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    To Richard a true friend and brother that I will always remember

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PROLOGUE
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A bulky Earth Conglomerate prison ship, the Centaurus, floats peacefully in the coldness of space. The only interstellar body in the vicinity is a brown coloured gas giant that hangs amongst a sparkling starscape studded with glittering lights like jewels on black velvet. 

A Magellan Class shuttle makes its way laboriously towards the prison barge, a mere bug compared to the size of the ship it approaches. The only passenger on board is Security Chief Salina Craddock, human, female, uncompromising, late 50’s, career officer; considered one of the best interrogators and analysis’ in ECSSA - Earth Conglomerate Space Security Agency. She sits quietly in the reclining leather seat attired in her immaculate light brown coloured uniform, skirt, tights, boots and gloves. The only insignia is an ECSSA badge above the right breast depicting two hands holding the planet Earth with an all-seeing eye above, and the inscription - Freedom Through Vigilance - inscribed at the bottom. An attractive woman with light brown skin, brown eyes and a fair complexion, only marred by two skin blemishes on her left cheek; her black collar length hair with several streaks of grey through it is trimmed neat and tidy. Being well groomed was a must for all ECSSA officers and agents, untidiness like tardiness wasn’t tolerated, appearance was everything and first impressions mattered to ECSSA.

Her attention is riveted to the vid screen in the back of the seat in front of her; she has a sip of Teygetian Brandy on the rocks, the only vice she allows herself these days. The news is all about the rapidly escalating war that is quickly engulfing the Milky Way. The Earth Conglomerate and its allies have commenced striking into Draconian territory launching an assault on the Draxon shipyards in retaliation for the recent attack on Elysium, an Earth colony in the Coeleno System. But Salina knows that this is just the beginning as every race, empire, federation, and conglomerate is seemingly getting involved as alliances are made and broken on a whim. On whom can offer the best deal, the greatest advantage, the most currency, or helium-3, a commodity the conglomerates of Earth have had in abundance; a non-radioactive isotope that became one of the main energy sources of the galaxy.

Salina knows that some of the upper echelons weren’t happy about the developing situation, but those voices of dissent were quickly silenced. The conglomerate and military were jumping in headfirst seeing it as an opportunity to extend their reach, power and control. They might not have started this conflict, but they were damn well going to participate. In fact, no one seems to really know how this war came about; it appears to have just steadily taken shape and form over the last several years, creeping up on the galaxy. Salina agrees that this war was stupid, but the bosses wanted it and so she totes the company line. ECSSA valued opinions, provided they were in line with their own, Salina learned early on to keep her dissimilar thoughts and counsel to herself.

A necessary evil is how Salina often describes herself, the first and in some cases the last line of defence for Earth, her adherence to duty and loyalty has never wavered over the years, but it has been tested.  Her proclivity has always been to treat any suspect or prisoner in the proper and appropriate manner befitting the circumstances. Yet the line in the sand all too often becomes blurred as one seeks to get to the truth. Truth does not need a defender-only an investigator, is a common saying within ECSSA. Vigilance has its price but so too does freedom, and to keep it one must often mistreat it.

She has given most of her life over to the agency and the security of Earth, more than just blood, sweat and tears; the recent death of her son, killed in action, is still an open wound. A captain in the 105th Spaceborne Rangers, he lost his life in a skirmish with the Draconians on the outer rim of the Crab Nebula. Salina had been offered compassionate leave, but didn’t take it, Michael’s body was lost and so she didn’t see the point of a ceremony. Besides, what was she to do afterwards; she had no real home, no family, her husband had divorced her years ago. Her son was her only family, and he was gone, a causality in yet another war.

All she had left in her life is her work; but even that seems less important now than it once was. The older one gets the more their outlook and beliefs change as the clichés and tropes you scoffed at when you were young and foolish begin to ring true. 

“We’re five minutes out from the Centaurus, Ma’am,” the pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom.

Getting back to business, Salina switches off the news and looks back down at the file in her lap. The report that scrolls on the screen of her paper-thin electronic vid-pad doesn’t contain much information about the prisoner she has come to question, which means if they won’t cooperate this could be a very long session, something Salina isn’t looking forward to. But it’s all part of the job and the Security Chief has always prided herself on how successful she has been in obtaining information. She has lost count of how many Johns and Jane Does and POW’s she has interrogated over the years, or how many have lived or died on her say so alone.

And yet she felt uneasy.

Disquietude lurks at the back of her mind.

The leaders of ECSSA were watching.

Salina’s last two assignments hadn’t gone well, mistakes were made. People were hurt. She barely escaped being sanctioned but now she has a lot more attention upon her. Her every move and decision will be scrutinized with a fine-tooth comb. If she farts too loudly, she will be on the outer, pensioned off or worse, assigned to some outpost at the ass end of the galaxy. Her bosses awarded success but not failure, more so now since the start of the war.

This mission must be a success, there was no other option.

She again studies the file, but there was nothing about this prisoner, by all accounts they are a complete mystery. The only information in the report, other than the details of their capture, which sticks out, is the prisoner’s origin, part human and part Vaillian. The Security Chief smirks, it’s obviously a mistake, some moron with an overactive imagination. Vaillians are an extinct species and have been by all accounts for centuries and yet it is a curious notation to put into any report.

The shuttle cuts its engines as it comes into the docking bay and is taken under automatic control by the Centaurus C&C - Command and Control.

Commander Beckett stands nearby watching as the shuttle touches down upon the deck, landing thrusters shooting out steam and hissing loudly like some great beast exhaling. The Commander of the Centaurus stands rigid and uneasy; even after several years commanding this bucket he is still nervous when an ECSSA agent comes aboard. Something always goes wrong, and he didn’t need any more reprimands on his record. Truth is told most military officers didn’t like ECSSA operatives, there was no love lost between the two arms of the Earth Conglomerate: a thorn and a nuisance nothing more.

“Commander Beckett.”

The voice quickly snaps Beckett out of his ponderings as he shoots out his hand in greeting, “Chief Craddock,” he replies formally keeping as much of a neutral expression as possible, not wanting to give anything away; it was common knowledge that all ECSSA agents were experts in reading expressions and body language. “How was your journey?”

“Long and tiring,” Salina responds in a no-nonsense manner, she doesn’t suffer fools, and she always keeps people on their toes as it helps to give themselves away, especially when hiding something. 

“Yes, well, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your quarters, your baggage will be sent on.”

Salina acknowledges with a nod of the head and the two make their way out of the busy landing bay. The silence grows between them as they walk down the corridor towards the lift. Salina lets the stillness drag out a little longer before finally asking Commander Beckett how things are going aboard the Centaurus.

“Ship shape, but we are flat out with all the new arrivals; we must rush many of the processing’s as we’re quickly running out of room. I’ve requested more resources and personnel, but none can be spared,” he complains.

“We all have to operate under war time conditions Commander,” Salina reminds him.

This statement irks Beckett to no end. “I realize that, but the Centaurus has the capacity of housing five thousand prisoners and yet we’re currently at six thousand five hundred. The strain is immense.”

“I see, well, I’ll be sure to mention your concerns in my report.”

“What? No, I can mention them in my own reports,” he tells her defensively.

Salina remains impassive, smiling on the inside, slightly nodding her head. She was like a cat playing with a mouse. Commander Beckett quickly enters the lift followed by the Security Chief.

“Deck 27,” he says out loud. The doors close and the transit lift moves at a rapid pace arriving at the destination within seconds. The doors open and the two alight into the VIP quarters. 

“This way,” Beckett indicates the way with a wave of the hand.

“And my prisoner?”

“They’re in the isolation wing.”

“Any trouble?”

“No, in fact they’ve been most compliant. I can tell you; I wish all inmates were so passive, but when you house the worse of the worse. Still the prisoner has a ...” Beckett’s words trail off.

“Yes, what do they have?”

“There’s just something about this prisoner, a quality that’s ...” Beckett again tries to find the words he is looking for, but they elude him. “You’ll see for yourself.”

“Has the prisoner spoken?” Salina inquires.

“As quiet as a church mouse.”

“Very well, I’ll freshen up and then I’ll see the prisoner. Thank you, Commander.” With that and a rigid nod of the head the Security Chief abruptly dismisses Beckett and enters her quarters leaving the man in charge staring at a closed door “You’re welcome,” he says tartly before turning on his heels and leaving.

To name the quarters VIP was a bit of an understatement to say the least. Though clean and comfortable there was little in the way of decoration, a medium size room with a small ensuite bathroom but at least there was a window with a view of the Centaurus’ hull. Salina has had a lot worse and a lot better and if she doesn’t do a bang-up job on this assignment, she would soon be getting use to quarters such as these.

The door buzzer chimes.

“Enter.”

The door slides open, and a dock worker enters carrying Salina’s luggage, that consists of one metallic silver coloured suitcase.

“Thank you.”

The dock worker leaves the suitcase and promptly exits. Salina picks up the baggage and places it on the bed. She opens it revealing an extra uniform, tights, underwear, toiletries, a framed photo of her son, a couple of electronic recording devices, a half-drunk bottle of Teygetian Brandy, a Halifax X22 pistol and four small shiny shivs; all neatly packed away, everything in its right place, nothing out of order, much the same as the Security Chief’s life.

She reaches down to pick up the photo of her son but stops herself mid reach; this wasn’t the time for sentimentality. First things first, she undresses placing her clothes on the bed grabs the toiletry bag and heads into the bathroom. She hops into the shower, turns it on letting the water run down over her body, warm and refreshing she begins to feel the stiffness leave her muscles and the tension and lassitude her body.

After attending to her ablutions, Salina makes herself a refreshing cup of English breakfast tea from the small barista. She slips on her extra clean uniform making sure that everything looks immaculate. She places one of the shivs inside the right boot into the specially made scabbard for it. Making one final check of her appearance and satisfied that everything is in its correct place, the Security Chief takes her electronic vid-pad and exits the room.

********
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The prisoner dressed in an orange jumpsuit floats in a zero-gravity cell in the isolation wing. The room is small and ill lit with a floor and wall window that looks out into space designed to give one the feeling of freedom but always trapped. Many go mad only after a day or so in one of these cells but no matter how long they last in the end they always break. However, the prisoner in isolation cell B is different; they are a female of Vaillian and Human origin. The intermingling of the two humanoid species has produced a most astounding creation; slim, nimble and attractive, her pale coloured skin and deep green eyes along with her jet-black hair only serve to enhance her beauty. Yet for all her exquisiteness there is a deep-felt sorrow behind her eyes and deadliness to her nature.

“Are you the one in charge?”

“Yes,” Salina answers.

“Then I’ve been waiting for you.” The prisoner’s voice sounds soft, angelic like, but as clear as a bell.

“Is that so?” Salina replies.

“Oh yes.”

The prisoner turns and floats up to the window of a small viewing room off to the side of the cell coming face to face with Salina Craddock, who stands on the other side. The two lock eyes, staring at one another in silence. The ECSSA agent’s face and body remains inexpressive, realizing that the prisoner is trying to get a read on her. Salina prides herself on her poker face but it is all she can do to keep herself in check as she gets the strangest sensation that this person is seeing right through her facade and down into her inner most feelings and even into her very soul. Salina quickly understands what Commander Beckett was trying to articulate earlier; there is something very abnormal about this person, about their nature. 

“You’ll do,” the prisoner says without a qualm.

“I will?” the Security Chief questions.

“There’s not a lot of time.”

“Well, that’s true enough, you don’t have much.” Salina agrees.

“And yet time changes things. It gives clarity...of thought, perspective” the prisoner speaks with intent.

“You do realize that you could be facing execution,” Salina informs her in all seriousness. “My report will go a long way in deciding your fate.”

“My fate was deemed a long time ago.”

“Well, in my opinion,” Salina says, “one shouldn’t resign themselves to fate.”

The prisoner gives her inquisitor a look of interest. “Why is that?”

“Because the resignation might be accepted.”

The prisoner smiles brightly, the melancholy within her eyes dissipating, if only momentarily. “Do they teach philosophy in the organization that you work for?”

“No, ECSSA is not about such things, it’s...” Salina halts herself, realizing that she is about to begin talking about the inner workings of ECSSA. She looks away to clear her head and regather her thoughts. The prisoner is manipulative, cunning, and yet even now, Salina, feels compelled to open up and to tell her everything she knows about herself, about the agency. For some unknown reason she suddenly finds herself having flashbacks of her mother and the long talks they use to have when she was a little girl living in Crater City on the moon; and more importantly the love she felt. The love of a mother for her child and instantly Salina feels the same love for her lost son. A flood of emotions begins to rise from deep inside her gut. She fights them, not wanting to give in, if she does, she will break and so she brutally forces them back down, not daring to let them out. She abruptly turns back to face the window and the prisoner, floating gently in front of her like a reed beneath the water, undulating with the movement of the tide. The Security Chief remains quiet wondering whether this person can read her thoughts or perhaps be an empath of some kind - maybe. But she doesn’t sense such things about this person; it’s just their aura, for lack of a better word. But whatever it is it can be intoxicating and that is a dangerous thing in Salina Craddock’s line of work.

“Who are you?”

“You said we shouldn’t embrace our fate, in that you’re correct and incorrect. When fate throws a knife at you, there are two ways of catching it - either by the blade or the handle.”

“And which way do you choose?”

“The only way I can.” She answers cryptically.

“That tells me nothing.” Salina snaps, instantly regretting letting her emotions get the better of her. Be professional, she chides herself.

“You’re right, it doesn’t.” The prisoner falls silent and contemplative; her mind recalling all that has come before; places and people, events and situations. “I’ve travelled far,” the prisoner speaks, “to dozens of worlds, undiscovered, undreamt of, dark, light, paradises and infernos. I’ve climbed the Ruby Peeks of Doona and danced around Orion’s Belt. I’ve swum naked in the cool moon pools of Tregata. I’ve seen battleships burn around the rings of Solos. But above all I’ve loved. I’ve also killed professionally seven times and another six as judge, jury and executioner.”

Silence again fills the space between the two women.

Salina digests what she has just been told. It is abundantly clear this is not what she expected to hear. Now how to respond?

“What army are you a member of? What faction?”

“No army.”

“You were caught on the Earth dreadnaught Invictus during battle. Again, I must inform you that under code 72i of the espionage act you are facing the real possibility of execution,” Salina tells her in earnest.

“So, you say,” the prisoner responds, completely unphased by the grim prospect of death.

“It’s the law,” Salina continues, “these are very serious charges you’re facing.

“Well, then, before I die. I intend to take another life. The one who found me. The one who created me.”

“You may find that a little difficult considering your current predicament,” she says in an unsympathetic tone. “The only person who will be eliminated will be yourself and no one else.”

“One more life,” the prisoner iterates, “either his or mine.”

The Security Chief thinks about her next move carefully. It’s obvious the prisoner is unafraid of the prospect of being executed, their calmness, in fact, is remarkable. Yet Salina senses that the prisoner has more to say, much more.

“Do you have anything else to say?” Salina asks.

“Like what?”

“Your name to begin with.”

“What’s in a name?”

“I need to know what to call you.”

“Call me what you like.”

Salina keeps her frustration in check. “And what should that be?”

“I was once called Jarmia. A word meaning light to my people or so my mother told me.”

“Your people, Vaillians no longer exist.” Salina questions.

“The universe is a big place, obviously a strain of my kind managed to live on.”

“But you’re only half Vaillian and the other half is human.”

“Yes, but my mother was pure Vaillian, and I can confirm unequivocally that the Vaillian blood that runs through these veins is all that’s left.” The prisoner holds up her hands in front of her face to give emphasis to her words. “But tell me something, ECSSA agent, what is your name?”

She is hesitant to divulge such information early on, but her experience has proven that a little give and take goes a long way in getting answers. “Security Chief Salina Craddock,” she proffers.

“Salina.” The prisoner speaks the name as if they were talking about a lover.

Salina continues pushing for answers. “You said you were once called Jarmia, but not anymore. Who are you now?”

The prisoner drifts over to the viewing room and puts her face up against the window. Salina holds the prisoner’s intense gaze. And yet even through the glass the Security Chief can feel and sense some life force emanating outward from her captive. “Nobody of importance,” the prisoner responds. 

“No importance, so you don’t have anything to confess?”

“Like what?”

“Like what you were doing in a war zone, to begin with and like whom you’re spying for?”

“I’m no spy.”

“Not a spy,” disbelief fills Salina’s words. “You were caught in a war zone upon an Earth dreadnaught with a dead Draconian at your feet. That evidence is damning, wouldn’t you agree.”

“I was an assassin.”

The words hang in the air like an uninvited guest.

Salina shakes her head trying to comprehend this revelation. “An assassin?”

“But now I’m justice,” the prisoner adds.

Salina’s frustration breaks through. “I’ve got no time for these games.”

“This is not a game. The wars that are beginning to tear the stars apart out there I had a hand in.”

“Really.”

“Yes, though I did not know it at first. I was blind and a fool. Deceived by a masterful magician and manipulator.”

Salina senses the sincerity in her words. “All I require from you is the truth.”

“Then you shall have it Security Chief Salina Craddock.”

About time, Salina thinks, realizing that this is going to be some tale. She just hopes that it’s the truth.

“I must leave an account of the events that have shaped me and brought me here before you. That led to my recruitment by The Black Order. Will you hear my story?”

“I’m listening,” Salina replies.

The prisoner is silent for several moments as she sorts out her thoughts. Her sojourn has been long and hard and her travails many. The universe is an amazing place with many mysteries and the former assassin now justice turned prisoner but once known as Jarmia has many secrets to spill.

She begins. “You’ll hear the terrible crimes I’ve committed. I accept my guilt. But you’ll also hear above all else my redemption and the divine light that saved me.” A single tear forms in the corner of her eye and floats away in the zero gravity. In immense inner pain she closes her eyes. “I’ll begin with my genesis.”
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Genesis

A lush green and Eden like landscape is being scarred by distant leviathan sized excavation rigs. The huge machinery digs deep into the earth tearing down the fauna to get at the precious and elusive minerals beneath. Alongside the giant excavators is a colossal mobile drilling platform the size of an oil rig, a small city unto itself that crawls slowly across the land like a slug leaving a wasteland in its wake. Black smoke and dirt billow out of its stacks - all under the gaze of two aqua coloured moons above.

“Youth like beauty fades upon the wheel of time,” the voice of the prisoner speaks, “and time is what we want the most, and what we use the worst. I was born on Jaffa, my father was human, a miner who came to our world soon after the defeat at the hands of Earth. Humans had spread far throughout the Rim Worlds by this time. My mother was Vaillian, as you know, but she was not native to Jaffa. Like so many others she moved from place to place, from pillar to post and thus she met my father.”

John Childress, a man in his late 20’s, saturated in sweat, stands on a platform above one of the drills monitoring, adjusting and fixing pressure gauges; being a monkey wrench is a thankless job. The noise is deafening, the work can be dangerous, and the shifts can be long and arduous. For no matter the technological marvel of these machines the breakdown is high, and a human hand is still needed. It takes a certain individual to do this type of work and Childress is such a person. He is a robustly built individual with a rugged charm, embodying a playful spirit while occasionally displaying a contentious and aggressive demeanour, unwilling to tolerate disrespect, which has led to numerous conflicts throughout his life. Despite these traits, he is a dedicated and reliable worker, demonstrating loyalty to his genuine friends. He exemplifies a person who balances hard work with a zest for life yet often finds himself in solitude.

“Childress you asshole, stop slacking off, can’t you see the god damn pressure is fluctuating!” Childress flips the bird to the foreman. “Fuck you Childress,” John Walker, the foreman of drilling platform 79 shouts back across the roaring noise at his worker. “I’ll dock you if you cause another fucking jam - shit for brains.”

“Yeah - yeah - yeah,” Childress replies with great animosity. There is no love lost between these two.

“Don’t back chat me I’ll bust your ass.”

“Go stand naked in front of a mirror, drill a hole and go fuck yourself.”

“What?” Walker questions not quite catching everything over the thundering noise.

“You heard me.”

“Keep pushing me dip shit - keep pushing me,” Walker angrily speaks with spittle flying from his mouth.

“Or what?”

“You’ll find out you slacker.”

Childress has had about enough. “You couldn’t hit water if you fell out of a boat, even if it came with instructions, let alone find your own ass.”

“Keep talking - keep pushing me.”

Childress mutters under his breath, expressing his frustration with a threat, “I will shove you off the rig if you continue to provoke me.” He then proceeds to recalibrate the gauges, causing the drill to accelerate significantly. The cacophony of the machinery intensifies, rapidly overwhelming the angry shouts of his foreman, whose face is flushed with rage.
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The small rural township of Pangail has long since been converted into a booming mining town and is now a hodgepodge of human and Jaffian architecture. The contrast between the two races is startling. The human-made structures are characterized by their square, robust, and utilitarian design, resembling prefabricated buildings intended for purposes such as colonization and mineral extraction. In contrast, the architecture of Jaffa, which has stood for centuries, exhibits a more organic and fluid form, harmoniously integrating with the surrounding landscape. These buildings are adorned in wooden and earthy tones, constructed from adobe-style clay bricks that possess a timeless essence, evoking the imagery of a painting from a distant past that vividly comes alive in the viewer’s imagination.

But a painting is not real life, and the mud filled streets and the black thick soot that hangs heavy in the air, clinging to everything it touches belies that tranquil imagery. Bartoks, pig-like creatures wander through the streets, scavenging through the filth and grime for remnants of food or, on rare occasions, a lifeless corpse. However, the residents of Pangail swiftly disregard the unpleasant sights, sounds, and odours that accompany their daily lives, as the town embodies the essence of a booming economy. This company town exudes a genuine frontier atmosphere; yet, in contrast to the cinematic portrayals of western towns, it appears as though extraterrestrial beings have descended and established their presence.

Money and credits are the life blood of this settlement. The substantial wealth circulating through the grimy streets, generated by miners, corporations, alcohol, narcotics, gambling, and the sex industry, is immense; this assessment does not even consider the perpetually flourishing black market. The law is enforced by the Corporate Safety Framework – (CSF); but provided that the routine operations of the mining activities remain uninterrupted, the authorities generally choose to overlook minor issues. However, should any incident arise that disrupts the production output, the consequences can be severe. The mining industry operates under the principle that time equates to financial gain, and any delays are viewed as detrimental to profitability. In such situations, the Corporate Safety Framework (CSF) will take decisive action against those responsible, ensuring that justice is administered promptly and with considerable severity.

Childress has discovered this on a few occasions. 

As if summoned by fate, or the unexpected twist of events, Childress finds himself walking down the bustling Main Street, flanked by numerous bars, strip clubs, and dive bars that characterize the locale. He eventually rocks up outside of Sammy’s Bar, where the blaring sound of loud music mingles with the raucous sounds of laughter and shouting spilling into the street. The vibrant neon signs prominently display advertisements for both alcohol and women, creating an enticing atmosphere. This establishment is a popular gathering spot for miners, known for its generous servings of unwatered-down drinks and the availability of women or men. “Home sweet home,” he muses to himself as he strides confidently into the bar, his behaviour reflecting a sense of familiarity and purpose.

********
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Salina waits. The prisoner is silent, her face emotionless. She has paused in the telling of her story. Although the isolation cells are silent and soundproof, the hallways without are not, and the soft humming of power conduits fills the security chief’s ears. She takes this dramatic pause, to consider what she is being told. The narrative so far rings true, and it will be easy to verify as the (CSF) keeps extensive records on file.

“Do you believe in fate?” The prisoner asks out of the blue.

Salina instantly snaps back to attention; she is well trained. “No.”

“What about destiny?”

“Again, the answer is no.”

“You answer so quickly, not even a pause of contemplation.”

“I know my mind...Jarmia.” Salina deliberately adds the prisoner’s name to her statement. 

The prisoner smiles knowingly. “You attempt to gain my confidence by using that name. Very shrewd...Salina.”

Though she shows no emotion, inwardly this irks Salina to no end. Other colleagues in ECSSA would by now have begun the torture. One, a nasty piece of work, called Lazar, wouldn’t even have bothered with the questioning, he would go straight for the serums and then the thumb screws. For all the technological marvels that exist in this wonderous universe, in the end a simple barbaric torture can still garner results. Again, Salina reflects that these methods would be ineffective on this individual; although she cannot articulate the basis for this belief, she is certain of its validity. Physical suffering, akin to death, has no influence over a being of this nature.

“What is it you’re trying to tell me?” Salina asks bluntly.

“Don’t be so quick to dismiss such ideas out of hand. Keep your mind open to all possibilities, and not just those that are known to us.”

“Fate, destiny?” Salina scoffs in annoyance. “The predetermined course of events in an individual’s life, suggesting a sense of inevitability and a lack of control over one’s future. Bullshit, I’ve never bought that line, and I never will.”

“It is evident that you are an individual who requires the assurance of being in command of your own circumstances, rather than attributing that to a higher power or entity. However,” the prisoner poses a thought-provoking question: “which of these two perspectives offers greater comfort and reassurance?”

Salina remains silent, consciously suppressing her emotions and refraining from allowing her feelings to overwhelm her. Suddenly, an unexpected and vivid recollection surges into her consciousness, depicting a moment from her past when she cradled her infant son during his early days. It is not merely an image, she realizes, but a profound memory that resurfaces, accompanied by the visceral sensation of her baby nursing, so powerful and consuming that it causes her body to respond with a physical reaction.

She turns away from the prisoner.

“Small minds are the first to criticize large ideas,” the prisoner asserts with a sense of understanding that those with limited perspectives are often the first to disparage grand concepts.

“My, my, as an assassin you sure make a good philosopher.” Salina replies softly as she once more turns to face her captive. Her emotions back in check, if only barely. She gazes through the transparent pane, evaluating her target with a discerning eye, contemplating the potential she possesses to excel as an ESSCA agent. “Perhaps it’s you who should be on this side of the glass?”

“I don’t mean to cause you pain.” The prisoner’s words are sincere.

“You’re not.”

“Perhaps we should have a break.”

“I’ll decide that.”

“As you wish.”

“I do,” Salina asserts confidently. At least outwardly, internally that’s something else altogether. She is someone who always projects an image of confidence and control to those around her; however, she suddenly finds herself grappling with self-doubt and questioning the authenticity of her own authority.

The prisoner floats away as she continues her story. “You may not believe in such things as fate and destiny, and yet two people from different worlds can be thrown together...by chance?”

“It happens all the time.”

“Does it?”

“Yes.”

“I can understand how your belief brings you solace, and I once shared that same perspective. I used to hold the view that life unfolds without any discernible pattern or purpose, a chaotic dance where meaning seems elusive and randomness reigns supreme.” Her sharp and penetrating remarks strike with the same intensity and precision as a bullet hitting its intended mark. “With no rhyme or reason, as they say.”

“What changed you mind?” Salina queries.

“That would be getting ahead of ourselves. Afterall, we must not spoil the ending.” The prisoner pauses a moment to gather herself before continuing. “I’ve told you of my father, as for my mother, a gentler soul you would never find. Her name was Jasmarna, and the sound of her voice, when she sang, resonated with a celestial quality, reminiscent of an angel’s gentle melody, and that’s no lie.”

********
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A cluster of vibrant young Jaffa women from Pangail gather along the serene banks of the enchanting Pangoo River, their laughter mingling with the gentle sounds of flowing water as they wash their hair. Bathed in the warm embrace of the afternoon sun, they revel in the beauty of their surroundings, the lush greenery framing their joyful moments and creating a picturesque scene that captures the essence of carefree youth. Amid the vibrant gathering, Jasmarna captivates all with her striking Vaillian lineage and enchanting beauty, effortlessly drawing attention away from the crowd. The last rays of the setting sun dance upon her long, lustrous jet-black hair, creating a mesmerizing sheen that seems to shimmer with every movement. As she gently hums a soothing melody, she meticulously washes her hair, lost in the rhythm of the moment. Nearby, her dear friend Tez, a cheerful Jaffa girl, lends a helping hand, pouring water from a rustic earthen jug to rinse away the suds, their camaraderie evident in the ease of their interaction. A remarkable trait shared by all Jaffaians is their unique heterochromia, and Tez’s eyes, a striking blend of deep orange and blue, add to the enchanting atmosphere. The entire scene unfolds like a serene painting, filled with a sense of harmony and tranquillity that envelops them both.

“Oh Jasmarna, your hair is so beautiful,” Tez says with envy.

Jasmarna smiles warmly at her friend. “As are your eyes.”

“No different than anybody else’s on Jaffa.”

“Oh, but they are Tez, they are.”

“Maybe, but your beauty puts us all to shame.”

Jasmarna comforts her friend by stating. “My cherished Tez, true beauty emanates from the depths of one’s soul, and yours radiates with the brilliance of the twin moons above us.”

“How do you come up with such things, such wonderful sayings? I can barely remember my name,” Tez complains. “I was such a dunce at school. No wonder I don’t have anyone in my life.”

“Oh, what about Tenshi,” Jasmarna teases.

“Tenshi!” Tez exclaims as if she had been bitten by a poisonous insect.

“Yes, he likes you, doesn’t he. I mean the way he makes those big sad eyes at you whenever he’s around you.”

Tez scoffs. “He’s as dumb as a rock. There’s no way I would settle for someone like him. Still, he does have a nice bum,” she adds quickly which causes her cheeks to flush a deep shade of red.

Jasmarna’s laughter resonates through the tranquil landscape, creating a delightful harmony with the peaceful ambiance of the natural surroundings. “Tez, Tez, Tez, you always manage to brighten my day.”

“At least I’m good at something.”

“Your good at many things.”

Tez rolls her eyes. “We both know that’s not true.”

Jasmarna states with a sense of certainty. “Indeed, it is true; you possess nothing but inherent goodness, Tez.”

“Well, whatever. You’ve still got some suds in your hair, let me get rid of them.” Tez reaches for the water jug, her movements fluid and purposeful, while Jasmarna tilts her head back, exposing her graceful neck. With a tender touch, Tez gathers Jasmarna’s flowing locks, the silky strands slipping through her fingers like a cascade of silk. She carefully tilts the jug, allowing the cool water to flow gently over the hair, creating a shimmering veil that glistens in the light.

“Don’t under sell yourself, Tez, you would be a prize catch for any man who is lucky enough to get you.” As the water cascades through her hair, Jasmarna shuts her eyes and starts to sing, her voice resonating with clarity and gentleness, reminiscent of a gentle breeze brushing against the skin. “There’s a longing in my life, a longing in my life; a yearning for a face I’ve yet to see, a face I’ve yet to kiss; oh, there’s a longing in my life, a longing in my life; for a face so new and bright...a longing in my life”.
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The upper level of Sammy’s Bar serves as a hub for the more disreputable dealings of the establishment. Countless pay checks have vanished, both in spirit and in cash, fuelling indulgences in narcotics and the world’s oldest trade, transcending even the bounds of Earth. This cramped space is filled with a series of bare, small rooms where patrons engage in hedonistic pursuits. Soundproofing is a joke, as every gasp, sigh, and unexpected noise reverberates through the thin walls, with the loud piped music barely masking the raucous activities within this haven of vice.

Room 4 is where Childress has found himself, high on the drug Lic’tor, and booze, a deadly combination. But John is a person who works hard and likes to play just as hard, and this ritual of drugs, booze, and sex, has become a way of relieving stress and unwinding from the demands of his daily responsibilities – his daily boredom.

“Come on baby, don’t stop, your almost there, I can feel it,” a feminine voice urges him on. The voice emanates from the woman straddled atop of him, her hips moving back and forth working hard to get the client his climax that he paid for. The Jaffaian woman is of average appearance, somewhere in her 30’s, whose looks have deserted her early in life due to her modus vivendi, and yet her striking one purple and one green eye grants her an exotic, almost taboo quality. “Come on, you can do it, give it to me, give it your all,” she encourages again, yet the words ring hollow, mechanical, for she has told them hundreds of times before.

John, in his abbreviated state, attempts to comply. In a moment charged with urgency, John, feeling the weight of the situation, pushes himself further into her, quickening the rhythm of his movements. She, responding in kind, mirrors his intensity, not driven by desire but rather by a need to complete the task at hand, as if racing against an unseen clock. But the effort, on his part, is pointless, as he cannot finish the task, his manhood unable to comply, and so he stops, defeated. The woman also sensing his defeat stops her riding, feeling the limpness of his penis within her.

“What’s the matter baby?” She asks with false concern; in fact, she is relieved that it’s over. “Hard day at work?”

John snaps, whether it’s the drugs, the booze, or his tedious existence, he smacks her hard across the side of the face. The sudden surprise of the attack catches the woman off guard, sending her head reeling into the wall with a thud, drawing blood. For a moment, the woman stands in shock, her hand instinctively moving to the side of her face before she pulls it away, noticing the blood staining her fingers. “You bastard!” she exclaims, her fury erupting with the force of a dam collapsing, as she unleashes a torrent of punches aimed at his face and upper body. John finds himself struggling to defend against her onslaught, his limited physical capabilities, due to intoxication, leaving him at a significant disadvantage.

Just as the situation threatens to escalate beyond control, the door to the room swings open forcefully, unveiling the imposing figures of two robust bouncers, who promptly rush in upon hearing the commotion of the altercation.

“This shit attacked me!” The woman yells to the bodyguards.

“Now hang on...” John doesn’t get the opportunity to complete his words before he is forcefully man handled out of the bed and the room. The bouncers do not permit him the opportunity to put on his clothing. Instead, they forcibly escort him down the hallway leading to the back exit. Onlookers, intrigued by the commotion, peek out from adjacent rooms to observe the unfolding scene. Remarkably, none of the spectators appear disturbed or disconcerted, as they seem accustomed to such occurrences, or perhaps they have experienced a similar predicament to the one John is currently enduring.

“I’ll have you,” John tells his accosters in a feeble attempt at a threat. Any further protests are quickly silenced when he is unceremoniously thrown into the rear alley of Sammy’s Bar, where he lands face down in the mud, his clothing discarded carelessly behind him. 

“Don’t let me catch you roughing up the girls again, or else,” the bouncer warns in a deadly and menacing tone of voice, before slamming the door shut.

John gradually lifts himself from the mire, trying to gather his garments; however, he soon finds himself feeling lightheaded and unsteady, resulting in him tumbling back into the sludge, where he lands with a pronounced thud on his rear. Considering this, John resolves to remain seated in his current position for a time, or at least until the world around him ceases its dizzying rotation.
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It would take John a while to gather all his bits and pieces and even then, he wouldn’t make it too far. In the meantime, Jasmarna was in a hurry. Her prolonged stay at the temple was not a result of her own intentions; rather, it was due to the high priest, Tomas, who required assistance in preparing for the sermon scheduled for the following day. He consistently regarded her as an attentive listener, a role she found fulfilling and appreciated. Although she was not originally from Jaffa, the strong sense of community among the Jaffaians was evident, particularly as the residents of Pangail had welcomed her warmly upon her arrival, offering support when others had chosen to turn away. Over the last several years, she has experienced a profound transformation, perceiving herself as an integral component of a larger entity, a fellowship which has instilled in her a deep sense of belonging; this newfound connection has brought her immense satisfaction and joy. So, staying behind at the temple a little longer than normal was a pleasure and not a burden. 

But it was getting late.

And she didn’t like to be out after dark on her own.

While she felt no apprehension about encountering the local Jaffaians, it was the unfamiliar individuals in Pangail that warranted a degree of caution. The town frequently welcomed new arrivals, as miners were consistently coming and going, leading to a constant influx of unfamiliar faces. If not for the strong arm of the (CSF) then Pangail would surely be a completely lawless town, but even so crime was still a regular occurrence.

And so it was, in her eagerness to return home swiftly, Jasmarna opted for a shortcut, aiming to avoid the bustling activity of the main street. It is during this hurried detour that she unexpectedly encounters John Childress, who is seated on the ground in the alleyway between two buildings, mud-soaked, dishevelled and partially clothed.

She ought to have continued on her way; however, she found herself pausing, primarily due to astonishment. As she looks at the man, whose appearance was marred by dirt, she could perceive the depth of his suffering and sorrow, which managed to penetrate even the overpowering odours emanating from him.

“Are you alright?”

John, teetering on the brink of unconsciousness, had not ventured far from Sammy’s Bar. Despite the haze clouding his mind, he turns his gaze towards the source of a gentle voice and, illuminated by the glow of the twin moons, beholds the enchanting figure of Jasmarna standing nearby. Despite being drunk as a skunk, he was still able to perceive the exquisite beauty that lay before him, as well as the sincere expression of worry reflected in her enchanting almond-shaped eyes.

“Do you need some help?” She enquires.

John is instantly smitten.
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“To this day I still do not know what she saw in him.” The prisoner floats near the glass floor looking out into the dark void of space. “Perhaps she sensed something that others could not. An empathic connection.” The prisoner turns and glides back to the window where Salina’s face is and looks her directly in the eyes. “No doubt you must have heard about the, so called, mystical gifts of Vaillians. How they could wield magical powers and read people’s minds, plucking the very thoughts from out of their head.”

Salina maintains her gaze, refusing to succumb to whimsical stories. Throughout her career, she has encountered numerous such narratives. Nevertheless, the sincerity in the prisoner’s statements is undeniably persuasive and quite compelling.

“There was a darkness in that man,” she continues, “a thing filled with anger, jealousy, hatred. My mother use to tell me that he wasn’t a bad man, it’s just that he had terrible things done to him when he was a kid, and that life continued to deal him one blow after another. Do you think there is truth to that?”

“What?”

“That we become the product of our circumstances, our upbring, our environment?”

“Yes, no doubt. In some more than others. But such questions I leave to the shrinks,” Salina replies.

The prisoner ponders this response. “Then perhaps a cycle of violence cannot be broken. But always doomed to be repeated over again and again.”

“I take it then, that your relationship with your father wasn’t a happy one. That you blame him for all the dreadful things you done. All the bad things that have happened to you.” Salina’s tone is full of cynicism, and she makes no attempt to hide it.

“I only tell you these things about my father so that you will have a proper understanding of events,” she counters. “I still remember, images mostly, of my father carrying me proudly on his shoulders filled with joy and happiness. A complete contrast to what he did. Regardless of his circumstances he hid the wickedness well. By all accounts the courtship of my mother was something of a storybook romance. You know how it goes, flowers, gifts, long walks, beautiful music, happiness, joy...the first kiss. A true fairy tale until the wolf arrives.”
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As darkness envelops Pangail, the main thoroughfare buzzes with the raucous laughter and boisterous shouts of rowdy revellers, their language often laced with colourful expletives. Predominantly comprised of miners eager to unwind after a long day’s toil, the scene is a disjointed mix of merriment and mischief. The muddy street, already teeming with life, is set to swell even further as the night deepens, transforming into a vibrant tapestry of camaraderie and chaos, more so of the latter.

Jasmarna and John make their way down Main Street after a pleasant afternoon in the countryside.

“I don’t like this place at night,” Jasmarna states to John. But John isn’t listening, his mind elsewhere, his thoughts on other matters. “John – John,” she says more loudly, bringing him out of his quietude.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?”

“I said I don’t like it here.

John looks around in disbelief as if only just realising where they are. “Oh, don’t mind the rabble, they are just letting off steam.”

“You’ve been distracted all day,” she says, “what’s wrong, is it your work again?”

“When isn’t it,” he replies as if stating the obvious.

“Is your boss giving you a hard time again?”

“Of course, he’s got nothing better to do.”

“Can’t you do something about it?”

“Like what, report him,” John says accusingly. “I’d be out the door so quickly that my feet wouldn’t have time to touch the ground. Don’t be silly.”

“I wasn’t. I’m just concerned.”

“Well, don’t be. There is no need for concern; I am fully capable of managing the situation. Rest assured; he will face the consequences of his actions.” The firmness in his voice conveys a sense of resolve, hinting at an underlying menace.

“Please, John, don’t do anything stupid. Something you’ll regret.”

“Don’t worry,” he smiles warmly, “I’ve got more important things to worry about.” John leans and kisses Jasmarna, who returns in kind. The kiss is sweet and lingering, filled with promises yet to come. But John wants more, his hand reaching for her breast, unafraid of the crowd walking around them.

Jasmarna protests. “No, John,” and pushes him away. “It’s been a lovely day, let’s not spoil it.”

John stops and looks at her a moment, a darkness in his eyes, but it is only fleeting and then it is gone, replaced by his roguish smile that she has come to adore so much.

“I’m sorry, your just so beautiful.” He takes her by the hand as they cross the street heading towards a bar. “Come on, let’s get a drink.”

“No,” she says, “let’s go home. It’s getting late.”

“One drink, I told you, I’m cutting down,” he reassures her, “for you.”

“I know, darling, but I’m tired.”

John thinks a moment before answering. “Sure, no problem. Come on, follow me, I know a short cut that will get us out of the madhouse.” John takes her arm more firmly, so she won’t get swept away in the crowd. And perhaps it was the gorgeous day they had, all simply the noise of the crowd, or her strong feelings for him, whatever the case, by the time she realised what was happening it was too late.

John guides her along a narrow side street, navigating through one of the numerous alleyways that meander throughout the town. This passage, however, culminates at a dead end, and before she can react or voice her thoughts, John’s hands are suddenly all over her. She tries to break free, but he is too strong. She tries to reason with him, but it’s as if he has transformed into a completely different person, someone else and not the man she fell in love with. Her next thought was to scream for help, but something halted her. She keeps on struggling, even when she is forced to the ground, his hands lifting her skirt and tearing away her underwear. She could feel the bulge in his pants, even more so when he thrust it into her. His manhood was like a tree trunk, hard and solid, and it penetrated deep into her. She vocalizes her anguish, once more urgently imploring him to cease his actions, yet he remained unresponsive, either unable or unwilling to comply with her desperate request. 

John was now consumed entirely by his sexual desire for her, and he intended to have his way with her, to have all of her, intending to leave nothing untouched, his hands now tearing away her top. The sight of her young, firm and unsoiled breast makes him even harder, so much so that he would come several times in her until he was finally spent.

Through the entire ordeal, Jasmarna would continue to struggle and cry as a part of her spirit slowly died with every plunge of his erection. Ultimately, the sole memory that would linger in her mind from this evening would be the distant echoes of celebration emanating from the main thoroughfare, which was merely a few structures away.
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The fading daylight filters through the vibrant stained-glass windows of the temple dedicated to Karris, the revered Goddess of the Jaffaians. This architectural marvel, characteristic of indigenous craftsmanship, harmoniously integrates with nature; the stone and wooden dome of the temple, adorned with four stained glass windows on each side that illustrate pivotal moments from Karris’ existence, merges effortlessly with the natural landscape that envelops it.

In a modest antechamber situated to the side, Jasmarna is poised in her wedding attire, which consists of a short, loosely tailored garment crafted from pristine white silk derived from the revered stuza spider, an arachnid celebrated in the legends associated with Karris. Jasmarna gazes vacantly at her image in the medium-sized mirror, which is set within a vibrant seashell painted in shades of pink and blue, embellished with numerous tiny, glimmering jewels. Although she ought to feel a sense of joy, her countenance conveys a different sentiment entirely. An attitude that Tez, who is helping her get ready, doesn’t fail to notice.

“What’s wrong? Why do you look as if you’re attending your own funeral, instead of your wedding.”

Jasmarna shoots her friend a brief smile. “Just nerves I guess.”

Tez is unconvinced. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, now go and tell Tomas, that I’m ready, go on.”

Tez nods and reluctantly turns and leaves the chamber, knowing that something is not quite right. Jasmarna offers a warm smile to her cherished friend before redirecting her attention to the mirror. This time, her eyes focus on her abdomen as she gently rests her hands upon it, attempting to connect with the life that is now growing within her.

Shortly thereafter, beneath the glow of the two azure moons and amidst the solemn invocations of Karris, articulated in the indigenous language by the high priest Tomas, John Childress and Jasmarna enter the bonds of matrimony.
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“I’m sorry,” Salina says, no hint of deception in her words.

“Don’t be. It didn’t happen to me.” The response from the prisoner comes across as almost clinical and dispassionate, exhibiting a sense of emotional detachment that is striking. “Why he married her, who can say, maybe it was out of some pretence of doing the right thing. Why my mother agreed to this, she never told me. I suspect it was out of shame. You must understand that family and community and their religious beliefs are the pinnacle of Jaffaian society. It’s the glue that holds them together. What happened to my mother is something that they do not deal well with. And for her part, they had accepted this outsider as one of their own. Took her into their homes, their hearts, showing her love and respect. In the end what other option did she have?”

The question hangs in the air waiting for an answer that will not arrive.

Finally, the silence is broken.

“In that circumstance, Salina, what becomes of your autonomy? Indeed, she had the option to reveal the truth, but what would have followed? She would likely have faced derision and been ostracized, left without a place to call home or means to sustain herself. Furthermore, it is possible that her decision could have resulted in my non-existence, thereby preventing all the events that have transpired from the moment of my birth to the present day.”

“You’re talking about ifs and maybes,” Salina counters.

“Or perhaps something else, something more divine,” the prisoner offers up.

“Look, I appreciate the fact that you’re speaking about these things. But it doesn’t help the current situation and the circumstances of why you are here. And that’s what I need to know.” Salina’s speech carries a hint of tension, possibly reflecting a growing sense of urgency or, alternatively, simply the weariness that comes from prolonged exertion. Space travel is always a tiring experience upon the body.

“And you will know, I promise. But you must hear it all. Our youth can define us for the rest of our lives. There’s no other way to tell it.”

Salina is silent, weighing up whether she should even continue the interview this way or not. In the end she turns to the nearby wall intercom and pushes the on button. Moments later a voice echoes out the speaker, “Yes ma’am?”

“Bring me a mug of hot coffee, black, and make it strong.”

“Right away ma’am.”

Salina redirects her attention to the captive before her. Although she is acutely aware that she ought to conclude this situation and adopt alternative strategies, an inexplicable force drives her to persist. It is unclear whether this motivation stems from an innate perception or mere instinct, yet she has come to trust her gut feelings, particularly in her quest for uncovering the truth.

“Blessed are our enemies, for they tell us the truth when our friends flatter us.”

The prisoner smiles on hearing these words from her jailor.
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A handful of Jaffaian children engage in play amid the debris and discarded materials of a nearby landfill situated on the outskirts of Pangail. In the background, large earth-moving machinery relentlessly continues its work of devastation on the landscape. The sky is shrouded in a gloomy overcast, predominantly influenced by the grey dust and black soot generated from the ongoing mining activities.

Among the group of children, there is a nine-year-old Jarmia, whose unique combination of Vaillian and human physiology, inherited from her mother, distinguishes her remarkably from her peers. The children engage in a lively game of tag, darting about with exuberance while tossing a makeshift ball crafted from twigs and twine. Their creativity flourishes as they immerse themselves in a world of boundless imagination, revelling in the freedom of their play. Vedic, a companion of Jarmia, swiftly tags her with the ball, exclaiming, “You’re it!” in a burst of excitement as she dashes away. In response, Jarmia seizes the ball and begins her pursuit. The other children disperse in various directions, yet Jarmia remains fixated on her friend, skilfully mirroring her movements and predicting her next action before it occurs. Although it seems that Vedic is about to veer left, Jarmia opts to go right, and indeed, her friend follows suit, resulting in Jarmia successfully tagging her.

Vedic falls to the ground defeated, catching her breath. “How do you always get me?” She asks Jarmia in amazement.

Jarmia, also drops to the ground next to her friend. “You’re too predictable,” she says as if that explains everything.

“One of these days...” Vedic begins but stops as she continues to catch her breath.

Jarmia smiles. “But not today.”

Vedic shares a smile, and the two friends suddenly erupt into laughter, seemingly without any specific cause for their amusement.

“Jarmia...Jarmia!” A distant voice resonates through the air, prompting Jarmia to lift her gaze. As she scans the horizon, she spots the silhouette of her mother positioned at the periphery of the landfill, gesturing towards her with a wave.

Jarmia turns to her friend. “I got to go.”

“Will I see you tomorrow?” Vedic queries.

Jarmia jumps to her feet. “I don’t know, maybe...bye.” Jarmia moves off.

“Bye,” Vedic responds.

Jarmia swiftly approaches her mother, demonstrating her grace and physical prowess, which are unmistakably highlighted by the effortless way she navigates and ascends the slope of the landfill. 

“Look how dirty you are,” she scolds.

Jarmia shrugs innocently at her mother. “It’s a dump, what did you expect.”

“No cheekiness now,” Jasmarna gently advises, her voice devoid of any menace. Instead of reprimanding, she envelops her daughter in a warm embrace, bestowing a tender kiss upon the crown of her head, conveying affection and reassurance. The beauty and allure of Jasmarna remains evident; however, it has started to fade and show signs of deterioration, as the challenges of recent years have taken a toll on her vitality.

“Alright, let’s go home.” Jasmarna states as she wraps her arm around her daughter, and together they began their journey back.

Tucked away on the fringes of Pangail lies a quaint homestead, surrounded by a tapestry of similar abodes, and much like the township that cradles it, these residences highlight an eclectic blend of human ingenuity and Jaffaian design, creating a striking juxtaposition of industrial elements and natural beauty, where gleaming metal structures attempt to harmonize with warm wooden features.

John Childress is comfortably seated on the modest front porch, leisurely consuming a bottle of Trellian Ale. The gentle melody produced by a wind chime drifts through the atmosphere, creating a serene ambiance. John embodies a stark contrast to tranquillity; he appears a decade older than his actual years, with strands of grey weaving through his once-vibrant hair. The charm that once defined his roguish features is fading, replaced by the weariness etched into his face. His physique, once robust and lively, now bears the heavy toll of relentless toil on the drilling platforms, revealing the harsh realities of a life spent in gruelling labour. Inside, Jasmarna is actively engaged in preparing and serving a delightful dinner for Jarmia, consisting of a nourishing and flavourful vegetable stew that is both comforting and satisfying.

“When you are finishing eating, I want you to prepare for bed, okay.”

“But it’s early,” Jarmia protests.

“Please, darling, don’t argue with me.”

“Alright,” Jarmia gives in.

“Thank you.” Jasmarna shifts her gaze to the front window, observing John as he sits on the porch. “You are aware that I have plans to visit the temple this evening, correct?” she inquires.

“Of course, going to offer a sacrifice to your ball breaking goddess,” John grumbles in a condescending tone.

“Please, John,” Jasmarna says, “you know it is nothing like that. I do not like it when you drink this much.”

John drains his glass and pours another in defiance. “Too bad. This is the only thing that keeps me sane these days. I swear if that shitter keeps riding me at work I am going to kill him.”

Jasmarna expresses her exasperation, as the repetitive nature of the threats from John has become all too familiar; when it pertains to his job performance, John consistently demonstrates a tendency to make grandiose claims without any substantial follow-through. However, his behaviour has deteriorated significantly in recent times, prompting the organization to seek any justification to terminate his employment. “Anymore incidents and you will lose your contract.”

“Stiff shit, crap of a job anyway.”

“John, please, try and co-operate. We cannot afford for you to lose the work.”

“Well, if you love my job so much why don’t you go and do it. Your just as bad as all the rest of them,” John complains as he downs another glass of ale. “All my life, since my old man, I’ve had nothing to deal with but shitters.”

Jasmarna shrugs in hopelessness. “There’s no talking to you when you’re in this state.”

“Good.”

Jasmarna turns her attention to her daughter. “I will not be too late my love; you be sure to get to bed early.

“I will,” Jarmia reassures her.

“And tomorrow we’ll go to the market and pick out something nice to match you pretty eyes.”

Jarmia beams with joy, clearly highlighting the profound bond that exists between mother and daughter. In contrast, John, who lacks that connection, fills another glass with alcohol while observing the mother and daughter through the window.

As the night deepens, a fierce thunderstorm sweeps over Jaffa, bringing with it a discordance of booming thunder and dazzling flashes of lightning. This time of year, is notorious for such abrupt storms, which, while typically brief, possess the potential to wreak havoc in their wake. The air crackles with electricity, and the once calm atmosphere transforms into a tempestuous display of nature’s raw power.

Jarmia is curled up in bed, in her tiny room at the rear of the house, cocooned beneath her blankets, seeking refuge not only from the raging storm outside but from the turmoil within her home. Instead of feeling the warmth and safety she craves, a chill of anxiety grips her heart. Her father’s relentless drinking has stretched into the night, casting a shadow over the household, while her mother’s absence looms large. The unsettling sounds of John’s angry mutterings and the crash of objects being thrown around by him seep through the closed door, amplifying her sense of dread. In this moment of fear, Jarmia longs for her mother’s comforting presence. She would always sing to her when she was afraid, and the simple tones of her voice was always a soothing balm for her troubled spirit, and the mere thought of that familiar melody brings a flicker of hope amidst the chaos.

But it does not last.

Her door bursts open. 

A loud rumble of thunder shakes the house.

The silhouette figure of her father stands in the doorway. He remains there mute and unmoving. Thinking. Contemplating. Deciding. Before he finally stumbles towards her bed.
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The inmate shifts her focus inward, positioning herself away from Salina, who sips her coffee while maintaining a patient attitude. The steady hum of the power conduits continues unabated, creating a constant backdrop to the scene.

“I so vividly recall the night it first happened. Reeking of Trellian Ale. My cries meant nothing to him.”

“How long did this go on?” Salina asks.

“Three years off and on. It seemed like the evil force within him would lie dormant for a time, only to eventually stir and reveal its presence once more. Of course I did not tell my mother. I did not tell anywhere. Out of shame or fear I suppose. But how could she not know. It is something I have wondered for a long time and still have no answer.”

“Now that is something I cannot help you with,” Salina tells her.

The prisoner shifts her gaze to Salina, and for the first time, a wave of emotion washes over her features, revealing a profound sense of sorrow, or anger. It is hard to tell because it only lasts a moment. “I was thirteen when I killed him. The pleasure I derived from it I shall never forget. It was like a drug coursing through my body. Filling me with forbidden desires that I had never felt before. I tell you, even the coppery taste of his blood across my cheek tasted sweet.”
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The lifeless form of John Childress is splayed across his daughter’s bed, a grim sight that sends shivers down the spine; a cleaver juts ominously from his back, its blade glinting in the dim light, casting eerie shadows that dance across the room. In the dimly lit corner of the room, thirteen-year-old Jarmia sits in a state of utter disbelief, her tousled hair framing a face marked by horror. The chilling reality of the moment grips her as she feels the warm, sticky remnants of her father’s blood smeared across her cheek, a haunting reminder of the violence that has shattered her world.

Sometime later, Jarmia finds herself seated in silence on the front porch, her face reflecting a look of astonishment, yet it is now free from any traces of blood, and a blanket now drapes over her shoulders, providing a sense of warmth and comfort. As she gazes out, the initial beams of dawn begin to illuminate the horizon, casting a gentle light that heralds the arrival of a new day.

Through the open door behind her she can hear her mother answering questions from the Jaffaian Security Forces. “Yes, I killed him,” Jasmarna tells them.

“Why?” One of the officers asks.

“He beat us. So, I killed him.” Jasmarna’s answer is concise and to the point.

“And your daughter?”

“She fled the house out of fear.”

“Are you telling us the truth?” The second officer asks.

“Yes completely. In the end I finally had enough. I acted out of fear for my life and that of my child. Ask anyone. Ask his work, they’ll tell you what an abusive man he was.” Jasmarna’s statements are powerful, imbued with conviction and a semblance of truth, albeit not entirely accurate. Nevertheless, she persuades the officers that her account is indeed the truth.

As the sun ascends in the sky, Jasmarna is escorted by the officers, her hands bound in handcuffs, from the homestead towards the awaiting prisoner transport vehicle. She casts a tender glance at her daughter, and the two share a fleeting moment of connection that feels all too short. This poignant exchange is abruptly interrupted when the transport door is forcefully closed, cutting off their visual contact and leaving a palpable sense of loss in the air.

********
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The sensation of coffee settling in Salina’s stomach was weighty, and the events surrounding Jasmarna deeply affected her. In that moment, she was reminded of her mother, who had passed away many years ago; nevertheless, vivid images and the echo of her voice lingered in her mind. A gentle smile formed within her, as she realized that she had not contemplated her mother
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