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Valka never tired of flying on Sultan... not a bird or a horse, not even a dragon, but a majestic tiger, the finest beast in all the realms. The morning breeze carried the dewy scent of grass and flapped the many flaxen braids flowing out of her top knot.

She patted the cat’s muscular neck. “Good boy, Sultan.”

The tiger leaned his head against her hand and gave a contented snort, baring sharp fangs. 

“Sultan like cuddle.” The beast’s mind voice held pure adoration.

As they rounded a green hill, Valka heard explosions in the distance to the left. Her bare thighs clenched down as she leaned over for a panoramic view of the land below.

An after-battlefield, like thousands she’d seen before. Bright flares, fire, and thick smoke still obscured the grassy land. As the explosions relented, brainless robotic soldiers scoured the expanse, exterminating the hopeless and taking the salvageable survivors as prisoners... or slaves. Black floating craft, like ominous roaches, combed the ground, beaming up fresh bodies for spare parts and bio-materials. 

The exact image of her vision. Valka had to hurry before the victors killed or stole her prize, though she wasn’t worried about being seen in invisibility mode. Besides, no one had ever been able to catch her, even less hold her.

She pointed with her spear. “Sultan, bank left. That battlefield is where we land.”

“Sultan see.” The magnificent tiger tossed his big head and with a slow flap of his wings, angled down in a wide swoop. 

It seemed this green planet was being forced into submission by an army of black automatons. In Valka’s experience, a local lord hungry for land wouldn’t use sophisticated robots, or collect bio-materials. 

Only a rising galactic empire could afford such an expense. Most likely, this fancy automated army belonged to the Priory and its creepy Abbotts, to expand their influence. They’d been attacking many planets lately. 

But these details didn’t concern Valka. Since her own world had been shattered millennia ago, she had seen many regimes rise and fall. She no longer cared about who fought whom, or for what reason. She just carried on her sacred purpose.

Holy visions showed her the brave, the pure of heart dying in battle, and Valka chose to save whomever she deemed worthy. It was her fate, determined long ago. Today, she had come for one soul... She could feel him close, heartbeat weakening, his lifeblood seeping into the muddy grass... dying way too young... not quite yet a man. 

“Sultan, land at the foot of these trees by the river.” Valka must retrieve her prize, before the robots finished him off, or the body harvesters snatched him.

“Sultan see.” The tiger veered and landed on a green patch, in a graceful arabesque, then retracted his magnificent wings. 

Valka made herself visible again, unwilling to scare her target. She vaulted off the feline, and Sultan proceeded to lick his paws. 

Adjusting the many weapons weighing her belt, Valka ran toward a young man lying in the grass. She enjoyed the heavy gravity, the thump of her boots on soggy ground. So close to the surface, the breeze carried the ripe and musty smell of death.

When she reached the young man, he was staring at the sky. The expanding blood stain on his green uniform jacket indicated a blade had pierced his chest. He didn’t have long to live.

“Am I dead?” He blinked then focused on her. “Are you an angel?”

“By Odin’s beard, no! Angels wear white. They have blue eyes and wings.” Valka was tired of being mistaken for one. “My armor is blue, and my eyes are peridot green... my mother was Zephyrian.”

“The Zephyrians are all dead. They were mind-readers, not warriors.” He coughed some blood. “They didn’t fly on tigers either.”

A mine exploded close by, sending dirt and leaves in the breeze. The smell of burned flesh reached Valka’s nostrils. “We have to hurry.”

The wounded man lifted his head with great effort and narrowed his dark eyes on her. “What are you?”

“You ask too many questions.” Valka never revealed her true nature. “You are too young to die. Be happy I decided to save your life today... but there is one condition.”

“What?” His voice weakened. He grimaced. 

She steeled herself against his pain. “Come with me, and you can live forever... but you will have to battle for a worthy cause.” 

He frowned.

Didn’t she make herself clear? “Confusing, I know. There is always another great battle. Choose to fight in the next one, or die and be harvested for your bio fluids.” Valka sighed. She’d missed her own final battle long ago. “Please, be smart. Don’t squander your second chance at life. I need a decision this second.”

The young man managed a weak smile. “Whatever you say, lady.” He let his head rest on the grass. “I want to live.”

“Good choice.” Valka applied her hand on his chest. Light surged from it. “This will stabilize you.” Then, she whistled three notes of a nightingale song.

“Sultan ready.” The majestic tiger loped to her side in a slow, deliberate stride. 

The young man’s eyes rounded at the sight of the beast getting so close.

Valka chuckled. “Don’t worry. Sultan doesn’t kill... unless I tell him to.” 

The tiger grunted in agreement.

“Let’s hurry. The harvesters are getting closer.” She lifted the young man in her arms. He didn’t weigh much for a warrior. She flung him across Sultan’s back. “Just hang on.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He struggled to breathe. “What... worthy... battle?”

“You talk too much. Save your breath.” Valka didn’t want to chat, or know his name, or hear his thanks. In her line of work, friends were a burden, a hindrance... and they could get you killed.

Blaster shots sizzled close to her ears. She ducked and some bushes behind her caught fire. “Helshades!” 

She stared in the direction of the shots. A brief movement, the flash of sunlight on metal. She drew her blaster, aimed and fired. A sizzle, the muffled thump of a hard body falling, then a burnt metal smell filled the air. “Got him.”

She patted Sultan’s flank. “The soldiers spotted us. Time to disappear.”

The tiger’s tail twitched. “Go where?”

“Byzantium!” She vaulted on Sultan in front of her prize.

The magnificent beast deployed his wings and took flight. “Sultan like Byzantium.”

“I know you do, Sweetheart.” Valka rejoiced at a good day’s work. This young warrior, valiant and fully trained, would fetch a high price. Her current employers had deep pockets. That’s how she could afford a marvel like Sultan.

Closing her eyes, Valka focused her mind. She felt the familiar tingle as she dematerialized the three of them.

* * *

General Konrad Lagarde flapped his wings and alighted on the marble floor as he materialized in the Temple of the Formless One, on the Byzantium Space Station. He retracted his wings, slicked back his short black hair, and straightened his white uniform. Then he scanned the place with all his senses.

Sweet fragrances of incense lingered in the air and soft harmonies filled his ears with calming energy. The sound emanated from the large Blue Crystal floating near the top of the crystalline dome. The luminous boulder reflected on all the polished surfaces and gave the entire temple a bluish radiance. The crystal sword at his side glowed brighter.

Small groups of angelic friars in white robes spoke in hushed tones, commiserating or congratulating each other. But some spoke loudly, smiled and even laughed... in a sacred place? How disrespectful!

Konrad shuddered. This entire station lacked discipline... another loosey-goosey enclave, where civilian angels had free will and played fast and loose with the rules... like on the Blue Phantom, which Konrad intended to whip into shape.

A friar in white hooded robes, arms crossed inside wide sleeves, shuffled toward him, smiled, then bowed. As he straightened, the friar pushed back his white hood. He didn’t look entirely human, despite the smooth face and blue eyes... probably a mixed breed. Angels came in all shapes and sizes.

The friar bowed exposing the blue striations and folds on his scalp. “General, we have a new contingent for you to take to Azura.”

“Good. Prepare to transport them to the Blue Phantom.” At least, on Azura, these new recruits would be properly trained and learn respect and discipline. The Avenging Angels would see to it.

“It will be done, General.” The friar bowed again. 

Air displacement, the flapping of large wings, and a strange vibration made Konrad turn his head. He watched as a great tiger materialized in midair, flew down and alighted on the white marble floor. The beast carried a beautiful woman, and a wounded soldier across his back.

The friar gave the unusual tableau a perfunctory glance.

The tiger folded his wings, and the woman vaulted off the beast with the grace of a trained warrior. She wore pale blue armor above bare thighs, not the white angel uniform. She had bronzed skin, high cheek bones, and long flaxen braids loosely gathered into a top knot and falling back like a braided mane. 

She leaned her bow and spear against the tiger’s flank but still carried blades and profane blasters on her belt... like a walking arsenal. How odd for an angel. Not that her blasters would work here, where the abundance of Blue Crystal drained all conventional power sources.

Konrad also recognized her sword as a dragon fang– extremely rare and valuable. 

He turned to the friar. “What kind of warrior angel is this woman? Why does she not wear the white uniform? This is a violation of the angel code!”

“Valka is not one of us, General... she just recruits for us.” The friar’s casual tone and nonchalant attitude grated on Konrad.

“Valka?” Konrad had never heard that name. And how did she penetrate the sacred enclave? 

Healer angels in white robes, with a blue DNA helix on their sleeves, rushed forth, surrounding the tiger. They unloaded the wounded soldier on an antigrav pallet, then took him away.

Konrad noticed the glowing Blue Crystal powering the pallet, since profane technology didn’t function on Byzantium.

When the beautiful woman turned and met his gaze, Konrad noticed her most fascinating feature, a pair of peridot-green eyes... not an angel, but a Zephyrian mind-reader... in warrior garb. He thought none of the Zephyrians survived the last witch hunt by the Priory, or the purge that followed. 

Konrad touched the friar’s sleeve. “If she’s not an angel, why is she allowed inside the temple? This infraction smacks of sacrilege!”

The friar bowed, exposing his scalp markings. “She has her own powers, General, different but possibly greater than ours.”

“Greater than ours?” Konrad scoffed at the very idea. Angels were the most powerful beings in the universe.

“She is also our best recruiter of worthy warriors for the great battle.” The friar straightened, full of righteousness. “Worth every credit.”

“She works for credits?” Konrad hated greedy mercenaries. “We shouldn’t pay strangers to recruit new angels... no matter how efficient they are.” 

The friar scoffed and covered his bare skull with his hood. “We do what we can, General. But since the near destruction of Azura, the need is great, and the volunteers are few.”

“How can that be?” Konrad didn’t understand. “Who wouldn’t want to become all powerful and quasi-immortal?”

The friar straightened and gave Konrad a disdainful glance. “Longevity tends to lose its appeal when you are headed for slaughter, General.”

Konrad didn’t want to cause an incident in this sacred place. “Of course...” Since the last evil entity was banished and had sworn to avenge his minions, the angels expected a bloody battle in the near future. “I understand and I apologize.”

The friar nodded his forgiveness. “We are all being tested by these dangerous times, General.”

“True.” Konrad berated himself for thinking like an Avenging Angel. He was no longer one. He’d barely survived the near destruction of Azura. “Thank you for recruiting so diligently.”

The friar joined his hands in thanks, folded his arms inside his wide sleeves, then turned, and shuffled away.

“I heard your comments about bounty hunters, and I resent them... whoever the hell you are!” The strong battle voice of the Zephyrian woman came as a surprise. She was taller up close, and raised a stubborn chin.

Konrad chose to ignore her profanity and rose to his full height. He pulled down his white military tunic but refused to salute a lowly mercenary. “General Konrad Lagarde, First Mate of the Blue Phantom.”

“The angel ship?” Her piercing green eyes studied him. “I didn’t know angels had generals... or last names, for that matter.”

“They don’t... usually.” Why did he feel the need to explain himself to her? “But I was a general in the GTA before becoming an angel. I guess the rank and last name stuck as a sign of respect.” 

“I see... My name is Valka, and at the moment, I work for the Azurans because they pay me well.” She adjusted the blasters and blades on her belt. “That’s all you need to know.”

Konrad eased his stance. Zephyrians could read minds. Was she reading his? No. He would be able to detect it. He needed to learn more about her. Could her unusual abilities present a danger to his kind? The last skirmish on Azura proved that evil entities could bestow supernatural powers, and angels weren’t invincible anymore.

He felt compelled to evaluate her. “May I ask where you acquired the power to dematerialize?”

“No, you may not, General.” An amused smile twitched her full lips.

He pointed at her belt buckle with a white crystal inset in the shape of three interlocked triangles. “I’m not familiar with this particular symbol.”

“It’s called a Valknut. It represents death in battle, the heart of the slain.” She said it with reverence. “The most glorious end for any warrior.”

“A little morbid if you ask me.” Konrad hated cults, especially those that revered death. He’d seen too many totalitarian regimes thriving on human sacrifice and genocide. “A good soldier should focus on following orders and winning the battle, not dying. Angels fight evil forces, so we can live in the light.”

“But, dying in battle is the most noble path to eternal bliss, General.” That amused smile again.

“Forgive me if I don’t agree. I’ve seen too many senseless deaths.” More than he cared to recall. “I value strategy, order, and discipline. That’s how battles are won.”

“Then you might want to join the Priory.” She emitted a derisive snort. “The Abbotts love order, discipline, and total control.”

How dare she suggest treason? “The Priory and its Abbotts are just another faceless cult exploiting people’s fears, to assert their authority and fill their pockets.” 

“Are they, now?” She chuckled, her hand caressing the hilt of her sword. “Why should I care?”

Konrad grunted. “Don’t you dare make light of these cults. They are dangerous for all of us. I spent time with such people in my GTA days. I know what they are like...” He’d lived his entire youth in a tyrannical organization. “But I’m an angel now. I fight for the light, and I have changed.”

“Have you?” She faced him squarely and stared him in the eyes. “You are still a boring stick-in-the-mud following the rules, even when they don’t make sense.” She widened her stance in defiance, and stuck both thumbs in her belt. “I value freedom, creative thinking, and independence.”

Konrad felt challenged and took a deep breath. “And I believe rules make the universe safer. Rules build safety guards. Why is it so hard for people to understand?”

“Rules enslave people. Besides, the enemy never follows them, so why should we?” So much bravado in her voice. “No one tells me what to do.” 

“That’s too bad.” Konrad realized he enjoyed sparring with her and suppressed a smile. “The Avenging Angels could use a warrior of your caliber in the great battle.”

“No, thanks. I don’t do great battles anymore.” She chuckled. “Nothing could convince me to submit to your stringent rules, not even your perfect, super-soldier physique, or your captivating blue eyes.” 

“What?” He struggled not to show his surprise.

She winked at him, then pivoted on her boot heel and ambled away. The soft blue light bounced off the short blades tucked into her boots as she walked. Then she snatched her bow and spear and vaulted upon the tiger’s back.

The tiger stared at Konrad, then shook his big head and growled. “Stay away, puny angel.”

Konrad heard the tiger’s voice in his mind and shuddered at the warning. So, the big cat was telepathic... and didn’t like him one bit. Strange... animals usually liked angels.

The woman named Valka patted the tiger’s neck, then the beast took flight, and vanished with the woman. 

Konrad shook his head. He would definitely report that tiger and find out how Valka acquired such angel powers... since she wasn’t one. He hoped it wasn’t from an evil source.

Did she call him perfect and captivating? Konrad smiled inside as he raked his short black hair. He was intrigued. He hoped their paths would cross again. This fascinating creature dared challenge him, and made him feel like a much younger man... although angels never aged. 
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Valka sat on a boulder where she had a view of the semi-wild park of lawns and bushes. Tall trees punctuated the grass, lined along a narrow stream. Overhead, the pink sky indicated it was almost sunset on this tranquil rural planet. A few lazy clouds promised morning rain. Birds sang in the trees... or it might be large bugs or frogs celebrating the crepuscule. 

It must be summer or spring, as the balmy breeze carried the fragrance of the many bushes in full bloom that sprinkled the grassy areas. Valka had seen so many planets over the centuries, it didn’t matter anymore. Since she’d lost her home, none of them appealed to her. Not even this lovely green orb. 

She unwrapped their meal bartered at a neighboring farm. Sultan sniffed his food, a large roasted bird in a paper box, then he checked her sandwich for good measure... smoked meat and freshly baked bread with a tantalizing aroma of unfamiliar herbs and spices... and a large mug of local ale. This backwoods paradise hadn’t yet learned the secrets of tasteless synthetic food. 

“Sultan like bird better.” The tiger gave her a head bump in thanks then settled on the lawn to enjoy his meal.

She glanced around to make sure no one suspicious spied on them. It should be safe enough, but sometimes people objected to a large tiger loose in a semi-public place... or a warrior walking around in battle armor with deadly weapons.

She ate and drank... alone as always, while Sultan devoured his large bird. Then she took off her boots and weapons belt and took a dip in the shallow river, while Sultan drank from it. Clean and refreshed, she sat against a tree trunk to enjoy the sunset.

She couldn’t help but reminisce about the arrogant general she’d met on Byzantium. Why did she mention his captivating blue eyes and supersoldier physique? It was stupid and irresponsible... but she couldn’t help it. He reminded her of someone... someone she thought she’d forgotten long ago.

The memory brought great sorrow. She didn’t want to remember. Too much guilt, too much suffering. She couldn’t face the terrible consequences of letting herself love. She took a deep breath and pushed away the painful memories. 

The tiger interrupted his facetious grooming to lick her face. “Forget general angel. Sultan not like general.”

“Are you reading my mind again?” Valka was not surprised at Sultan’s intrusion, but his statement puzzled her. The tiger usually liked the angels. “What is it about General Lagarde you don’t like, Sweetheart?”

“Bad general make Valka sad.” The tiger brushed his head against her shoulder. “Sultan never make Valka sad.”

“Are you jealous?” She chuckled and patted the strong, furry neck. She couldn’t blame the cat for adoring her. He couldn’t help it. “I love you, too, Sweetheart, and I know I can always count on you.”

Men weren’t as reliable... then again, Sultan had no choice. His mind was imprinted to love, obey, and protect her, no matter what. 

As the tiger lay down by her feet, Valka felt suddenly cold. She shuddered as a vision came upon her. A strong warrior woman in a cage, wounded, at a slave market. Her next target. This one deserved to be saved. The vision showed her where and when to find her mark. She knew that place, she’d been there many times.

Sultan bumped her foot. “Vision?”

“Yes, Sweetheart.” She patted the tiger then relaxed enjoying the peaceful evening. “Let’s have some rest. We have another important job to do tomorrow.”

Sultan snorted his agreement and spread his big frame on the grass, alongside her.

An instrument at her belt buzzed. Valka checked the screen. Another giant rock had popped up for sale. Exactly the kind she was looking for... expensive, but perfect. She freed the credits to solidify the acquisition and provided coordinates for the delivery. A very good day, indeed.

She lay down in the grass beside Sultan, and the tiger laid a possessive paw on her arm. She didn’t mind. But Valka’s gaze returned to the stars in the darkening purple sky. She could not sleep. The face of the handsome general kept flashing in her mind. He felt so familiar... although she’d never met him before... but it could never be. 

* * *

General Konrad Lagarde stood on the observation deck of the Blue Phantom. Here, like on Byzantium, the bulkhead glowed blue with the power of the enormous Azuran Crystal growing at the heart of the ship. The crystal drive hummed so gently it purred, and the recycled air smelled like spring flowers.

Through the clear observation dome, he could see Byzantium, floating in space, an iridescent blue sphere like a beacon of light, with many ships anchored to its outer ring. And surrounding it, outside the shimmering shield, an army of glowing AI sentinels, floating in space, ready to charge and smite any trespassers or attackers.

Konrad walked toward the tall amazon with short blond hair, Graziella the Merciful, the Blue Phantom’s Captain.

He saluted, clicking his heels. “Captain, the new recruits, enlisted on Byzantium, are now onboard. A hundred of them. Not enough, but our temples are actively recruiting. We’ll find more.”

“I know we will, General.” Graziella the Merciful smiled.

“Many of the new warriors recruited are recovering from various injuries; as for the civilian volunteers, they are in desperate need of military training.” Konrad straightened his tall frame. “They have much to learn.”

“Thank you for the thorough report, General.” Captain Graziella nodded. “But you don’t have to be so formal in your approach. Your obsession with discipline makes the crew nervous. Remember that you now serve on a rescue ship.”

Konrad couldn’t hide his surprise. “I believe in discipline onboard, Captain.”

“I know you do, but although the Blue Phantom was once a GTA destroyer, we do not observe military rule here.” Her smile widened, softening her blue eyes and fair face. “You are new here, and as my first officer, I expect you to relax a little.”

“Noted, Captain.” Konrad sighed. “But without strict military rule, a soldier might lose his edge. There is a battle coming soon, and discipline is good for the soldier’s soul.”

Graziella the Merciful narrowed her eyes at him. “We are crew, not soldiers or Avenging Angels, General. We have angelic AIs to fight for us. On this ship, we are all angels, supporting Azura and Byzantium, but we do not follow their rules.”

“But, Captain,” he exclaimed out of turn. “What about respect for your authority?”

“My authority or yours will never be challenged on the Blue Phantom, General. Our crew is made of angels and angelic AIs. They all respect us and each other.”

“Still...” Konrad struggled to keep from blurting his opinion again.

Captain Graziella straightened. “You seem to confuse authority with pomp and decorum, General. True authority does not need all that ceremony.”

“Aye, Captain. I will try to remember that.” Konrad resisted the temptation to shake his head, and bit his lip instead, to prevent a sharper comment.

Captain Graziella focused her gaze on the Byzantium Space Station floating in space several klicks away. “I know you will do your best, General. Thank you.”

But Konrad knew better. Experience taught him there would always be dangers lurking in the corners. No matter how safe angels thought they were... and not just dangers from the outside... especially if they relaxed the rules in their own enclaves.

“Captain!” a feminine voice called overhead, filling the dome. “Transmission from our spy on Pandemonium.”

“The Blue Phantom uses spies?” Konrad couldn’t keep the shock from his voice.

Graziella the Merciful chuckled at his reaction. “Yes, General, we have spies.”

How pedestrian of the Blue Phantom. And Pandemonium was a wretched den of iniquity, no place for the righteous. “Not angels, I presume. Angels cannot lie.”

“On the contrary, General, angels make perfect spies.” Captain Graziella gestured and a console rose from the deck in front of her. “They can make themselves invisible, and materialize through walls or bulkheads undetected. And since we can synchronize our minds, we can see everything our spy sees, from here in real time.” 

She waved her hand over the console, and 3D images from inside the illegal Pandemonium space station appeared in the center of the dome.

Konrad braced himself. He’d never been on Pandemonium and didn’t relish partaking of that mental experience.

* * *

Lord Zethar, owner and administrator of Pandemonium, hated the Priory and its Abbotts, with their black robes, masked faces, gold medallions, and dark secrets. They fancied themselves as the only righteous order, and the future rulers of the universe. 

So, when three of them requested an audience and boarded his clandestine and always moving space station, Zethar wondered how they found it. They must have connections deep in the lowest layers of society. He expected trouble. 

From his hidden office, He watched them on the clear wall of security monitors lining the bulkhead. They walked slowly through the populated avenues of the slums, surrounded by a red mist, and followed by a dozen fully armed robotic soldiers. No brains, just black armor and absolute obedience programming. The three Abbotts in black hats and robes, concealing their faces behind a mask, nodded right and left, probably enjoying the fear they imparted in everyone. 

Many residents kneeled or prostrated themselves along the way. Even the toughest criminals of Pandemonium bowed to them out of fear, while others scrambled away to hide at their approach. 

But Zethar had worked too hard to become the most powerful crime lord of this quadrant, to be intimidated by the dramatic displays of power-hungry Abbotts. He was a shrewd ruler in his own right. With the electronic hard and software in his brain, he mentally turned off the entire wall of security monitors above. The unwelcome visitors didn’t need to see what took place in his illegal trading and gambling emporium.

Zethar checked himself in the reflective surface of a dark screen and smoothed his shiny skull plates. He was ready.

As his office door opened, Zethar displayed his most charming smile and rose to his intimidating height, taller than any Human. He could see over the Abbotts’ faceless heads, despite their high shoes and tall head dresses. The red mist surrounding them receded, and the three masked figures stood facing him, very straight, as if expecting him to salute or bow to them. 

Zethar refused to show them any kind of deference. Not a chance. He served no one, not even the mighty angels he helped on occasion in exchange for credits or technology–like the invisible spy he’d invited to witness this audience. It bothered him a little that he couldn’t see her, but the angels would make strong allies... just in case the Abbotts decided to turn against him.

“Your Graces... what a rare honor to receive representatives of the Priory.” Zethar indicated three chairs facing his desk. “Please, sit.”

The Abbotts looked at each other’s black masks but didn’t speak. They hesitated then sat on the chairs, while the robotic guards stood behind them like metallic chess pieces.

Zethar took his higher seat behind his desk, looking down on them. He hoped they couldn’t detect the angel spy in the room. But hell, if he couldn’t, they probably couldn’t either. “What can I do for Your Graces?”

It seemed for a few seconds that the Abbotts were communicating, but not with sound or sign language. Zethar suspected they used private mind-speech technology. He focused on their thoughts, but could not read their minds. They used some kind of neural shielding to block his tech from reading them. Fark!

The middle Abbott straightened in his chair. “Lord Zethar, we would like the privilege to use your special market to do some trade.” 

The distorted voice through the privacy sound system sounded impersonal, neither male nor female, electronic in nature. These Abbotts were paranoid about being identified. One could do all sorts of mischief hiding behind a mask, with no fear of repercussions.

“You mean to use my illegal slave market to sell your prisoners?” Zethar resisted the urge to smile. “That’s going to cost you, Your Graces. A thousand credits per market day, and eighty percent of every sale.”

The three Abbotts gasped all at once. The robotic guards straightened, right hand on their blasters. Zethar focused his mind on the hidden guns in the bulkhead and poised them on the guards. At any sudden move, he could fire the guns with one thought.

“Eighty percent?” The middle Abbott tsked. “My son, you should realize it is a great honor to serve us, and there are advantages to being in our good graces.”

“I do. But you should realize that if the galaxy at large knew you were dealing in the illegal slave trade, you would lose the support of many major planets.”

“Lord Zethar...” The patronizing tone through the electronic distortion still held reproach. “We were told we could count on your discretion.”

“You can. Absolutely.” Zethar smiled wide. “But discretion and security do not come cheap. The same way you maintain your Cyborg and robotic army, I have to maintain my private mercenary force, on this station and on my planets.”

“But can’t you make an exception? Be more accommodating to the Priory?” The electronic voice brimmed with mind-controlling vibes. “It might be to your advantage. We are very powerful.”

“I know.” Zethar resisted the urge to wince. Good thing his brain shield protected him from thought controlling devices. “But I am also a powerful man. And it’s very friendly of me to allow you access to my market.” He pursed his lips in concentration. “Besides, if it became known that I lowered my fees for anyone at all, I could lose my hard-earned reputation as a shrewd businessman.”

“But what about your soul, my son?” The electronic tone now dripped with honeyed hypocrisy.

Zethar chuckled. “Did you take a good look at me through your black masks, Lord Abbotts? I rule the underbelly of this entire quadrant, and my body is more metal than flesh. I exchanged my soul for technology a long time ago. Do not preach to me about salvation. Such beliefs are for the weak and the gullible. You of all people should know that, since you are experts in selling such lies.” 

The middle Abbott straightened in his chair, as if offended. “The Priory improves lives everywhere by adding a spiritual dimension to this galaxy, my son.”

“No, you don’t. You enslave and exploit people for your own profit.” Zethar hardened his voice. “And I’m not your son... although, we do share a taste for the mighty credits.”

The three Abbotts gasped. The robotic guards remained still. Did they detect the many hidden guns poised on them? It didn’t matter.

The Abbott in the middle cleared his throat. “You put us in a difficult position, my son.” A hint of desperation colored the electronic voice. “Maybe we can still come to a better arrangement on the price?”

“Unless it’s better for me, not a chance.” Zethar grinned. These Abbotts seemed in a bind. An unusual thing for them. “So, when should I expect your first arrival of merchandise?”

The middle Abbott emitted a deep sigh. “Early tomorrow for the morning’s market.”

“Perfect.” Zethar knew they had no other choice. He was their only slave market option in this quadrant. “I expect to be paid in credits in advance for the fee, and promptly, after each transaction for my eighty percents... or else...”

“Of course, Lord Zethar, of course.” So much resentment and chagrin in the electronic voice.

Then, the Abbotts rose and left his office with great ceremony and Zethar watched them leave. Then he locked the doors and turned on the circular flexglaz wall of monitors. 

The female angel spy rematerialized at his side, impeccable in her white uniform. She smiled and bowed to him. “Thank you, Lord Zethar, for helping a good cause. Your assistance is greatly appreciated and will be rewarded.” 

Then the angel woman deployed her wings, hovered above the deck, and vanished again. 

Zethar rejoiced. This was a good day. The angels always kept their word, and they would reward him generously in angel technology for being privy to this edifying meeting... also, he would make a substantial profit from tomorrow’s added sales. 

* * *

Konrad couldn’t believe the scene he’d just witnessed on the hologram. The Priory seeking the services of the underbelly of society? Making an alliance with a powerful crime lord? “This request from the Abbotts is worrisome.”

“I agree.” Graziella the Merciful closed her eyes as she spoke to the angel spy on Pandemonium. “Excellent job. Follow the Abbotts back to their headquarters on Taurus Secundus, and gather as much information as you can. I want to know why they changed their tactics and what they are plotting.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.” The feminine voice of the angel spy filled the dome. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“You are sending an angel inside a Priory stronghold?” Konrad shrugged off the disgust crawling on his skin at the very thought. 

“Yes, of course. We get our information from the source. How else can we be certain?” Captain Graziella didn’t seem troubled at all by this unorthodox method.

Konrad shook his head, trying to cope. “Although I do not approve of the means, Captain, I must admit that inside information would be most valuable... especially since the Abbotts have been expanding their aggressive agenda at an unprecedented rate.”

“I’m glad you finally see the advantage of angel spies, General.” Captain Graziella waved and the console shrank down















* * *
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