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To my beloved mum













‘And yet it moves’

Galileo Galilei
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Foreword




The Tales From the Sehnsucht Series - The Manderian Directorate ranges from the Manderian year 2474 to 2480.
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The Hybrid







Manderian year 2474, Gelian




A pile of rubble cluttered a corner of the once dignified quarters. Sigma perched his butt on a cupboard, waiting for the couple to speak. Ameela Tokal sat with her back to him in front of the dressing table. Her big, blue eyes met his in the mirror while she pushed her raven hair into a bun, exposing the red Lyran freckles running down her long neck. Some unruly locks escaped, giving her an air of innocence.

‘I’m pregnant,’ she said.

That wasn’t a surprise, considering how much her husband wanted offspring and how often they tried to achieve this. Drahnzer Tokal, the tal of their vessel, faced Sigma, his right hand protectively on her shoulder as if to shield her from danger or lend her moral support.

A light above the green-scaled chief flickered, revealing a fresh scar across his forehead, from the top of his pronounced eyeridge to the hairline. Was it a memento from the last battle against the Coalition or the last mating ritual with his wife?

‘Pregnant women have no business on a battleship,’ Sigma said.

‘You mean an alien woman, Agent,’ she replied, casting a glance at Sigma’s black gloves and turning from the mirror to stare at him with defiance.

He sighed. The Lyran female never called him Agent unless she was on edge. Since her arrival on the ship, he’d had long and difficult interactions with her. As a member of the deceased Manderian Halden’s secret service, he had the duty to protect the ship and all its crew from aliens, especially those who were Coalition citizens.

‘At least have the balls to speak your mind,’ she said.

Speaking her mind was something she didn’t fear, despite her minority position among a crew of Manderians. A rebel amongst rebels, she called herself.

An interspecies marriage during the Halden regime would have been unimaginable. The xenophobic propaganda against everything and everyone not Manderian had made sure of that. But words could not stop nature and the chemistry of physical attraction. And so here they were, with a Lyran female married to a military leader of Cressel’s rebellion.

‘That’s not what I meant. Under normal circumstances, and with the proper medical equipment at our disposal, your pregnancy wouldn’t be a problem on a spaceship like this.’

New technologies had steeply reduced the number of miscarriages of alien females impregnated by Manderian males, but they had none of that on this ship.

Sigma moved from his perch to a chair beside the cupboard. He sat and removed his gloves, setting them on his right knee. Hopefully, the woman would take it as the peace gesture it was.

He continued. ‘This ship needs refitting after two months of battles. Badly. Resources are scarce after so long.’

Sigma mulled over the last meeting on the bridge a few hours before. Ailan Detrik, the first officer, wore a calliper after breaking his leg the previous month. The engineer, a woman in her late sixties, had lost most of her teeth in combat a few days earlier. Whenever she spoke, odd sounds came out amidst spit.

‘I am aware of the situation. I married a soldier and knew the risks.’ The black tunic flapped around her slender body as she walked into the refresher.

Sigma stared into the mirror. Two black pools in a sea of copper stared back at him. Lines had started forming on the scales around his eyes and at the corners of his mouth.

‘Ameela, staying on the ship would put your life and your child’s at risk. There’s no need to when we can accommodate you in a place with enough medical supplies and equipment to bring your pregnancy to term with ease.’

According to the pilot, they would be at the repairing facility in less than six hours. Outpost Thirteen was in the Tau system on a barren planetoid, tidally locked to its star. At the rim of enemy space, it was well-hidden from prying eyes inside a vast and expanding cloud of gas and dust—a supernova remnant—and it would be a perfect place for Drahnzer’s wife to give birth.

A faint red light brightened the room for a moment. ‘We don’t need to stay at the repairing facility,’ a child’s voice said. A girl around eight years old stood in the refresher’s doorway. Her white skin was peppered with freckles near her lobes and down her neck, like Ameela’s, but the pronounced eyeridges over her blue eyes and green scales around them spoke of her Manderian heritage. Long, dark hair fell over her slender shoulders.

Sigma jumped to his feet and grabbed his chair to launch it against the intruder. With a click of her fingers, the chair vanished.

A prickle of danger crawled up Sigma’s spine. Only Augments could do that kind of trick.

To his surprise, he was the only one to react to the girl’s presence in the room. The married couple didn’t seem surprised to see the intruder. They certainly didn’t seem concerned.

Tal Tokal walked to the girl and put his hands on her shoulders.

‘Please, try not to freak out, Sigma,’ Ameela said.

He stepped back in alarm. ‘What on Mander is going on here?’

The girl closed in, a grin on her face. ‘I am Kaileegh Tokal.’

He heard the words, but her lips didn’t move.

Sigma slid to the floor, his head burning from the inside out as if someone had inserted a burning speculum spiked with needles inside his skull and was pulling it outwards. His back scales twitched, and his eyes closed.






***





Tal Tokal shook him awake. His oval face gazed down with a look of concern—unusual for a Manderian.

Sigma gazed around. The room was the same—disordered chaos. A couple of broken bulkheads lay on a side wall by the cupboard, one on top of the other, and dangling wires hung from the ceiling. Hallucinations happened when tiredness caught people unawares. Spies weren’t exempt.

There was no Augment, of course. He was exhausted like everyone else, and this ship was crumbling beneath their feet.

‘I’m sorry, I should have warned you. I told her it was better to talk to you first,’ Tal Tokal said, bringing Sigma to the present.

Ameela’s face peeked from behind her husband’s shoulder, peering down at him.

‘What are you talking about?’ Sigma was lying on the floor where he had lost his senses after the hallucination.

‘Our daughter,’ she said.

‘You don’t have a daughter. And how do you …’

‘We do, Sigma. She just isn’t born yet. This isn’t easy to explain. We can see her and talk to her because she has special powers,’ Tal Tokal said.

Sigma massaged his temples. The contact of scales against scales reminded him he had removed his gloves before as a sign of friendship. But the needles in his skull didn’t stop pushing outwards. He gazed from the woman to the tal, hoping they were joking because otherwise, he’d have to call the chief medical officer for their psychological evaluation. And that’s the last thing we need now.

The room brightened again with the same red light, and the hallucination appeared in front of him. Her blue eyes narrowed and focused on his face. The pain inside his head subsided too soon to be a natural phenomenon. 

She’s tampering with my mind.

‘I’m trying to help you,’ the girl said. Again, her lips weren’t moving, which could only mean she was listening to his thoughts, reading his mind.

‘Get out of my head!’ he yelled to fend her off.

The girl’s eyes opened wide. She stumbled backwards. For a moment, she was the only thing in the room Sigma could see.

A sound near the bedside table attracted his attention. Tal Tokal injected his wife with a syringe, and the girl disappeared.

Ameela sat on the bed, her eyes losing focus.

‘I’m sorry, Sigma. As I was telling you, Kaileegh has powers. Telepathy is one of them,’ Tal Tokal said.

Sigma tried to haul himself to his feet. However, his head was pounding as never before. Someone moaned, but only when a needle slid through his neck scales did he realise the sound had come from him.

‘Easy,’ said Tal Tokal, helping him up.

Sigma pushed him away as anger overwhelmed him. ‘What did you do to me and why is there an Augment on this ship? That thing was trying to get inside my head.’

‘I gave you a painkiller, nothing more,’ Tal Tokal said.

‘Kaileegh is not an Augment or a thing,’ Ameela whispered from the bed. She sat there pale like a ghost, her warlike attitude gone. ‘She’s our daughter and was trying to ease your pain.’

The pain inside his skull subsided, but his back scales still itched. He couldn’t believe his ears. ‘You’re not making any sense at all.’ Sigma massaged his neck to calm down his rage. The exhibition of emotions wasn’t something any agent should indulge in, especially in the company of other people.

‘Do you remember the anomaly we encountered four days ago?’ the woman asked.

How could he forget? After the last battle, a gravitonic turbulence had trapped the ship for five minutes, thirty-nine seconds, and forty-two milliseconds.

The science officer hadn’t been able to explain the turbulence but had given the green light to resume course when everything seemed to work—or not work—as before. They had archived the phenomenon as something to analyse at a later time. There were more pressing concerns to take care of, like getting to the repair facility in one piece.

Sigma nodded, unsure where this conversation was going.

‘During the turbulence, I was visited by a powerful entity belonging to an ancient species called the Koreelian, a being made of pure energy and thought. She appeared to me as a humanoid female and called herself Casthra.’

Sigma stared at Ameela Tokal with inquisitive eyes.

‘Casthra said her species came from a parallel universe. She confessed to me she was ready to let go of her powers. She wasn’t clear about this, but I guessed it meant she was ready to die.’

Sigma had spent time alone with the Lyran woman, before and after the wedding, despite Tal Tokal’s jealous protests. Now he knew her too well to suspect she was lying.

‘You’re telling me the entity trapped the ship, and when it died, it let us go?’

‘Yes …’ Ameela trailed off.

He picked up his gloves and sat again. ‘And?’

‘She released her powers into me. Or rather, into my embryo. That’s why we can see Kaileegh. Despite being many months away from birth, she can take the appearance of a humanoid child and show herself to us.

A Manderian-Lyran embryo, with who knew what powers, was too much to take in even for a former member of the Black Squad who had survived harsh training under a dictatorship and Augments’ attacks. ‘What are we going to do about it … her?’

The couple glanced at each other for a long moment. ‘We have a plan,’ the tal said. Somehow, that didn’t reassure him as much as it should have.
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A red flash brightened the Tokals’ bedroom when Kaileegh materialised out of thin air. The sight took Sigma’s breath away. How can you control someone who behaves like an Augment? But the Tokals had no intention of getting rid of the embryo. Ameela wished to take the pregnancy to term, and that meant dealing with the potential threat.

However, if the Tokals were right, they had a great asset in their hands, something … someone no one else knew about. And the military staff knew how well the element of surprise worked in war times.

‘Mummy told me you wanted to play a game.’ The girl put a hand in front of her mouth to hide her giggles.

Good, she wasn’t reading his mind.

He sat on the couple’s bed. ‘Yes, I’d like to show you this toy.’ He took a scanner from his holster and activated it. 

‘What is it?’

‘It’s a scanner.’ The results confirmed a Manderian-Lyran hybrid of eight years, three months, and five days stood in front of him in the flesh. There were traces of alien DNA, too, but its origin and composition were unknown to Manderian science.

‘A scanner. What did you analyse?’

For an eight-year-old Manderian, she asked far too many questions. What concerned him the most was her all-knowing attitude. He must keep his mind locked to her intrusion.

He took a deep breath. ‘I analysed you. It says you’re in perfect health.’

‘I already know that.’

Of course she did, she was all-knowing. Or was she?

‘I wanted to be sure before we played our game.’

She jumped up and down, clapping her hands. ‘Yes, let’s play a game. I’m bored inside Mummy. Nothing happens there.’ So much for having a normal pregnancy, as Ameela had assured him. There was absolutely nothing normal with this situation. Here he was, talking to someone not born yet. Someone who might kill them with a single thought.

The scales on his back twitched, but he forced a smile to hide his feelings. If fear excited Kaileegh like it did with most Manderians, he was as good as dead.

He walked to a pile of broken bulkheads lying on the floor. ‘Can you destroy them for me?’

Kaileegh tilted her head and eyed the objects. ‘Is this the game?’

‘Part of it.’

She smiled as if she liked the idea. ‘How? Explosion, fire, solvent, disintegration—’

He interrupted her. ‘You can use all these methods?’

She nodded.

‘It’s a shame we don’t have enough toys to destroy.’

Kaileegh shrugged. ‘No matter. I can create some new ones to destroy. It’s easy.’

He watched in awe as the first piece of hardware on top of the pile exploded. Shards of metal flew in every direction, but they fell on the floor before hitting anything, as if stopped by an invisible barrier.

Another piece of metal dissolved, oozing liquid metal all over the pile. The third one flew above the stack. A burst of plasma fired a hole in the middle of it.

‘Can you fix it, too?’ he asked.

She chuckled again.

The hole shrank until there was no sign of it having been there.

His eyes met with hers for what seemed an endless moment in which he saw all the battles Kaileegh would lead for his people, bringing them certain victory against their enemies. This hybrid was like kindling for fire during a cold, damp winter.

Yes, if they could control her powers, no doubt they’d win the war. But her childish attitude was far too undisciplined.

Kaileegh broke eye contact and turned her attention to the debris, interrupting his thoughts.

The exhibition continued until the last piece of metal was gone. Then another stack of bulkheads appeared, and she began again. At last, the last piece vanished, and with a yawn, the girl disappeared as well.

Ameela and Drahnzer Tokal rushed in. They had been watching everything from the refresher.

‘Kaileegh was too tired to keep her physical shape.’ The woman touched her still flat belly. ‘She’s sleeping. This kind of activity wears her out.’

‘What do you think?’ Tal Tokal asked.

Sigma tried to keep the grin from his face. ‘This could turn the tide in our favour. Our next test is to assess how well she can help us in the field,’ he said with a meaningful gaze at Ameela’s belly.






***





Sigma had never experienced something like this. The world spun in a whirlpool of colours before blackness surrounded him. Only his nausea testified to the fact he wasn’t unconscious.

He squeezed his eyes to accustom them to the darkness and attempted to assess where Kaileegh had taken them. It appeared they were in a tunnel dug into rocks with a high vaulted ceiling above his head. The lone light source projected his shadow at his feet. Kaileegh stood by his side with a grin plastered on her face. This time, she looked like a Manderian adult, with green scales covering her skin.

Metamorphosis. Yet another power.

Sigma resisted the temptation to touch her, to determine if she was real or a projection of his mind.

Was this how she would look as an adult? If that were the case, he predicted a queue of beaus following her in adulthood, especially if the Manderian people continued to embrace attraction to aliens. She’d be alluring even without the scales.

Disturbed by his thoughts about someone who wasn’t yet born, he forced his eyes away from her and turned towards the distant light. It was too bright to be natural, but the plant in the Molan Sector in Mander Prime’s capital had been abandoned since before he was born. There should be no light.

‘Let’s see where we are.’

‘On Mander Prime at the coordinates Daddy gave me,’ she said with the voice of an adult woman.

Were they? ‘Of course,’ he said, understanding for the first time the extent to which he was relying on her.

Into the silence of the night, the gravel crunched underfoot and echoed around the empty mine. The contours of a construction encased by a scaffold came into view. A glance around confirmed their location. However, not much appeared as Sigma remembered it, and the plant was no longer abandoned. All the signs of decadence and abandonment had traded places with an air of renovation and alienness.

A gaze at the sky gave him another wave of nausea. Most of his memories before joining the Black Squad at age three were lost in a thick mist, unreachable no matter how hard Sigma tried. But Narhatat’s sight—the scout constellation used by their ancestors to find true south—awoke the reminiscence of a night like this, enlightened only by stars and the headlights of a hover-car.

‘The night is dark,’ a deep voice said from the shadows at their right. Their contact, Vikan Rosko, was here.

‘And full of stars,’ Kaileegh replied.

They had told her to play a game where she would be in charge of an important mission and, so far, it seemed to work.

A grey-scaled Manderian with dark hair and green eyes stepped into the light. Sturdy as a block of granite, he towered over them both.

‘It’s getting harder to lose Coalition Security. They’re always breathing on everyone’s neck,’ Rosko said.

Sigma’s life as a fugitive and a member of the resistance was on the frontline, forever in exile. But those who had stayed behind, like Rosko, had a harder life. They had to live amongst aliens, obey their orders, and pretend they were happy about it, all while plotting the end of the Coalition occupation and sometimes being caught in the attempt.

‘I know.’ It was all he could say.

‘Why do they breathe on your neck?’ Kaileegh asked with the innocence of youth.

Rosko rose an eyeridge.

‘They’re the bad guys. They want to hurt us, but we’re aiming to win, right?’ Sigma explained, raising a hand to shush Rosko.

‘When do we start?’

‘Soon, my dear. Let’s hear what our friend has to tell us first.’

That seemed to quiet her, at least for now.

‘Go on,’ Sigma said to Rosko.

‘Today, our friends kidnapped the Minister of Reconstruction.’ Rosko checked something on his wristband. ‘A video recording his dismissal and the claim of responsibility by the Rightful Movement was sent ten minutes ago to the Provisional Government. The game is afoot.’

Great news if Ameela Tokal was right about Kaileegh and they could count on her.

‘Are we going to play a game?’ Kaileegh’s right foot tapped the floor with impatience.

‘Yes, soon.’

‘You’ve already said that,’ she said as her green Manderian scales vanished.

Rosko stared at her, his eyes widening. His hand hastened to his jacket, extracting a Manderian laser pistol.

Before Sigma could say anything, the weapon liquified in the Manderian’s hand. The man bit his lower lip, muffling a shriek, as he released the molten metal, burning his scales. He bared his teeth at the young woman, and his healthy hand rushed to his throat. His body twisted left and right, gasping for air.

‘Kaileegh, stop it!’

Rosko dropped to his knees, swearing in between coughs.

Sigma stared at the sturdy Manderian. As Rosko regained control of his breathing with a grimace, his eyes darted from the woman to his burnt hand.

This won’t work. She can’t be controlled.

‘Why on Mander did you bring an Augment?’ Rosko’s eyes cut him like two rough gemstones.

Kaileegh growled. Her eyes changed from blue to red, and for a moment they seemed on fire. ‘I’m not an Augment.’

Sigma grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close. Gloveless, his scales burnt when they touched her skin. ‘Do not attack him, okay? We’re only playing a game,’ he whispered in her ear, hoping to de-escalate the situation.

Kaileegh yelled louder than anything he had ever heard. Every scale of his body felt like it was being punched from all directions.

Sigma dropped to his knees, palms pressed over his ears, and spotted Rosko doing the same.






***





Sigma woke up to a harsh buzzing sound, and for a few seconds, he longed for the computer to turn the alarm off. When he cracked his eyes open, the building, sheathed by scaffolding, loomed over him.

A punch of dread connected with his gut, and he leapt up, searching for Kaileegh. All he could see was Rosko’s body lying in the open area of the old plant.

Sigma stumbled to his feet towards the other Manderian. His torso heaved. ‘He’s still alive,’ he whispered to himself.

Close to Rosko’s body, the girl, now back to her eight-year-old form, sat on the gravel, leaning against the scaffolding, her arms wrapped around her legs. She rocked back and forth.

The situation had got out of hand, and it was all his fault for wanting a miracle. He should have known better. This mission needed to be aborted. But how?

‘Kaileegh?’

She lifted her head, and her bloodshot eyes stared at him.

‘I need you to go back to your mother’s womb. You can rest for a while and later come back here to take me home. Can you do that for me?’

Her eyes fell on Rosko’s body. She bit her lower lip.

‘Kaileegh?’ Sigma called her again.

She turned to him and nodded. A moment later, her body disappeared.

‘You owe me an explanation,’ Rosko croaked from the ground. He was aiming another gun at him with his healthy hand.

When he was a young student, Sigma had learnt how to extract information and lead people to do things against their will by the force of persuasion—that was how his teacher referred to torture. He could take the upper hand with Rosko, and perhaps kill him, but the resistance needed all the men they had. Besides, the failure of the mission wasn’t Rosko’s fault.

He raised his hands. ‘I will explain everything. Kaileegh isn’t an Augment.’

‘Really? Who can manipulate matter? Let me think. Oh, yes, the Augments.’ Rosko stood, keeping his wounded hand still at his side. His eyes and the gun were always aimed at Sigma.

‘Do you think if she were an Augment and I a traitor, you’d be alive and pointing your gun at me? C’mon Rosko, you’re smarter than this.’ Aside from torture—the principal subject taught in school—Sigma had learnt how to persuade people. Unlike most spies, he believed words could be more persuasive than pain or death.

‘I don’t know what to think, but I know what I saw.’

‘It’s a long story, but I’ll make it short for you.’ Sigma told Rosko everything he knew, which wasn’t much. He promised also to take care of the situation, as any spy would. He didn’t need to explain what he meant: everybody knew the ways of the Black Squad.
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