight flight. They could have
rushed to the aid of their units, but instead they retreated just
like all the other Qriid ships."

"An
interesting consideration with military-historical implications of
the highest order," the admiral conceded. "I know you got
top marks in tactics and military history at the Academy, but
perhaps
you've missed something, Commander Sunfrost."

Rena
raised her eyebrows. "I don't know what you're talking about,
sir."

"I'm
alluding to the tremendous losses that occurred among the Qriid
ships
at a certain stage of the battle."

"That
was just a temporary phase, sir. I entered all the relevant
parameters of the battle into the simulation program and ran it
over
and over again. And unlike the events we know from the history
books,
I ran it to the end. The result was always the same. The ships of
the
Space Army Corps could not withstand the Qriid units in the long
run.
Even if you tweak the already brilliant tactical behavior of our
fleet at the time or..."

"...or
let the program run under the assumption that we would have already
had our current plasma screens back then, with which the effect of
the trasers could at least...

is
mitigated," added Admiral Fabri, while his gaze remained fixed
on one of the displays. "An interesting variation you've entered
there, I must admit." He turned around and looked Rena frankly
in the eye. "Unfortunately, I'm here on official business and
not to talk to you about battles of the past. As much as I enjoy
this
conversation. Were you even on active duty back then,
Commander?"

"Yes,
I had just become an ensign on the dreadnought NEW CALIFORNIA and
was
serving on Admiral Müller's tactical staff, whose fleet was
supposed
to support the units in the Tridor system. However, we only arrived
there when everything was already over."

"And
that gnaws at you to this day, doesn't it?"

"You
wanted to discuss something with me, sir," Rena evaded comment.

The
admiral nodded. "Your promotion to commander is now complete.
Commodore Jackson should have already presented you with your
certificate."

"Yes,
sir."

"Now
it's time to introduce you to your new command."

"The
POLYXXONIA is still in orbital dock," Rena pointed out.

"That
is correct. But traditionally, the handover of command is always
carried out on board and not in some office room. To deviate from
this would mean having the concentrated superstition of the fleet
against you, as it is said to bring bad luck. Tomorrow morning at
nine, a glider will pick you up from your apartment and take you to
the New L.A. spaceport. I'll be there too. A shuttle will take us
to
Dock 13, where the POLYXXONIA is currently docked. Some of the crew
-
including all the officers in any case - will already be there at
that time and will be waiting for you."

"I
see."

"If
you want, you can pack your personal belongings and move into your
cabin right away," the admiral suggested. "You may not have
any actual duties on board at the moment, but you'll get to know
the
crew members who are already on duty to set up the systems all the
sooner. I don't think that can do any harm."

"I
agree, sir."

"I'm
not officially supposed to tell you about this yet, but I'm going
to
anyway. We will have an extremely prominent guest on board the
POLYXXONIA tomorrow."

Sunfrost
raised his eyebrows a little irritated. "A guest? Who would that
be?"

"Admiral
Gregor Raimondo."

Rena could
hardly hide her astonishment. Raimondo was still a member of the
Space Army Corps, but in the meantime he had made a political
career
as a member of the Human Council, where he was the leader of a
group
that had recently become very defensive, vehemently opposing cuts
to
the fleet budget and never tiring of warning of the Qriid threat
lurking in the background.

"That
really is a surprise," Rena admitted frankly.

"I
have no idea why Admiral Raimondo insisted on attending the
ceremony.
If I were you, I would simply consider it an honor."
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Orbital
Shuttle 213-A left the stratosphere and reached near-Earth
space.

Apart from
the two-person pilot team in the control cabin, there were only
three
passengers on board. In addition to Admiral Norman Fabri and
Commander Rena Sunfrost, Commodore Tim Bray Jackson was also
sitting
in the shuttle's lounge. 


Jackson
was Rena's direct superior as far as career management was
concerned.
His head was completely bald, even though he was not yet forty. She
knew that this was not a fashionable extravagance, but the result
of
radiation poisoning he had suffered during the accident on the
NEW

CALIFORNIA
during the battle in the Tridor system - at that time still with
the
rank of lieutenant.

After
devastating traser hits by the attacking Qriid ships, parts of the
engine section had exploded and entire decks had been
irradiated.

Jackson
had been one of those who had been able to prevent the entire ship
from exploding through their efforts in the contaminated area.
Unable
to maneuver, the NEW CALIFORNIA had drifted towards the gas giant
Tridor I until the end of the battle, when other units of the fleet
had finally managed to take the survivors on board.

Rena knew
every detail of the Battle of Tridor that was recorded in the files
due to her intensive study of the course of events.

For this
reason alone, Commodore Tim Bray Jackson enjoyed the highest
respect
in her eyes. A respect so high that she always felt a little
self-conscious in his presence. He had taken on responsibility in a
very critical situation - regardless of his own life or health.

Serving in
the Space Army Corps, many similar situations were conceivable, and
since she knew of Jackson's role in the battle for the Tridor
system,
she wondered if she herself would be able to do so at the crucial
moment.

Commodore
Jackson had taken a seat in one of the bucket seats in the
passenger
area, crossed his legs and was reading an eBook on a handheld
reader
while Admiral Fabri enjoyed a syntho drink.

"Admiral
Raimondo is coming to the POLYXXONIA with his own orbital shuttle,"
Fabri explained. "Rank has its privileges."

Jackson
looked up. "Raimondo has had an amazing political career,"
said the Commodore.

"But
I don't envy him at all," said Fabri. "He has a hard time
in the Council. The longer the peace with the Qriid lasts, the more
difficult it will be, especially for the representatives of the
colonies, to make it plausible to their voters why humanity still
needs the Space Army Corps in its current fleet strength."

"Of
course! The Space Army Corps devours vast sums of money that are
lacking for the urgently needed development of further colonies in
space." Jackson nodded. "But I'm afraid we'll still
desperately need an armed space fleet when the Qriid resume their
expansionist efforts."

"You
expect this?"

"Frankly,
I'm surprised that the truce has lasted so long," the Commodore
confirmed.

"I
share your pessimism on that point."

"And
when I think that we might have to face the Qriid with a greatly
reduced fleet in the future..." Jackson shook his head
vigorously. It was clear to see how much he disliked the very idea.
"What's your opinion on this, Commander?" he asked Rena
after a short pause.

Fabri
sipped his syntho drink in the meantime and turned to Sunfrost, who
was standing at one of the viewing windows and gazing out into
space.
The sight of the blue Earth disk was something special every time.
It
made you realize how small and insignificant humanity was in the
context of the universe. A life form that until recently had eked
out
its existence on a cosmic speck of dust and had now managed to
cling
on to a few other specks of dust.

Rena
turned her head. "Excuse me?"

Jackson's
question had torn her from her thoughts, which at the moment were
light years away from the subject of the two men's
conversation.

"You
shouldn't bother Commander Sunfrost with our talk, Commodore,"
said Admiral Fabri. "I suspect that she has completely different
thoughts on her mind right now.

After all,
it's her first command..."

Jackson
frowned. Of course, he knew Rena's career much better than the
admiral, so he immediately realized that his statement was not
entirely accurate. "Sir, with respect, but you have already
commanded a ship of the..."   


"I
meant your first faster-than-light command, of course. A spaceship
with a Sandström aggregate," the admiral interrupted his
interlocutor. He shrugged his shoulders. "Anything else is not
real space travel... Or do you disagree, Commander Sunfrost?"

A mild,
slightly embarrassed smile slid across Rena's somewhat
tense-looking
features. "No, sir."

"Go
ahead and indulge your thoughts," the admiral added. "Today
you have my official permission to be sentimental. As soon as the
POLYXXONIA has left Spacedock 13, you won't have the opportunity to
do so anyway..."

Jackson
and Fabri resumed their discussion of the current debate in the
High
Council of the Human Worlds after a brief pause, taking turns to
rant
about the short-sightedness of many Council representatives.  


In her
opinion, this applied in particular to Julian Lang. The Chairman of
the Council tended to view politics from an economic
perspective.

He was
less concerned about security issues than the two fleet officers
would have liked.

Rena only
listened to their conversation in passing and went to the drinks
machine on board. A touchscreen took her to its menu, where she
tried
to find the command to pour a cup of coffee. This drink had gone
out
of fashion in the past centuries, but Rena was one of the minority
who still remained loyal to it, even if the invigorating effect of
some syntho drinks was proven to be much greater. Rena had become
acquainted with coffee when she had spent a short time in the
earthly
sub-region of Austria. To this day, more than a dozen different
preparation methods were common there. Of course, she couldn't
expect
the vending machine on an orbital shuttle to have specialties such
as
a "big brown" in its program, but had to be happy if she
could quench her thirst for coffee at all.

At least
what she got wasn't too thin. Perhaps the coffee had been spiced up
with artificial flavor enhancers, but Rena didn't care about that
at
the moment. She took her cup, sipped it briefly and went back to
the
viewing window. The view of the universe was calming.

Nothing
would have kept her in one of the bucket seats available for the
shuttle passengers at that moment.

The window
was slightly reflective. She saw the outline of her own finely cut
face. The blue and anthracite Space Army Corps uniform fit her
athletic figure perfectly.

Except for
one little thing.

There was
a small thickening about a hand's breadth below the larynx.

Rena
touched it involuntarily with her left hand when she noticed the
bulge in her reflection. A pensive, slightly melancholy smile slid
across her face.

Something
hard and irregularly shaped stood out from under the fabric of her
uniform. A bent projectile that she wore on a chain around her neck
and served as a lucky charm and talisman.

Remember
that you are mortal!

That had
become Rena's motto, and this strangely deformed piece of metal on
her chest constantly reminded her of it. It reminded her of her own
vulnerability and the limitations of human life and human cognition
-
ever since it had been cut out of her shoulder just above her
heart.

As first
officer of the SURVIVOR, she had not taken the lizard-like natives
of
the remote jungle world of Dambanor II seriously enough and had
been
shot with an ancient flintlock pistol.

Eight
months of rehabilitation, a scar and the realization that she was
anything but immortal had been the result. She has carried the
projectile with her ever since.

Suddenly
their attention was diverted by an object that appeared out in
space
behind the Earth's disk.

It had to
be Spacedock 13. A large number of smaller and larger transport
ferries were buzzing around this huge shipyard station. Two
destroyers had also docked. The shuttle flights to the Moon, Mars
and
Venus also departed from here.

A rumbling
noise caused the floor in the passenger compartment to tremble
slightly. The pilot of the orbital shuttle had apparently already
initiated the counter-thrust so that the spacecraft, which was
designed for use in the inner area of the Sol system, did not hit
the
outer hull of the shipyard at tremendous speed, but docked
gently.

The speed
slowed down rapidly, but you didn't notice anything on board unless
you looked out of the window.

More and
more details of Spacedock 13 became visible. The pilot initiated a
final maneuver to correct the course and steered the shuttle to the
side of the station that had been facing away until then.

The
POLYXXONIA was moored there.

The
elongated, 110-metre-long oval shimmered in the light of the sun.
Its
outer shape resembled that of ancient submarines from the Earth's
pre-space era. At its thickest point, the diameter of the hull was
a
good 35 meters.

So this is
it - your future empire, Rena thought. Not exactly the most
impressive unit in the fleet, but it is and remains an independent
faster-than-light commando.

And that's
what it's all about...

Sunfrost
knew that the POLYXXONIA had undergone a comprehensive technical
overhaul and modernization in Spacedock 13. At the end of her
laytime, she would undoubtedly be at the cutting edge of human
technology in the year 2250. The crew numbered 107. In addition,
there were twenty marines for possible combat missions on the
ground
or special security tasks.

Now, for
the introduction of the new captain, only the officers would be on
board. The men and women on whose cooperation Rena was particularly
dependent. She had taken a close look at the personnel file of each
of them and prepared herself meticulously.

With the
index finger of her left hand, she once again stroked the small
bulge
caused by the bent projectile of the flintlock pistol. Yes, I am
mortal... But I won't let anyone scare me either! Not from
anyone!

A voice
snapped her out of her thoughts.

"This
is Captain Devittko, the pilot of orbital shuttle 213-A. We will
reach Spacedock 13 in a few minutes. Please have your ID cards
ready
when you leave the ship. Passengers wishing to continue their
journey
to Earth's moon, Venus or Mars, please follow the signs."
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The
induction ceremony for the new captain of the POLYXXONIA was cool,
businesslike and, above all, very quick.

Admiral
Raimondo arrived at the very last minute with his special shuttle.
He
was dark-haired and, at 44, quite young for the high position he
held. Rena Sunfrost met him for the first time and found him to be
just as impressive in person as he had often appeared to her in the
media as a spokesman on the High Council of the Human Worlds.

It was
Commodore Jackson's turn to read out the official order appointing
Commander Rena Sunfrost as the new captain of the light cruiser
POLYXXONIA. A military salute, a handshake and everything was
perfect.

It was
then the first officer's job to welcome Rena.

He took a
stance.

"Lieutenant
Commander Wong," he introduced himself. "As first officer,
I would like to welcome the new captain on board the POLYXXONIA.
Happy voyage, ma'am."

"Thank
you, I.O. I expect a good working relationship."

Rena knew
from the files that Raphael Wong, whose Chinese ancestry was
clearly
visible, had had a meteoric rise in the Space Army Corps. The
29-year-old had spent no longer than two years on any rung of this
ladder and his evaluations were full of superlatives. No doubt Wong
had also speculated on getting the position after the sudden death
of
the previous captain - Commander Reilly. Wong would have been the
youngest commander of a faster-than-light starship in the fleet,
but
being the youngest and still the best was nothing new in his
career.

But this
time they preferred someone with more experience, Rena thought,
while
the first officer dutifully shook her hand.

His face
was completely still.

He doesn't
let on, Rena realized, but was sensitive enough to sense the
tension
in her counterpart. He's three years younger than me.

Being
three years ahead of someone in life experience didn't necessarily
mean very much. But having served three years longer in the Space
Army Corps could make the difference in experience that had
probably
made the difference in this case.

"With
your permission, I will introduce you to the officers of the
POLYXXONIA," Wong announced.

The inner
reserve that the first officer felt towards his new commander could
not be overlooked, even if he would certainly not allow himself an
emotional slip.

The other
officers had also adopted an attitude.

Together
with the new captain, Wong went down their row and introduced them
one by one.

Lieutenant
John Taranos was the senior helm officer.

Like Rena,
he had only recently been promoted. However, he was considered one
of
the most talented pilots in the fleet and was predicted to have a
brilliant career. At 24, he was extremely young for his rank. 


The
weapons officer was Lieutenant Robert Ukasi, a tall man with almost
black skin.

Then it
was senior engineer Catherine White's turn. The plump 43-year-old
seemed similarly reserved towards Sunfrost as Wong. However, the
reason for this was not entirely clear to the commander. In this
case, it could probably not be the failure to satisfy her own
ambition.

Dr. Simone
Nikolaidev was the ship's doctor, a reddish-blonde, rather petite
person who immediately gave Rena the impression that she was open
and
honest with her.

"Lieutenant
David Kronstein," Wong finally introduced the POLYXXONIA's
tracking officer.

Blue eyes
looked at her.

The
corners of his mouth looked relaxed. The blond hair was actually a
touch too long for the military dapper style of the Space Army
Corps
and sat on the collar of the uniform.

"Here's
to good cooperation, Lieutenant Kronstein," Rena said a clear
second too late.

"Likewise,
ma'am," was his curt reply.

The
sonorous sound of his voice triggered something in her that deeply
disturbed her. A pleasant tingling sensation made itself felt in
her
stomach. A tingling that she had missed for a long time. Ever since
Rena and her husband, the geneticist Toni Morton, who lived on Vega
IV, had separated by mutual agreement years ago, her love life had
been pretty bleak. She had to honestly admit that to herself. 


It still
works, said an ironic commentator in the back of her head, who was
sometimes very difficult to silence. You see a man you're smitten
with from the very first moment! When was the last time that
happened
to you, Rena? As a teenager?

Rena
swallowed involuntarily.

For a
brief moment, her gaze merged with the bright blue of Kronstein's
eyes.

For two
full seconds Rena Sunfrost allowed herself to indulge in this
suddenly burgeoning feeling...

Then she
had herself absolutely under control again. She knew very well that
she had to banish the very thought of getting involved with someone
like Kronstein from her mind. It was against regulations to have
"intimate relations with members of the same chain of command".
The Space Army Corps placed great importance on compliance with
this
order.

After Wong
had introduced his captain to Sergeant Oliver Rolfson, the head of
the platoon of marines belonging to the crew, he was followed by a
man whose clothing showed that he was outside the military fleet
hierarchy. He wore a gray tunic. Brown hair framed a face with
attentive, very alert-looking brown eyes.

"Brother
Guillermo of the Order of the Olvanors," Lieutenant Wong
introduced the cowled man. "He is on board as an advisor and
does not hold any rank in the fleet."

The
Olvanors were a religious order whose members were surprisingly
good
at trying to understand the mentality and culture of other star
races. They often traveled as explorers and founded small colonies
here and there, usually on remote planets. The advice of an
Olvanoran
was sought after by anyone who was involved in faster-than-light
space travel and was therefore likely to encounter members of other
intelligent species.

"I'm
pleased to meet you," said Brother Guillermo.

He only
looked up briefly and then went back to staring at his feet. His
uncertainty was clear to see.

I hope he
at least dares to advise me, Rena thought. "Are you by any
chance an expert on Qriid culture, Brother Guillermo?"

The
Olvanorian looked up shyly. "I have studied their culture as
intensively as is currently possible," he explained hesitantly.
"I also spent a year living in the Olvanorian colony on
Bannister V, where we were virtually in close contact with the
Qriid.
However, you probably won't find a real expert in all of humanity
at
the moment. What we know are only fragments that are very difficult
to put together into a coherent picture." He looked at her
sheepishly.

Rena
smiled, hoping to take away his shyness.

"I
can see we need to talk more intensively when we get the chance,
Brother Guillermo." After a pause, she added in a hushed tone:
"My interest in the Qriid is at least as great as yours, Brother
Guillermo."

"Only
a dead vulture's head is a good vulture's head - is that what it
boils down to?" asked the Olvanor.

With
anyone else, this would have sounded like a malicious tip.

Brother
Guillermo managed the trick of making this remark sound shy and
restrained so that Rena didn't feel offended in the slightest.

This young
man has it thick as a fist, she thought. Or he really is that
naive.
If he hadn't joined his order, he might have been able to make a
career in the diplomatic service. And the best thing is - he
doesn't
even seem to be aware of what he's doing!

"Personally,
I have nothing against the Qriid," she affirmed - and it was the
truth. "But I fear that the fragile truce between our peoples
will not last forever."

"Maybe
so, Captain."

"Have
you ever looked into the battle for the Tridor system, Brother
Guillermo?"

"I'm
not a military historian, ma'am," he defended.

He stared
at the floor again...
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The
ceremony was followed by a small champagne reception. Wong hardly
left Rena's side. He seemed to see it as an obligation to be
available to answer her questions or engage her in conversation
with
the other guests present.

However,
Rena's inner detachment was still clearly noticeable.

For him,
I'm a disruptive foreign body on board, she thought. Every time he
has to take an order from me, it will remind him that he could be
in
my place.

The
conditions for a collaboration may not have been the best, but Rena
was determined that it should not fail because of her.

It might
even be best to address the invisible problem hovering between them
head-on in the near future.

"Are
you going to stay on board, Captain?" Wong finally asked. "Some
of the crew are already on duty here during the repair phase, for
example setting up the new computer systems, calibrating the
Sandström aggregates and so on..."

"Yes,
I'll stay," said Rena. "Please have my luggage taken from
the shuttle to my quarters. How many of the crew are already on
board
at the moment?"

"38
crew members."

"That's
a lot, actually it's only usual for the captain and a few officers
from the technical department to be on duty on board at this
stage."

Raphael
Wong raised his eyebrows. "The POLYXXONIA has priority in the
dock. It seems that someone is interested in getting us ready to go
as quickly as possible, ma'am."

"Do
you know the reason?" asked Rena.

"No,
ma'am. I only know that the POLYXXONIA was intended for a special
mission, which is why the technical upgrade and optimization took
place."

"Do
you know anything about the objective of this special mission,
I.O.?"

"No,
Captain. Only your predecessor, Commander Reilly, was aware of
that."

Rena took
a deep breath.

Commander
Willard J. Reilly, her predecessor as captain on the POLYXXONIA,
was
a chapter in his own right.

Rena was
of course aware of the tragic way in which Commander Reilly had
died.
He had apparently personally supervised the repair work and
readjustments to the Sandström aggregates. A minor explosion had
occurred in the process, killing Reilly.

An
accident to which I ultimately owe my career leap, Rena Sunfrost
thought.

"Well,
I'll just wait until they finally let me in on it," she replied
to her first officer.

Suddenly
Rena Sunfrost had the feeling that she was being stared at.

She turned
to the side and noticed out of the corner of her eye that Admiral
Raimondo was watching her. Fabri and Jackson were standing near
him...
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Later,
Raphael Wong led the new captain to their cabin.

Space on
board a light cruiser was limited. The captain's and officers'
cabins
were exactly sixteen square meters in size. Non-commissioned
officers
occupied such rooms in twos, crews in fours.

There was
a relief in the wall in the shape of a Viking ship from the earthly
pre-space era.

Rena
involuntarily raised her hand to run it over the metal lining of
the
wall and trace the lines and elevations of the relief, which was
about one meter long.

After two
seconds, she literally flinched.

For the
first time, she noticed Wong's face relax a little. A slightly
amused
expression played around the corners of his mouth.

I lost
control in his presence, Rena thought. If only for a few seconds -
it
was hard to miss.

"You
needn't be embarrassed, ma'am," he assured her. "Firstly,
this relief practically forces you to touch the wall, and secondly,
it's your cabin now."

Rena had
regained her composure. "Did this come from my predecessor?"

"Yes,
ma'am. He had official permission from the Admiralty to install
this
somewhat eccentric wall decoration. The removal is technically a
bit
involved, and I must admit I haven't gotten around to it yet, as
I've
had my hands full here lately."

"Leave
it there for the time being."

"As
you wish, ma'am." Wong nodded in confirmation.

"Do
you have any more questions?"

"Not
at the moment, I.O."

"Then
I would like to retire now, Captain. I still have work to do."

"Do
that."
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During the
next watch period, Rena roamed the ship on her own. She had no
desire
to be accompanied by the extremely correct but nonetheless
extremely
distant first officer.

In
addition, everyone on board obviously had their tasks at the
moment.

Only the
new captain seemed to be an exception.

On the
bridge, she met David Kronstein, the tracking and communications
officer. He was busy reconfiguring the ship's internal data
network.

When he
noticed Commander Sunfrost, he stood up and took a stance.

"Carry
on, Lieutenant Kronstein," she urged him.

"Yes,
ma'am."

Again she
met the watchful gaze of his dark eyes.

Couldn't
you have met this man under different circumstances?" she
thought.

But that
was probably one reason why she had been single for so long after
her
break-up with Toni Morton. As an officer in the space fleet, it was
simply quite difficult to meet someone who wasn't in the same
command
hierarchy as yourself. And the higher you rose in rank, the more
serious this problem became.

After all,
we still don't have official celibacy in the Space Army Corps, as
the
knights of the Middle Ages knew it! An ironic side-swipe flashed
through her mind: back then, those who joined a knightly order at
least knew what sacrifices were expected of them in this respect.
Nobody tells the graduates of the Space Army Corps Academy
that...

Rena felt
a distinct unease in her stomach. Unconsciously, she touched the
thickening on her uniform where the projectile from Dambanor II
stood
out.

Remember
that you are mortal and only have one life, Rena, it flashed
through
her mind. And that the number of men who have made such a strong
impression on you from the very first moment can be counted on half
a
hand!

"I
hope you're making good progress, Lieutenant," Rena said at the
same time, almost automatically, while her thoughts and feelings
were
in a state of chaos. A state that she actually hated and normally
knew how to eliminate immediately. But not in this case. If you're
completely honest, you're enjoying it. At least a part of you
does...

"Unfortunately,
we have some serious problems with the on-board computer,"
explained David Kronstein.

Rena
caught herself thinking that the sound of his deep, masculine voice
was much more important to her at the moment than what he had to
say.
Pull yourself together! If it's obvious what's wrong with you, you
might as well look for another command, because you'll never gain
the
necessary authority on board!

"What
are these problems?" she asked.

"It's
all connected to Commander Reilly's accident. I don't know how much
you know about it, ma'am..."

"There
was an explosion at the Sandström units."

Kronstein
nodded. "Exactly. And at a very sensitive point. There was a
complete system failure. Normally, the on-board computer is
protected
against this by several redundant systems, but in this case, bad
luck
added to the misfortune. The backup systems failed, and now I have
to
see how I can turn the data jumble back into something that can be
called a data and communication system!"

"Your
task is not to be envied."

"Don't
worry, ma'am, I'll get it sorted out," Kronstein assured her.

"I've
read your file, Lieutenant, and that's why I have no doubts about
it."

"Thank
you, ma'am."

When their
eyes met again, Commander Sunfrost turned her head to the side
after
a brief moment. She thought she sensed that her counterpart was at
least sympathetic.

Just get
it out of your head, Rena!" she ordered herself with great
vigor. It's simply pointless!

A whistle
sounded.

David
Kronstein released his communicator from the magnetic holder on his
belt. "One consequence of the computer crash is the temporary
failure of the ship's intercom," Kronstein said, addressing
Rena. "Each of us can currently only be reached via the personal
communicator. A bit annoying, but..."

"I'm
sure you're doing your best, Lieutenant."

He smiled.
"Of course, ma'am."

Only now
did he activate the communicator. Sunfrost stood close enough to
see
the first officer's face appear on the communicator's
mini-screen.

"I
need computer capacity to calculate a Winston field," demanded
Raphael Wong.

"Sir,
this is extremely unfavorable at the moment."

"I
can vividly imagine your difficulties, Lieutenant. But I wouldn't
ask
you to do this if it wasn't necessary."

"The
reconfiguration of the communication system would be delayed by at
least 40 hours, sir!"

"We
accept that."

"I
don't know, sir..."

"What
don't you know?"

Kronstein
looked in Sunfrost's direction.

The
commander held out her hand. "Give me that thing!"

Until now,
she had believed that Wong was able to swallow his frustration at
not
being promoted and accept the new situation. But that was obviously
not the case!

How dare
he do that?" Rena said angrily.

Just does
what he wants behind my back!

It was the
first officer's job to ensure that the day-to-day operations on
board
a starship ran smoothly. But if the reconfiguration of the
POLYXXONIA's communication system was delayed by two standard Earth
days, then that was something Sunfrost was happy to know about.

"Wong?"

"Yes,
ma'am?" The lieutenant commander couldn't tell what he thought
of her intervention.

"You
should have consulted me."

"Maybe
so, ma'am, but..."

"Come
to my room immediately. We'll have a chat there."

Kronstein
intervened. "Captain, I'm afraid that's not possible. Your room
is currently being used to store spare parts for the bridge
electronics. I'm sorry, but..."

"Then
I'll come to you, Lieutenant Commander," Sunfrost said icily.
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"Be
careful, Mr. Wong," said a female voice. "This ice beast of
a captain is no good for cherries."

Icebeast -
that had been Rena's nickname at the Academy, and of course it
referred to her last name - Sunfrost...

What could
be more obvious than a few puns involving ice and cold?

Sunfrost
turned the corner of the corridor and caught sight of her first
officer. Standing next to him was a plump, very feminine-looking
woman who had already been introduced to Sunfrost as one of her
ship's officers: Lieutenant Catherine White, the POLYXXONIA's chief
engineer.

Rena
approached the two of them.

"I
know they call me Ice Beast behind my back, Lieutenant White,"
Sunfrost opened. "That name has stuck with me throughout my
Space Army Corps career and probably will for as long as I carry my
name. I'm just asking you for a favor."

"Ma'am,
I..."

"Never
use that name around me again. Do we understand each other,
Lieutenant White?"

"Yes,
ma'am," said the engineer meekly.

"And
now please let me talk to Lieutenant Commander Wong in
private."

Catherine
White took a deep breath. Her face had turned bright red. She
couldn't wait to leave the scene of her embarrassment as quickly as
possible.

"I.O.,
I know that you had legitimate ambitions to take command of the
POLYXXONIA yourself," Rena began. "You would have been
qualified to do so in any case. It is your misfortune that
experience
was chosen over genius in this case. I'm sorry for you, but I can't
help it! What I have over you is three years of service and the
rank
of Commander. A lot can happen in three years. By the time you're
as
old as I am now, you'll probably have passed me on the ladder of
success, as exemplary as your record is so far! But as long as that
is not yet the case and you are under my command, I expect
loyalty."

"That
goes without saying, ma'am," Wong replied. A deep furrow had
appeared in the middle of his forehead.

Either
I've hit the bull's eye or I'm so completely off the mark that he's
doubting my sanity right now, Sunfrost thought.

But since
she could generally rely on her instinct for interpersonal
relationships, she didn't even seriously consider the second
option.

He knows
exactly what I'm talking about, Sunfrost thought. And I won't allow
him to talk his way out of it. The issues must now be settled once
and for all.

"If
you make a decision that means a delay of 48 hours in reconfiguring
the communication system," Rena got to the point, "then I
expect to at least be informed about it and not just do as you
please!"

"It
was not my intention to question your authority, Captain."

"It's
good to know that. Because otherwise we'd have a problem." Rena
took a deep breath.

She had
really imagined her start on board the POLYXXONIA to be different.
Somehow, her assumption of command did not seem to be under a good
star. But she saw no reason to blame herself. After all, she was
not
responsible for the general conditions.

and
certainly not for the fact that a model soldier who had previously
taken the fast lane up the rank ladder was expected to take a step
at
normal speed.

Her
compassion on this point was very limited.

A few
moments of silence followed. The cool, distant way in which her
first
officer scrutinized her made Sunfrost boil inside. But she made
every
effort not to let any of it get out. She had to stay in control -
first and foremost of herself.

Only those
who control themselves are able to rule over others, she remembered
a
quote from the Chinese philosopher Li Tang. Wisdom that she had
taken
to heart.

She looked
Wong straight in the eye.

"What
do you want with a Winston field on board the POLYXXONIA?" Rena
Sunfrost asked straightforwardly.

Winston
fields were used to secure the smallest organic particles and were
usually used in archaeological excavations and in the investigation
of criminal offenses.

Raphael
Wong folded his arms.

He took a
few steps and then made a sweeping gesture. "See that security
bulkhead there? That's the only access to Sandström Aggregate B.
That's where Commander Willard J. Reilly, your predecessor as
captain, died."

Sunfrost
frowned. "An accident, so I've heard."

"Really?
I have my doubts, Captain."

"You
assume that Captain Reilly was the victim of a crime?"

"Let's
put it this way..." Wong collected his thoughts. "The
circumstances of his death are far from clear in my eyes. I won't
be
satisfied with what the preliminary final report of the commission
of
inquiry says. I owe that to Captain Reilly."

There was
a pause.

Wong's
tone had changed. Sunfrost sensed how close Captain Reilly's death
had obviously been to him. Apparently he had also been quite close
to
him personally.

Yet
another reason for him to dislike the new captain, she thought.

"Tell
me what you have found out," she asked the first officer of the
POLYXXONIA.

Wong
looked surprised. He had probably not expected understanding.
"Captain Reilly had himself brought here in a shuttle shortly
before his death - or murder, as I prefer to think - and boarded,
although at that time the repair work was at a stage where the
captain really had no business being here. Most of the section was
off life support at this point. Apart from maintenance robots and a
few specialists from the spacedock personnel, there shouldn't have
been anyone on board."

"Do
you have any idea what Reilly wanted on board?"

"No,
Captain." Wong shook his head. "Then I'd be quite a bit
further along in my investigation. However, I do know that another
shuttle docked shortly after Reilly arrived here. It docked
directly
at the POLYXXONIA's outer airlock, mind you - not at Spacedock 13.
Unfortunately, all computer records and data logs about it seem to
be
irretrievably lost, as we had a computer crash due to the explosion
at one of the Sandström aggregates."

"Is
there no recording of the central computer of Spacedock 13?"
Sunfrost asked.

"Strangely
enough, no. It looks to me like they've been deleted.
Unfortunately,
no one allows me access to the Spacedock 13 databases far enough to
be able to clarify this." He pointed to the floor. "This is
where Captain Reilly was killed by the explosion. He was literally
torn apart. There was nothing left of him except the few grams of
DNA
that were enough to identify him."

"And
now you believe that the perpetrator has also left his calling card
here in the control room in the form of his gene code," Sunfrost
concluded.

"That's
right," Wong confirmed. "A drop of sweat or a few skin
cells that he lost on a sharp edge without realizing it would be
enough. In a Winston field, even tiny or fragmentary DNA sequences
can be made visible, so there is a chance to take a closer look at
them."

He raised
his head and looked at Sunfrost with a disdainful look.

The
commander was well aware that everything now depended on her
reaction.

In a
hushed tone, Wong continued: "I believe that Captain Reilly met
his murderer here."

Sunfrost
thought for a few moments. What Wong was telling her did indeed
raise
some questions. "The official investigation has already been
completed?"

"Yes,
captain. But it was focused on the technical aspects of the
exploded
Sandström unit."

"You
know that you are exceeding your remit with your investigations. If
you have any suspicions, you should pass them on to the relevant
authorities."

"I
did that long ago, ma'am, unfortunately without success. And I
won't
wait until no more traces can be found."

Rena
Sunfrost hesitated for a moment. If she let Raphael Wong continue
the
investigation, then that was a procedural error.

Nothing
that would end her career, but a gray spot in her personnel file
that
would probably make it more difficult for her to get a larger
command
or a staff officer position in the Admiralty later on. On the other
hand, she was now also interested in what had really happened to
her
predecessor.

Her
decision was ultimately based on a spontaneous gut feeling. "Carry
on, I.O."

Wong took
a stance. "Thank you, ma'am."

"And
keep me informed about the results of your investigation."

"Aye,
ma'am."
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She has
character, Raphael Wong thought after Commander Sunfrost had
left.

Whatever
else might stand between them, he simply had to acknowledge it.
After
all, the ice beast - as Lieutenant White had called her - risked a
reprimand in her personnel file if it came out that she had not
gone
the officially prescribed route in this matter.

Wong
activated the communicator he was wearing on a wristband.
"Lieutenant
White, I need you now," he explained.

"I'm
already here, sir," came the reply from the device.

A few
moments later, Catherine White appeared. She had waited in an
adjoining room until the storm in the form of the captain had
passed.

White
looked at Wong questioningly. "I guess our investigation is over
now, isn't it?"

"Calibrate
the field projectors, Lieutenant. We'll continue. As soon as we get
the okay from Kronstein about the computer capacities, we can
begin.
The captain has instructed me to continue the investigation."

White's
surprise was written all over his face.

"Funny...
she seemed so controlled and stiff to me."

"Maybe
it was the ceremony."

"In
any case, she didn't give me the impression that she would
carelessly
disregard regulations."

"Certainly
not recklessly."

White
shrugged his shoulders. "You still would have deserved to be put
in command, sir."

It made
Wong uncomfortable to be approached by White on this subject. He
had
the feeling that someone was poking around in an open wound -
without
meaning to.

"That
chapter is closed for me," declared the first officer of the
POLYXXONIA.

But he
himself knew best that his words were at best a declaration of
intent...
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Sunfrost
was in her quarters when Wong came to see her. Her actual office,
which was next to the bridge, still had to be prepared.

She looked
up from the hand-sized reader module, which she had used to delve
into the POLYXXONIA's logbooks.

"Unfortunately,
my investigations have so far yielded no results," reported
Wong. "Even the investigation of the crime scene with the
Winston field remained inconclusive. There were no traces that were
overlooked in the official investigation. I also examined the
internal computer module of the outer airlock together with
Lieutenant White."

"So?"

"Nothing.
All module data has been deleted."

"Is
this related to the computer crash?" asked Sunfrost.

"No,
the module of the outer airlock has an autonomous area that is not
connected to the main computer. After all, in an emergency it must
be
possible to rescue the crew from a damaged ship whose on-board
computer is no longer working."

"You'll
have to excuse me, I.O. I'm neither a technician nor a computer
specialist."

Wong
showed no reaction to this remark, but continued with his report.
"I
have examined the docking brackets for chemical residues. The
substance I was able to isolate bears the identification KLM-321
and
has not complied with the technical standard for the exterior
coating
of orbital shuttles since 2233. From this I conclude that a shuttle
docked with the POLYXXONIA that was manufactured before 2233.
Furthermore, it must be a private spaceship, because the official
orbital shuttles are decommissioned after twenty years at the
latest
due to material fatigue. At the moment I'm trying to find out which
ship that matches these characteristics was launched on Earth at a
possible time."

"It
could have come from somewhere else," Sunfrost noted.

After all,
there were also settlements and spaceports on the other planets in
the Sol system. The main settlement area was Mars, where over three
billion people lived - more than on Earth in the early twentieth
century. In contrast, the colonies on the Earth's moon and Venus
were
naturally vanishingly small due to the more extreme conditions,
especially as there was a whole series of comparatively
paradisiacal
Earth-like worlds available within a radius of around 50 light
years
around the Sol system that was controlled by humanity.

"I
know this is a Sisyphean task, ma'am," agreed Wong. "But I
feel like I owe it to Captain Reilly."

"I
see. Has this unknown shuttle not been registered by the station
computer of Spacedock 13?"

"According
to the information I received - no."

"Strange..."
said Rena.

"A
reasonably skilled hacker can delete the data, ma'am."

"How
about Lieutenant Kronstein, after reconfiguring the communications
system, taking a look at all the data traffic stored before the
explosion and examining it for suspicious features. After all,
there
must have been a reason why Reilly came on board, and maybe there
was
a radio message, a data transmission - something!"

"I
think that's a good suggestion," said Wong. "However, I
would prefer it if you asked Lieutenant Kronstein to do it."

"Why?"

Wong
raised his shoulders. "He thinks my suspicion that Captain
Reilly was murdered is unfounded."
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Sunfrost
went to the bridge and made her request to Kronstein.

He smiled.

"So
Lieutenant Commander Wong has you wrapped up in his murder theory,"
he said. "Personally, I was very close to Captain Reilly too,
but anyone who works in the Space Army Corps knows that there are
certain risks involved. And they don't lie in possible enemy
contact
or involvement in combat. The failure of technical systems
repeatedly
leads to accidents and costs human lives. Commander Reilly was
unlucky. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The official
report confirms this."

"I
don't want to give you an order in this matter, Lieutenant
Kronstein," said Sunfrost, who knew exactly what a fine line she
was walking between the paragraphs of the service regulations. "I'm
simply asking you for a favor. You see, I just want to know a
little
more about what happened to my predecessor as captain."

"I
understand that," said Kronstein. His dark eyes scrutinized her
for a moment.

She
returned the look. "I could, of course, ask for a second
investigation, but I don't think Wong's evidence is sufficient for
that yet."

"I'll
take a look at the stored traffic, Captain. As of tomorrow, all
systems here will be running smoothly again."

"Thank
you."

Sunfrost's
wristband communicator beeped. She pressed the device's answer
button.

The face
of Commodore Tim Bray Jackson appeared on the mini-screen. "A
shuttle is on its way to Spacedock 13 and will take you to Delta
Orbital Base in half an hour. Admiral Raimondo wishes to meet you
there for an informal discussion."

Sunfrost
was astonished. It had been unusual that Raimondo had given her the
honor of attending her induction ceremony. "Did the admiral say
what the reason for this meeting was?"

"No,
Commander. I wish you a safe flight."

Commodore
Jackson interrupted the connection.

He knows
more than he says, Rena thought.
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Orbital
Station Delta was a civilian space habitat that orbited the Earth
in
a geostationary orbit. Around one hundred thousand people lived
here.
A veritable orbital city. Housing prices were correspondingly
high.

The
shuttle flight took Rena Sunfrost less than half an hour. After it
had docked, a man in the uniform of a member of the Space Army
Corps
was waiting for her. She could tell from his insignia that he was
her
superior.

"Commander
Sunfrost?" he addressed her.

"Yes,
sir?"  


"Commodore
Ponlo Hart," he introduced himself. "I am Admiral
Raimondo's personal aide and have been instructed to take you to
his
apartment"

"His
apartment?" echoed Rena, somewhat astonished.

"Yes,
Commander. The Admiral has an apartment here on Delta. This is
mainly
for security reasons. Since he plays a prominent political role in
the High Council, he is a potential target for assassination."

A little
later, Raimondo received them in a spacious room decorated entirely
in blue. Large panoramic windows provided a fantastic view.

"Thank
you, Commodore," the admiral turned to his adjutant after
greeting Sunfrost and remained silent until Hart had left the room.
"This is an off-the-record, one-on-one conversation, Commander
Sunfrost. Have a seat."

He pointed
to a seating area of bucket chairs grouped around a glass cube that
served as a table.

Rena sat
down.

"Would
you like something to drink, Commander?"

"No,
thank you, sir."

"Then
let's get down to business." The admiral also sat down, leaned
back and crossed his legs. He then subjected Rena to an intensive
inspection before finally saying: "You may be a little surprised
at the circumstances of this meeting."

"That's
true, sir."

"Well,
as a representative of the Space Army Corps on the High Council,
I'm
still officially on duty, but I'm no longer part of the actual
chain
of command. Instead, I participate in the decision-making process
at
a political level. You will probably have followed the debate about
a
possible reduction in the Space Army Corps budget."

"Yes,
sir."

"I
hope that I can avoid the worst in the end. But it's as difficult
as
drilling thick boards and I'm not at all sure that it will be
enough
in the end. Do you know what our Chairman Ling's supporters have
proposed? A reduction in the budget by a third. They are all
bureaucrats who know as much about space travel as a dead man knows
about biting. No one has thought about how we're going to keep the
fleet operating at even a half-defensible level with such a drastic
cut. Dozens of dreadnoughts would disappear into depots and be
mothballed. The Corps would have no choice but to lay off qualified
personnel that we have laboriously trained for years. It's
unbelievable!"

Raimondo
took a deep breath.

He
couldn't seem to get the current debate in the Council out of his
head. Rena had been following developments from the sidelines,
watching the proposals from Julian Lang and his supporters like a
gathering storm.

"Do
you trust the peace with the Qriid?" Raimondo finally asked
after a pause. He didn't even wait for Rena's answer. "In my
opinion, the cold war between us and the Qriid could turn into a
heated conflict again at any time. At the moment, they seem to be
preoccupied with themselves. There may even be internal power
struggles. But at some point they will continue their expansion
efforts. And all those who believe that our victories in the Qriid
War have led to the other side now having respect for humanity and
being interested in a serious peace are, in my opinion,
dreamers."

"I
agree with you, sir," said Sunfrost.

"The
fact is, we don't know why their urge to expand suddenly subsided
after the battle in the Tridor system. They certainly would have
had
enough resources to continue the fight, and I wonder if they
weren't
just waiting for a more opportune time. I assume you know about the
Bannister system, Commander."

"Of
course, sir."

"Another
point that worries me," Raimondo confessed. "I'm telling
you, something is brewing that will blow up in all our faces!"

The
Bannister system was 56 light years away from Earth, well outside
the
50 light-year radius that humanity currently claimed as its
settlement area. 15

planets
orbited a sun twice the mass of Sol. It was a colony located in the
middle of no man's land between the sphere of influence of the
Human
Worlds and the Qriid Empire.

Recently,
the founding of a so-called Bannister Free State had made headlines
in the media. A group of settlers no longer accepted the authority
of
the Human Worlds because they did not feel sufficiently protected
by
the Space Army Corps. This was triggered by plans from the circle
of
Council Chairman Ling, which had been kept secret until then and
were
linked to the cuts in the Space Army Corps budget. According to
these
plans, the Bannister system was to be evacuated and offered to the
Qriid in exchange for a more secure peace.

Of course,
Julian Lang immediately had his press spokesman deny this, but for
the angry settlers it was the famous straw that broke the camel's
back.

"Ling
and his people were actually planning to leave the Bannister system
to the Qriid," Raimondo explained. "Even if he's now
denying it in public. These plans are in the drawer. I'm sure
Julian
Lang will bring them out again when the opportunity arises."

"The
argument of the astronomically high maintenance costs swallowed up
by
the Bannister colonies cannot be entirely dismissed," said
Rena.

Raimondo
laughed hoarsely. "Yes, if you only see everything from the
point of view of economic efficiency, as Ling does, then of course
that's true. This man is a huckster! He has no vision of where
humanity's place might be in, say, fifty or a hundred years' time.
The only thing he cares about is that he has a clean budget and
that
the companies supporting his election campaign are making huge
profits. He doesn't seem to give a second thought to the fact that
all his calculations won't be worth the chip they're stored on when
the Qriid attack again."

We haven't
talked about the important things yet, Sunfrost thought as she
listened to what the admiral had to say. He will hardly have called
me here to complain about the general political situation.

Raimondo
stood up, walked towards the panoramic window and stood in front of
it for a few moments.

Finally,
he turned around. "I would now like to discuss a few things with
you that were already known to your predecessor Commander Reilly,
who
tragically is no longer with us. The repair work on the POLYXXONIA
goes beyond the maintenance that is normally due. Your ship will
receive a new system for transmitting encrypted radio messages, as
it
is intended for a special mission. Ambassador John Aljanov will fly
aboard the JEFFERSON to the Bannister system to meet with
emissaries
of the Qriid for secret negotiations. The POLYXXONIA's task is to
fly
to the Bannister system before the secret meeting in order to
better
assess the situation there and, if necessary, calm it down. It is
also your task to keep an eye out for any covert operations by the
other side that could be aimed at torpedoing the meeting."

"The
settlers...?" Sunfrost muttered.  


"The
settlers." The admiral nodded. "Or interested circles among
the Qriid who want to provoke an incident. Anything is
possible."

"I
see."

"As
for the Bannister settlers, they will not speak well of you as a
representative of the Space Army Corps, nor of Ambassador Aljanov.
There are still suspicions that the Council is planning to
sacrifice
the existence of the Bannister settlers. According to our findings,
there is even a willingness to offer armed resistance."

"But
in the Bannister system, no more than twenty thousand people live
on
three Earth-like planets, and they only have light spacecraft. They
wouldn't be able to defend themselves against the Space Army Corps
or
an attack by the Qriid."

"But
they are very capable of carrying out attacks and drawing attention
to their situation through terror."  Raimondo shrugged his
shoulders. "These people are desperate. They have built up an
existence for themselves, some of them are already the second
generation in the Bannister system, and now they fear that all
their
sacrifices and efforts have been in vain. As I said, you should
arrive in the system well before the JEFFERSON. We will assign an
intelligence officer to assist you."

"Is
he authorized to give me instructions in any way?" Rena asked. 


Raimondo
shook his head. "No, that's not him. His name is Kassan Rendup.
He's an expert on the Bannister system and will be a kind of
advisor
to you. I'm sure you've already noticed that the POLYXXONIA has
absolute priority on Spacedock 13. It will remain so, so I assume
that you will be able to leave soon."

A superior
smile played around the corners of his mouth. "I have full
confidence in you and supported the transfer of command to you. Do
you have any further questions we should discuss?"

"Yes."

"Then
fire away, Commander."

"Why
was the normal chain of command skipped in this case?" asked
Rena.

"Rest
assured that your direct superiors are involved and informed. You
will receive your official marching orders from Commodore Jackson
when the time comes."

"Commander
Reilly was obviously the only one who was informed about the
upcoming
mission in the Bannister system at the time. I, on the other hand,
would like to brief my officers."

"Dedicate
the I.O.," Raimondo conceded.

"And
the communications officer?"

"Agreed.
But apart from that, please maintain strict silence until the
POLYXXONIA leaves Spacedock 13."


 





*


 





His head
resembled that of a falcon. He was one meter eighty tall, walked on
two legs with knees that bent backwards and ended in four-toed
clawed
feet. The upper extremities were much more delicate and ended in a
clawed hand with four fingers.

Latan-Rai,
commander-in-chief of the glorious fleet of the Qriid Empire,
entered
the room spanned by a glass dome. From here you had a fantastic
panoramic view of Qatlanor, the capital of the holy empire on
Qriidia.

This was
the center of the empire. Billions of Qriid made pilgrimages here
on
the high holidays to visit the shrines. The sky of Qriidia was
always
reddish due to the high dust content in the atmosphere.

The color
of the blood with which God had written his commandments in the
sky,
according to the Book of Wise Men, the most important tradition of
the Qriid religion.

Latan-Rai's
clothing was also red. The color of the fleet whose goal was to
destroy the enemies of the Chosen People.

The top
officers of the Qriid force had gathered around a long table. They
had all stood up as soon as their commander-in-chief had entered
the
room. Their wide-eyed heads turned in the direction of the man who
had entered. Latan-Rai stepped forward with a measured stride. Only
after he had taken a seat adapted to the bird-like anatomy of the
Qriid did the others sit down again.

One seat -
which was slightly higher than the others - remained free.

This is
where the Aarriid, the representative of God, normally sat, whose
leadership they willingly entrusted themselves to. It was the
Aarriid's right to attend a meeting of the supreme military staff
at
any time if he so wished.

The last
Aarriid had rarely had this desire. He had much preferred the
company
of priests to that of representatives of the pragmatically minded
military, for whom the religious motives of war were only
secondary.

At the
moment, Aarriid's chair was not only vacant in this room.

After the
sudden death of the last Aarriid, the time of the search had begun,
during which it was the priesthood's task to choose a new Aarriid.
Usually, a male Qriid child was chosen according to certain
characteristics known only to the priests.

Formally,
the Aarriid then ruled with absolute power over the kingdom of the
Qriid. He was not just a ruler, but the right hand of God, who
carried out the holy commandments in his name and received the
power
of the spirit in his dreams.

In fact,
the priesthood and the military shared power at least until the
Aarriid was old enough to actually make political or religious
decisions.

Latan-Rai's
official title was Tanjaj-Mar, which meant Commander of the God
Warriors. The Tanjaj were the privileged warrior caste of the
Qriid,
who enjoyed the highest reverence. Their task was to ensure that
the
true believers had a large enough part of the galaxy to settle
in.

Formally,
only the Aarriid priests were superior to the Tanjaj. In reality,
there was an uneasy balance between these two forces that dominated
Qriid society.

At the
moment, however, the scales were clearly tipped on the side of the
priesthood, which was always of particular importance when the time
of the search dawned. Everything depended on the choice of priests.
As long as no Aarriid resided in the temple complex of Qatlanor,
the
Holy War could not be continued, that was the commandment.

"The
situation is extremely serious," said Latan-Rai. "For my
taste, the period of peace has lasted far too long. The fighting
power of the Tanjaj is dwindling and the believers are threatening
to
grow fat. They are losing the fire of faith. It won't be long
before
the first doubters of the commandment of permanent holy war
appear!"
opened Latan-Rai.

Three
hundred Qatlanor years ago, there had been a period of searching
that
had lasted almost half a century. The result had been heretic
movements that had challenged this very commandment. The prosperity
of the faithful had risen sharply during this time, but the
heretics
had brought the empire to the brink of the abyss and division. Only
the bloody intervention of the Tanjaj had succeeded in keeping the
empire united.

Something
like this must never happen again! 


"The
priesthood is playing with fire if it tries to strengthen its
influence by delaying the enthronement of a new Aarriid," said
Dgor-Non, an ancient Tanjaj general whose beak had already become
cracked and stained. He was held in the highest esteem among the
commanders. "It is obvious that our influence is declining in
peacetime - and that is precisely the aim of the authoritative
forces
among the Aarriid priests. And in my opinion, the secret meeting in
System 5147 serves the sole purpose of reaching an agreement with
the
humans at our expense."

System
5147 - this was the name given to the solar system called Bannister
by the humans in the Qriid star catalogs. For many a Tanjaj, the
existence of the human settlements there was a pure provocation -
which they had to stand idly by, as they were forbidden to continue
the war during the time of the search.

Not a
Qatlanor day could have kept the humans there, that was the general
conviction in the Council of Commanders. But their clawed hands
were
tied as long as the priests did not make the effort to finally
place
a new Aarriid on the divine throne, even if he would be nothing
more
than a pawn in the first years of his term of office. An immature
child who could offer no resistance to whispers.

"And
we will also have the duty of escorting the negotiators' ship,"
grumbled another commander. "It's like a mockery! As if the
priests were secretly making fun of us."

Outraged
murmurs arose.

Latan-Rai
raised his clawed hand, and an instant silence fell.

"Who
tells us that the priests haven't found the Aarriid by now?" he
asked.

All eyes
were on the Tanjaj-Mar, whose muscular bulges of flesh had
contracted
over his large, hawk-like eyes. "Merillium prices have been
rising steadily for some time. The consecrated merchants are sent
by
the priests wherever it is available. And they buy it en masse and
at
almost any price they are asked."

The
mineral merillium had a strong hallucinogenic effect on the
metabolism of a qriid. This substance had a special significance
for
the believers. The mass ingestion of Merillium was part of the
rituals with which the new Aarriid was introduced. According to
Qriid
belief, this led to a spiritual fusion of all believing Qriid with
their Aarriid. God then spoke directly to his believers - according
to tradition...

The price
of merillium was traditionally subject to strong fluctuations.
Taking
the mineral was strictly forbidden outside of the enthronement
rituals, meaning that this mineral was sometimes completely
worthless
for long periods of time, depending on the lifespan of the reigning
Aarriid. Even when the aarriid's lifespan - which was up to 40
percent longer than that of an ordinary qriid due to the intake of
life-prolonging substances - was nearing its end, the price rose
slightly. The same was true when the Aarriid died and the time of
the
quest began. The small Seeker ships of the priesthood then swarmed
all over the Empire. They headed for every seemingly insignificant
colony of bird-like creatures and asked to see newly hatched
children. They looked for certain characteristics that were
recorded
in the secret priestly writings and could never be revealed to an
outsider.

The
criteria by which the priests ultimately determined the Aarriid
were
completely beyond the control of all outsiders.

At some
point, the acting high priest announced that the god's chosen
Aarriid
had been found and the celebrations could begin. Within a very
short
time, it was then impossible to book another space passage in the
entire Qriid Empire. But billions of Qriid pilgrims traveled to
Qatlanor, trying to be as close as possible to the new Aarriid at
his
enthronement in the city's sacred temple precinct.

"The
ships of the Holy Merchants are already heading for systems outside
the Empire to buy Merillium," Latan-Rai noted. "I assume
the priesthood is just waiting for an opportune moment before
announcing the new Aarriid. They're looking for the tactical
advantage." The Tanjaj commander let out a piercing caw - the
Qriid equivalent of a cynical laugh.  


"I
have long since stopped believing that the priests around Dorton
Laj
are primarily concerned with the principles of faith. A heathen in
pious priestly garb, striving for absolute power - that's our
oh-so-honorable high priest!"

Latan-Rai
had never before expressed his opinion of the reigning high priest
so
openly. But the Tanjaj-Mar met with much approval among the other
commanders.

"That
would be a betrayal of faith and the Empire!" shouted one of the
younger commanders.

His name
was Zorstan-Gas, and Latan-Rai thought the world of him. In the
distant future, he saw in the younger man the potential to become
his
successor in the office of Tanjaj-Mar. Even now, the
commander-in-chief of the glorious fleet often entrusted him with
tasks that required his special trust.

For
example, Latan-Rai was thinking of giving Zorstan-Gas command of
the
escort flotilla that would accompany the negotiators to the secret
meeting in system 5147. Of course, Zorstan-Gas himself would then
also be part of the delegation and keep Tanjaj-Mar informed at all
times.

Dgor-Non
spoke up once again.

"We
have to consider all eventualities, Tanjaj-Mar," he said. "There
is little we could do to shorten the time of the quest, however
much
we see our influence waning. After all, the priests have the power
to
delay the enthronement of the new Aarriid almost indefinitely. The
only case that would entitle us to continue the war despite the
Commandments would be an attack by the humans, which according to
our
intelligence is not to be expected."

"The
commandments then allowed us to fend off this attack - but no
longer," Latan-Rai pointed out.

"That's
a matter of interpretation," Dgor-Non replied with a shrill,
scraping sound caused by the rubbing of both halves of the
beak.

"An
interpretation whose sovereignty lies in the hands of the priests,"
Latan-Rai replied.

"But
they might find it advantageous to enthrone the Aarriid to secure
their own power base in case of defense. We'd probably all be
surprised how quickly this holy child would suddenly be
hatched!"

A general
clattering of beaks as an expression of amusement was the response
of
the commander's council.

"Unfortunately,
this case is hardly likely," said Latan-Rai.

"The
priests have a long tradition of helping miracles that just won't
happen," said the old general. "Perhaps we should start
doing that too."

That fox!"
Latan-Rai thought. I underestimated him!

After all,
given Dgor-Non's advanced age, he could be pretty sure that he had
no
intention of making a name for himself or even rising to the rank
of
Tanjaj-Mar at some point. These ambitions were long behind him.

"I'll
think about it," Latan-Rai announced.

"But
a somewhat closer problem still awaits a solution. What do we do if
the Priesthood negotiator actually comes to an agreement with the
humans? Dorton Laj is depraved enough to sacrifice the Holy War for
his own ends. According to our information, there are plans on the
central world of humanity to even give us System 5147 in exchange
for
the promise of lasting peace."

"We
must not allow such a deal," Zorstan-Gas spoke up. The
decisiveness and self-confidence with which this comparatively
young
commander appeared in this group came as a surprise to some.

All eyes
were now on him.

He turned
his head in the direction of his Tanjaj-Mar and mentor Latan-Rai.
He
bowed his head slightly. A sign of confirmation and support.

Let him
make his mark, Latan-Rai thought. The Empire needs strong
individuals
like him in this difficult time of internal rot.

"If
necessary, the negotiator and all his companions must be killed,"
Zorstan-Gas continued.

"The
murder of a priest is an outrage!" one of the other commanders
raged.

"An
outrage that nobody needs to know about. But should the situation
really come to a head as our Tanjaj-Mar has just outlined, I see it
as a necessity for the preservation of the empire."

"It
would be the execution of a traitor who has not yet completed his
deed," Dgor-Non explained, signaling his approval. "The
commandments approve of such a course of action - even if no one
among the ancient scribes could imagine that it could be a priest
who
betrays the Empire of the Faithful."

"There
must be unity in this matter," said Latan-Rai.

"Because
we are risking a lot. Whoever disagrees with this approach, let
them
raise their claw now or forever hold their peace."

No one had
to register an objection.

"Let's
hope this doesn't happen," said Dgor-Non.

"God
would forgive us, but the priesthood probably never would..."

"There
is one more thing that needs to be discussed in connection with the
meeting in System 5147," Latan-Rai announced. "Since we
can't stop the meeting itself, it should serve another secret
purpose
that has to do with a human spaceship called POLYXXONIA. I'll
explain
a little about that now..."
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Over the
last four days, work on the POLYXXONIA had made considerable
progress. Almost the entire crew was now on board, and Rena
Sunfrost
dared to predict that the ship would be ready to go in one or two
days.

In the
meantime, Sunfrost had also received official orders from Commodore
Jackson to march into the Bannister system.

However,
she had explicit orders to only tell Wong and Kronstein, which she
had not yet done.

Wong's
investigation into the death of Commander Reilly had come to a
standstill. All he had found out was that the shuttle that had
docked
with the POLYXXONIA shortly before the explosion had probably been
launched from the Geneva spaceport and belonged to a rental
company.

The pilot
had presented a valid space license, but his identity was obviously
false.

Sunfrost
had decided to talk to all the officers on the ship about the
actual
or alleged murder of Reilly and not to keep the matter a secret in
a
small circle. After all, at least Lieutenant White knew about
Wong's
investigation through her assistance, and Sunfrost assumed that the
other officers had long been in the loop as well.

The
suspicion that the former POLYXXONIA captain might have been the
victim of an attack was probably even a topic of conversation among
the crew grades.

So now she
was sitting with her entire staff of officers in the POLYXXONIA's
conference room - which already seemed overcrowded.

Lieutenant
Kronstein had just reported on this matter. He had been more
successful than the first officer in scrutinizing all the outgoing
and incoming transmission data of recent times and had come across
something interesting.

"Just
before the time of the explosion, there was a scrambled directional
beam faster-than-light transmission," he said.

"It
consisted of a coded pulse sequence that I am unable to decode.
This
transmission was also very cleverly hidden among other data that
left
the POLYXXONIA at the same time, for example the automatic routine
communication with the central computer of Spacedock 13."

"My
respect, Lieutenant Kronstein," said Sunfrost. "You seem to
have picked out the one pearl from this jumble of data that can
help
us move forward..."

"That's
not said, Captain. It could be that someone just wanted to send a
private message, didn't feel like paying for it and therefore mixed
their transmission into the stream of outgoing data. With small
amounts of memory, this can happen without it being noticed, and in
this case it wouldn't have been noticed if I hadn't specifically
looked for it."

Kronstein
smiled mischievously, literally forcing Sunfrost to return the
smile.

"Only
Captain Reilly and the stranger from the shuttle were on board,"
said Wong, who had not missed the silent agreement between
Kronstein
and Sunfrost.

"Assuming
this stranger actually existed," the lieutenant replied. "But
let's be honest, most of us have used the trick I've just described
to send a greeting to loved ones light years away. You're already
alone in infinity, and then you have to pay a fee for your personal
messages! Who thinks that's fair? Strictly speaking, it is an
illegal
appropriation of the fleet's own communication volume, but I know
of
no publicly known case of a member of the Space Army Corps ever
being
brought to justice for this. And Captain Reilly really wasn't a
saint! He liked to keep a straight face when it came to
regulations."

Rena had
also heard of this method, but had never used it herself. Perhaps
it
was because the number of "loved ones she could have sent a
private message to" had simply become too small over time. There
were her parents, her sister, some friends... Besides,
misappropriation of government property - and that included
communications volume or storage space - was ultimately grounds for
dishonorable discharge, and Sunfrost would never have risked that
for
a relatively small savings.

"Were
you able to determine the aiming point of the directional beam?"
she asked.

Kronstein
nodded. "The Bannister system." 


"And
why would Captain Reilly send a message there?" asked Wong
skeptically.

"I
checked that too, sir," Kronstein now turned directly to the
first officer. "In private, he has often spoken of an old flame.
Teresa Gonzales. Captain Reilly had his sentimental side. He never
really got away from this Teresa, but on the other hand he didn't
want to make a long-term commitment because he thought it was
incompatible with his job. I found out that Teresa Gonzales is
practicing medicine in Asimovtown on Bannister IV."

Wong
turned to Sunfrost. "I'm in favor of you calling for another
official investigation. In my opinion, the new evidence is
sufficient."

"No,
I'm not going to do that, I.O.," Sunfrost replied a little more
harshly than she had intended.

"May
I ask you to explain your decision?" asked Wong, who was doing
his best to keep the anger that was now raging inside him to a
minimum. His face looked motionless, his lips were pressed together
and looked like a straight line.

"During
our last conversations, you gave me the impression that you shared
my
suspicions," he continued when the captain didn't answer
immediately. "I must say I'm a little irritated, ma'am."

His voice
cracked like ice.

Which of
us would have deserved the nickname Ice Beast more at this moment,
Wong?" Sunfrost thought as she organized her thoughts. She
sensed that the entire officer corps of the POLYXXONIA shared
Wong's
disapproval at that moment. David Kronstein included. And that hurt
Sunfrost especially. A clear line is always the best way, she
thought. She had always followed this maxim and had done well with
it. There was no point in doing or not doing something just for the
sake of someone else's reaction if the factual justification for it
did not stand up to objective scrutiny.
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