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The
Conflict

A marine Race, the
Ailiss, want to keep ownership of Hydra, their planet, while the
Oriwikk are blockading the planet in a so far successful attempt at
bankrupting and then acquiring Hydra for themselves via a financial
war.

The Oriwikk, a
powerful and wealthy Race, already own nineteen planets. Their
opponents are the Priskya, friends of the Ailiss, the Marine
species part-owning the planet of Torroxell. The Priskya have
begged for help for the Ailiss in stopping this takeover. This help
has only just arrived; one small ship. This help was delayed, due
to Torroxell fighting three occupation wars of her own in
dizzyingly rapid succession. But they won all three and against the
Keulfyd.

Torroxell is now a
Treaty planet and, finally, the Priskya are recognised as one of
the owners of their own planet; along with the Terrans, Niseyen,
Cats and Okme Races. Up to now, the Priskya have been stalling the
bankruptcy of Hydra by paying the increasing interest on the debts
of the Ailiss but they cannot continue to do this. The bank
concerned is owned by the Oriwikk who are setting the increasing
fees, interest and penalties.

The ship,
Sarah which has just arrived, contains Priskya,
Terrans, Niseyen, Okme and two rather out-of-place Keulfyd who are
supposed to be Allies of the Oriwikk. The Cats, for some reason
they won’t divulge, refused to come. The expedition is being led by
Siwijal, a senior Priskya, Jesan, a Niseyen and Katy, a Terran.
Jesan is the son of Dai, one of the owners of the Ineffid Bank of
Torroxell and the ex-Deputy President of Torroxell. Katy, is the
daughter of Sarah MacDonald, the ex-President, now deputy
President, of Torroxell. The Ailiss will only deal with people who
hold power or are their direct successors. Siwijal and Jesan are
quite confident in their roles but Katy feels way out of her
depth.

The Ailiss do not
occupy the land so cannot be attacked there. They can only be
attacked in the ocean where they live and this cannot be done
without causing a great deal of harm to the oceans, the valuable
food resources there and the ecology of the planet. The Oriwikk
know this because such catastrophic damage has happened before on
other planets. A contaminated planet is of limited use to them. So
the Oriwikk, it is assumed, decided to use financial warfare
instead and caused the planet to be almost bankrupted by blockading
it. They are succeeding. Slowly, but effectively.

The economy of the
Ailiss was supported by several Terrestrial Races who used to own
or lease the land. The payment for these leases was technology for
the Ailiss who originally had only a barter economy. The Oriwikk
slowly took over by establishing a planetary bank thus creating a
money economy. They then set out to undercut, buy out or bankrupt
the businesses and industries of other Races. And then started to
bankrupt the Ailiss.

At the outset, the
plan is that the weapons of this war must be economic, political,
biological, cyber or similar. It cannot be a military war. That, is
unwinnable. Plans have a way of not surviving the onset of war.

A complicated
system of politics governs this Universe. There is interplanetary
law, but the system favours the Allianced, the strong, the
unscrupulous, and those with the smartest bankers and lawyers. Into
this Universe of countless billions came the naive Terrans, totally
confusing their descendants the Niseyen, ignorant of protocols and
by their very existence, accidentally threatening the plans of the
Keulfyd, immensely powerful aggressors. The Oriwikk are their
Allies.

So far, the
Terrans have only upset the Oriwikk by depriving them,
unintentionally, of acquiring the Niseyen planet Petislay. Now,
they are deliberately planning to deprive them of another planet
which is a tad risky. And at this stage, they haven’t a clue as to
how to do that.
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ALIENS

Okme,
(those who own and run the Healing Machines)

Humanoid, 6-7 feet
in height, skinny, no hair, grey.

Oriwikk,

Vaguely resemble a
polar bear but with four legs, two hands and small visible ears.
Large, 200kg and more. White. Own 19 planets.

Loridsyl
(those who run the Shields, expert spies and mercenaries)

Resemble a small
brown bush which is a non-detachable camouflage, 3 to 4 feet in
height, Ambush hunters, carnivores,

Niseyen,
descendants of humans. Most have a full pelt. Own 3 planets,
Medala, Jaynar and Petislay.

Priskya,
large fish, original owners of Torroxell

Resemble large
dolphins but swim like sharks, grey or grey-blue, lighter
underneath

Keulfyd

Large Terrestrial
creatures, over 8 feet in height, four thick legs, two arms,
resemble a walrus, vaguely, vary in weight from 200-500kg or
larger. Multiple colours. Own 25 planets.

Zeobani

Grey, small,
around 3-4 feet tall, amphibian, vaguely resemble an octopus, walk
on four tentacles, don’t wear clothes, wear mesh belts with
pockets.


Chapter One

Hydra

She looked up at
the stars as it went overhead. It was still there, threatening
them, holding them prisoner, blocking them in. So it had been for
the last, she calculated, not quite eleven years. Far too long.
Things were getting tiresome as their technology continued to break
down and no one could fix it. It had been a long time since any
messages had gotten out to the galaxy or in from it. She continued
to watch as the huge spaceship, that could only be seen at night,
passed overhead again. Wasn’t the orbit too low? The long hours of
night continued as her watch passed. A while yet to dawn.

Startled, she saw
a flash and belatedly realised that what she had thought of as
‘the’ spaceship that imprisoned them, was another spaceship and it
was coming down! She hadn’t seen it in the dark until it braked
prior to landing. She sent off the ‘Invasion Alert’ and moved
closer, determined to keep up a commentary on what was happening
until she no longer could. Fleetingly, she thought this might be
her last night alive but her duty came first. Who was she kidding?
This was exciting! Nothing like this had ever happened to her and
to few others. How many alive have seen an Oriwikk close up?

She watched for
some time, as she was aware of several of her people coming into
the vicinity but staying well back. Unlike her. But she stayed
where she was. She saw the spaceship settle on the water and
cautiously moved closer, frustrated at her poor night vision. As
she had increasingly suspected, it was very small. Was it a
lifeboat? She might see an Oriwikk. Curiosity was now uppermost. As
the waves dissipated and the ship stilled, a hatch opened and
several creatures spilled out onto a brightly coloured thing that
appeared suddenly beside the ship. Attached to the ship, she
corrected her commentary. What were they? And why was the ship so
small? It was tiny. How many other ships had landed and why was
this one in the ocean? Why wasn’t it on land? Surely it wasn’t
meant to land in water?

Her puzzlement
increased as she saw several creatures escort a large object that
she recognised at the last minute as a carrier. It was placed in
the ocean and a large fish swam out! What was this? It couldn’t be
a diplomatic mission or another surrender ultimatum, could it? And
then she saw the fish was joined by one of the original creatures.
It got into the water. It must be amphibian. What was it? And why
were neither of them armed with anything she could see? She
couldn’t see any weapons on the ship either. It appeared unarmed.
Nothing about this was making any sense. And then she watched as a
net was manoeuvred over the little craft. So was this to be
sabotage? If so, they’d been sprung. And who was the traitorous
marine species? As the creatures dived, she flowed down after, not
bothering to hide from them. As she puzzled out what had happened,
she wondered if the net had been camouflage. They were hiding, but
who from? Not from her people; they were clearly visible from
below. She couldn’t see the colour of the ship in the dark. But
were they hiding from her people or the Oriwikk? Did that mean this
could be reopening communication with the outside? It could even be
help. She ensured her questions and speculations were communicated
as she swam on, her powerful tail propelling her down. She studied
the creatures. The amphibian looked like one of those naked
Niseyen; the furless ones. But it had long hair on its’ head. Could
it be one of those Terrans? An offshoot of the Niseyen. It was pale
in colour but the hair was dark making a weird contrast. Ailiss
were almost all one colour; much nicer. As she got closer, her
suspicions were confirmed. The fish was a Priskya. A traitor to the
marine Races? She had heard the rumours but if that was true, then
this expedition was either ludicrous or valiant. And who was the
little creature that swam so slowly compared to fish but not bad
for an amphibian. They tended to be slow. She had her suspicion as
to what the little one was. But who was it?

The smaller
creature that looked like a Niseyen without a pelt, was holding
some type of instrument in its paws that she was suspicious of
because the two were heading straight for the nearest city. Was
this some type of technology that called to other technology?
Detected it? Found it? She knew such existed. Was it drawing them
to the city? And as she got closer, she realised the hump on its
back was strapped on. So was this a weapon? And something was over
the creature’s face. But the device in its paws was aimed straight
at the city. They seemed to know where it was! She followed on. She
saw the warriors gathering below, her oldest sister in the front
row.

As she watched,
the intruders slowed and then came to a stop in front of the
warriors. She and two others blocked their retreat but she thought
this would be unneeded. There was purpose in their journey. This
was going to be interesting but her job was to stay back and
watch.

***

Katy watched as it
looked like there were several hundred fish confronting her. They
were shark-like but bigger. Many had what she assumed were weapons,
held in flippers which seemed to be acting as hands. The nicer idea
was that they were cameras but somehow, she doubted that. She was
dismayed as Siwijal went to speak and was silenced as a monster
fish turned to her. The Priskya was snubbed. This did not look
good. She switched on the Translator.

Slowly, Katy
showed the huge fish the Translator with its transparent helmet.
She attached the helmet around her head, thankful she’d practiced.
She pulled her mouthpiece out, sealed it into the translator and
blew the water out. The helmet filled with air. She wasn’t ready
for this! Siwijal was supposed to be the communicator. She was
supposed to listen, not speak.

“I am Katy
MacDonald, the daughter of ex-President, now Vice-President Sarah
MacDonald. I am Terran, amphibian, the Race the Niseyen forgot they
were part of. We are here to help and we have a few ideas.” Katy
watched as she saw the moving around, the going back of some and
the coming forward of others. A pity she could not read their
expressions and body language. She remembered her mother’s
preferred negotiating style; direct and truthful. Like her own. She
watched as yet another, a huge fish nearly three times her size,
came to the front and confronted her.

“I don’t know you.
You could be lying.”

“I am here. I am
unarmed. The Oriwikk do not know we are here.”

“Why are you here?
How can one ship help us?”

“We have come
prepared.” She watched as the Ailiss seemed to be conferring and
the change in mood seemed clear; from rigid and staring at her to
some kind of communication she heard snatches of. Why were so many
convinced she was lying? Yet more than half were hoping this was
true. Another huge Ailiss came forward. Another rudely unintroduced
one.

“Why would you
help us?”

“The Priskya asked
us to help you, years ago, but we couldn’t. The Keulfyd fought
three wars against us and left so many of us dead, injured and
sick. At the same time, a massive organised crime wave started,
orchestrated by a few people, we suspect. These same people also
tried to interfere in our voting and influence it their way but we
realised what was happening and had superior technology to
them.”

“Terran
technology?”

“A combination of
the technology of several Races. We are a people that buy and
absorb whatever we can. We retro-engineered some of the Keulfyd and
Ridianit technology left behind as well. The Ridianit were killed
in their millions and since we won the wars, current law says the
spoils are ours. The Loridsyl helped us to Shield the ship which
was how we managed to land on your planet unobserved. That was
somewhat expensive help.” Katy added dryly. “We had to buy it.”

“How can we trust
you?”

“What do you have
to lose? I am unarmed, so is the ship. We are risking our lives to
come and offer help. We know some of what you have been told. Lies
about the Priskya. We suspect the Oriwikk orchestrated that. It is
a well-known military strategy; divide and rule. I suggest you take
us how you find us. Starting with the fact that we are unarmed and
here. What could our motive be, other than to help?”

“The Priskya, we
have been told, want a share of our world.”

Katy smiled, “They
have their own world and dominion over their oceans. They own them.
Others use their oceans only by their permission, with quotas and
with restrictions. Their population is also not under
pressure.”

Sadly, she noticed
they were still clearly distrusted. She wasn’t sure how she knew
that of the ones behind but she thought she was right. “For the
Priskya to claim part of your oceans, the Oriwikk would first have
to win this war. To bankrupt you. Then share. They don’t share. Why
would they? I have a better idea. We beat them.”

Katy watched,
carefully. There was definitely a difference of opinion and they
were discussing or arguing. Another confronted her,

“Why are you
helping? What business is it of yours? What do you plan to get out
of this?”

“Nothing if we all
lose. If we all win, you might be grateful. You might pay the
Priskya back for all the interest they paid on your behalf to
prevent your bankruptcy and the takeover by the Oriwikk.”

“The Priskya have
paid our interest to get a foothold on our world.”

Exasperated, Katy
declared, “That idea, that lie, makes no logical sense. The Priskya
have their own world and control over where they live. Siwijal
tells me they cannot live in your oceans, they can only visit. But
the main counter to that argument is that the Oriwikk do not share.
They are neither our friends nor our allies. We are at the least,
in competition with them. At the most, potential enemies. Our
purpose here is hopefully not to be discovered by them. That is why
we sneaked in and came down so fast we nearly squashed ourselves.
We had to land in between the orbits of the guard ship overhead.
The Oriwikk are like the Keulfyd in that they think none will come
to your aid. None will challenge them. None will dare. They expect
no opposition. That is why there is only one warship to guard a
whole planet. Well we dare. We have a plan. We have the means and
the people to see if this plan will work. These people who came
with me are risking their lives to try to save you. A little
gratitude would seem indicated.”

“What’s your price
for this?”

“How about first,
‘no cure no pay,’ which is kind of necessary? First, we have to
win. Then, we have a mutually advantageous suggestion.”

“What’s that?”

“You pay us in
land. We help you militarily and you will need help in other ways,”
and Katy explained. She remembered another of her mother’s maxims;
if someone expects a huge price then sting them. A low price will
make them suspicious. A high price will make them deal because it’s
what they expect and one of the few things they will trust. If they
trust anything.

“This is not
acceptable.”

“Is losing and
having your world become an Oriwikk world acceptable?”

“No.”

Well that’s an
admission, Katy thought mischievously. “This is to our mutual
advantage. You can’t defend yourselves. We can defend both us and
you. Perhaps I need to explain better. When I say ‘help’ I mean we
have a proposal for you. A proposal which we hope will win back
your world for you. Of course, should we succeed, it will be
costly. We are the negotiating team.”

“How much?”

“That depends on
what you want and what you are prepared to pay for. It would have
to start with kicking the Oriwikk out.”

“That would get
you the land. What about us? What if the Priskya then invade
us in our home? What if they attack only us and you let them?”

“The Priskya told
me, and I can see, that you’re much bigger, well-armed, more
aggressive and better trained than them. Better all-round fighters.
You’d smash them. And they’re pacifists. They don’t like fighting.
Its not in their nature. And then there is the little problem of
how would they get here and in sufficient numbers? This spaceship
is one they commissioned and paid for. The only one they have. But
when it came to getting volunteers to come here, there was one.
Just one. Only one other Priskya has been in a spaceship and that
was centuries ago. There are very few marine ships. As I said, they
have one with the capacity to transport about ten Priskya here,
squashed in. That is rather insufficient numbers to fight a war.
And the main reason? They can only stay in your oceans for a few
hours at a time. They can’t tolerate this salty water. You know
this. Why are you questioning it?”

Katy watched as
this seemed to spark off new debates, arguments and spats. There
was clearly a quarrel as to who should be speaking to her,
negotiating, whatever. She watched as a (slightly) smaller fish
muscled the others out of the way and confronted her. Now what, she
wondered.

“I am Lisadjil. I
greet you Katy.”

Wow, thought Katy.
Proper protocol except still excluding Siwijal. Still, it’s a
start.

“I greet you
Lisadjil.”

“How much of our
land do you demand to free us?”

Katy thought fast,
“That is open to negotiation. The safer you are and the more
services you want, the more expensive it will be. It depends on
what you want to achieve.”

“Explain.”

“The most
expensive option would be what the Priskya have. A Shield, no cost
to you to run it, subs so you can move about on land and explore
your world. Teaching and training places for you to learn, no debt
and no ongoing costs of those to you. Technology like drones and
satellites so you can monitor your world. Like the Priskya have. No
tax you have to pay, no debt at all that is hidden or automatic.
You pay only for what you openly order. Your money would come from
selling off other land. Land has no value to you except
financially. In contrast, it has a lot of value to us.”

“Who would buy the
land?”

“We would.”

“Shields take
years to build. We do not have years.”

“The Priskya
ordered a Shield for you years ago. If you use it, you need to pay
for it with land sales. If you want weapons on it, you need to pay
for that with land. If you will not pay for it and don’t want it
then the Priskya will sell the Shield to be adapted for another
planet. No cost to you.”

Katy was aware of
furious discussion going on behind Lisadjil. She wondered what
Siwijal thought of her going so far off script. Cripes; she’d
thrown the script away.

Katy continued,
“If you just want the Oriwikk forced to move away from your planet
then that will be very cheap in comparison but how would you stop
them invading you again? They have a claim on real estate on your
planet. You cannot legally stop people using what is theirs. They
have a right to it unless you win it back by a war or legal action.
Legal action is expensive. War is many times more expensive. Also,
you would have to use mercenaries as no planet would take on the
Oriwikk. War would also mean disputes afterwards as to who owned
what. Mercenaries don’t always stay bought. You could end up
fighting them. It is your choice. War could cost you all the land
on your world. That would leave you with nothing to sell to get
money to pay for technology. A legal action is much cheaper in
comparison and we could start that before your planet is
bankrupt.”

Katy waited some
time while furious discussion was taking place everywhere she could
see. She checked her oxygen levels. She had about forty minutes
left. Siwijal had told her that they usually made impulsive
decisions. They are not thinkers she’d said. They were thinking
now! Finally, with ten minutes of her air left, they seemed to come
to a decision.

“What deposit do
you demand to start the legal action option, following kicking out
the Oriwikk? To keep them out.”

“Just the
developed land.” Katy kept her face neutral. “The land with
buildings and crops we might be able to use.” The most valuable
land, she thought cheerfully. The improved land. Plus everything
the Oriwikk had here that they couldn’t take away with them.
Hopefully.

Communications
apparently over and a contract to follow, Katy and Siwijal swam
back. Katy held on to Siwijal’s fin, uninvited. Her air was low,
she was hungry, thirsty and wanted a shower. Before the inquisition
which was coming. She would leave it to Siwijal to explain while
she made her escape.


Chapter Two

Hydra

“I’ve told you!
Stop yelling at me! I improvised. I wasn’t supposed to be the one
talking to them and I just did… well… I guess I did as seemed
warranted. It was going to take years to convince them we were
trying to help out of the goodness of our hearts. That’s if we ever
succeeded. I stung them a business model and a high deposit. They
understand profit. They understand base motives. Forget altruism.
Not sure it’s in their genes.” Katy ate and drank while they got
control of their tempers, outrage, shock and in Siwijal’s case,
dismay. She noticed Max and Siki were keeping quiet. Their facial
expressions indicated amusement. Looks like they’re my only allies,
she thought. The two huge Keulfyd, who vaguely resembled brown
walruses with six limbs, were proving very useful. Max was a genius
with technology and anything related to espionage, hacking and
cyber-crime. Although a medical doctor, Siki was multi-talented.
She was their main pilot, having earned her pilot’s licence in her
role as the Keulfyd equivalent of ‘Doctors Without Borders.’ She
was also sneaky, keen to learn hacking and the two combined with
Friona were formidable. Friona was Niseyen, Jesan’s Aunt and a
banker as in part owner of a bank. A working role in her case.

Jesan was annoyed
with Katy for once. But could he have done any better? Katy had
challenged his objections asking him how was a Niseyen supposed to
negotiate with a fish? Niseyen were allergic to water. She had a
point he conceded. That role was best left to her or Siwijal and
Siwijal had been forbidden to speak. What was Katy supposed to do?
Turn around and swim back?

“Look,” Katy said,
“I improvised. I thought I first had a more important priority. The
Ailiss thought the Priskya were trying a three-way takeover. So the
first thing I had to do was repair the relationship between the
Ailiss and the Priskya. I knew I could do that.” She looked at the
variety of expressions she could see and smiled. “Some of my
memories, I still have. The earlier ones when I was a child,
especially. It was the adult memories I lost most of. My mother
trained me well. Remember, my mother kicked my useless father out
and that left my mother having to take me with her to work. I was
trained to amuse myself and stay so quiet that the adults often
forgot I was there. That happened from when I was a baby. As a
four-year-old, I have clear memories of my mother negotiating. She
is very good at it as you know. She is talented, but also sneaky,
deceptive and manipulative when that is the only way to achieve an
outcome acceptable to all. She is especially good with the
arrogant, the hurt, the naïve and the type of disagreements that
result when people misunderstand others or have different aims,
motives or beliefs. My mother’s talent was to question until she
understood where everyone was coming from and then compromise. I
couldn’t help listening. I couldn’t help learning. I used her
tactics. I listened to them. After a few minutes I thought the
Ailiss had been paranoid. I found out from you Max, that they are
cut off from all communications with the outside world. And you
noticed no communication between the Oriwikk and the Ailiss. Maybe
this had been the case for some time. Lack of information and
mounting stress often lead to paranoia. This simplified the
strategy I could use to deal with them. I was always much more
direct and would despise having to deal with some of the types my
mother had to deal with. Another problem my mother had, was that
she was dealing with different nationalities and religions,
professionals and volunteers, and idealistic amateurs. Plus
politicians and financial contributors who thought their donations
were still their money and had to be spent where they said. Others
thought their contributions entitled them to a say in how SETI was
run. I watched and listened as Mum dealt with all that. Often, as a
child, I wouldn’t understand something and would ask her later.
Other times, I remembered a situation years later and understood
what she had done. And more importantly, why she had done it that
way. I thought I’d got their measure.” She looked around at the
varied expressions from quizzical to doubting.

“I just did the
best I could,” she said, “Turn the whole thing into profit
motivated. I don’t think the Oriwikk made them suspicious. I think
they did that to themselves from what I heard. Siwijal, if you tell
them you were trying to help them, they’ll call you a liar. If you
tell them you were working on a plan to sting it to the Oriwikk,
make a huge profit and do them a favour all at the same time,
they’ll believe it. At least that was my understanding from all
that I overheard.” She went back to her meal. She’d been too
nervous to eat and drink before going down there. Now she was
making up for lost time. She shivered again and turned the heater
up. No one had even thought to calculate the water temperature down
there. It was cold. Several degrees colder than the surface. Not so
cold you couldn’t stay there, but cold enough to leach away the
warmth of her body and all her energy. Envying the full pelts
everyone here had except her and Siwijal, she moved further away
from the pool in the centre of the ‘lounge’ and up the stairs the
Niseyen had insisted on. Idiots. If the water in the pool splashed,
droplets would reach everywhere. She settled again and put the
heater down on the floor. The design here was nuts. The lounge
looked more like an amphitheatre with a stupid waste of space.
Space wasted on steps around the central pool. But then, the ship
was designed to carry half fish, half terrestrial crew so the pool
was designed for four or five Priskya, at a squeeze. And they had
only one. Only one volunteer while those at home found out whether
she would survive the trip and survive it sane. Today as usual,
Jesan was on the other side, behind the glassed barrier as high as
he could get away from the water with barely enough room to
stand.

“Katy we can’t
possibly achieve all that you promised them,” Friona said, beyond
exasperation.

“Others can. They
can pay for it. This planet is bigger than Terra and has more land
than ocean. They only use the oceans you told me. They can swim up
rivers but they can’t drink the water. Their kidneys or whatever
organ they use for waste needs salty water. So that should mean we
can use the lakes and rivers. We’ll have to check that.”

Jesan wondered how
this would be received by his father and Katy’s mother back on
Torroxell but no communication was going to be possible for a
while. They were on their own until this was sorted. Any
communication would be picked up by the ship and the satellites.
They were on ‘radio silence’ as Sarah called it. He wasn’t sure
what a radio was but he understood it was a communication
system.

“We’re on our own
for planning, method, agreements and contracts, calling in the
cavalry and every sneaky surveillance, sabotage and outright
spying,” Jesan interrupted. “If Katy thought that was the best
negotiating strategy, she was the one there and got stuck doing it.
It doesn’t matter how she did it. She seems to have achieved it. No
one is going to care how we do it, so long as we do it. As long as
the Oriwikk don’t catch us, no one will criticize.” Jesan looked at
several sets of accusing brown eyes and noted how quickly he had
become the target. “How far away are the Loridsyl with that
Shield?”

“They can be here
within fifty hours of our signal,” Max answered. “That’s assuming
we can find a way to signal them without getting caught,” she added
cheerfully. “Still working on that.”

Jesan watched as
Max turned back to the equipment she was using to try to infiltrate
the Oriwikk. Siki and Friona were watching her progress or lack
thereof. He had no idea what was going on despite his course in
cyber security. The equipment she was using was a mystery to him
but obviously not to Siki and astonishingly, his Aunt Friona seemed
to be following her progress. But then, over the decades, his Aunt
had worked in various areas of the bank. She loved to keep up with
new technology. He wandered over to Max. Sitting, she was taller
than him. He craned his neck around her to see what she was
doing.

“Are you in?”

“Yes. Just
looking.”

He shook his head
in astonishment. It had taken her only a few hours and she had
infiltrated the Oriwikk security system. It had taken her so long
because it was fatal for all of them if she was caught. He vaguely
knew that to get a signal out, she had to put her signal on top of
an Oriwikk one and then drop it off part way. For that, she needed
to hitch a ride with a signal that would be going in the general
direction she wanted. He realised she must know where the Loridsyl
were. Another thing he didn’t need to know. He hoped his role here
would be more than cook. Luckily, since his mother was such a lousy
cook, he had learnt that in self-defence. He looked around. There
was nothing else he needed to do. Knew how to do. And Katy had
pinched what was meant to be one of his roles.

So what was he
going to do? Max, Siki and Friona were infiltrating the Oriwikk
cyber system. Siwijal was writing up what had just happened in the
diplomatic contact that had gone so far off script that it was a
different genre rather than a different book. A fish was writing.
He shook his head, but she was. The computer was waterproof and
could be operated by her fins and the tiny finger-like projections
she used. Did the Ailiss have the same ability to use computers?
What a come-down. Katy had usurped the diplomatic mission he was
supposed to be co-leader of with Siwijal. It was supposed to be a
‘hullo we’re here, can we have a meeting?’ Not a major Treaty.
Contract. Whatever. And Katy was supposed to be just a
representative to introduce Terrans to the Ailiss. Here only
because she was Sarah’s daughter. Here to convince the Ailiss they
were a team worth talking to because Sarah and Dai had sent their
heirs to negotiate. Their children. Heirs had status here. Heirs
were precious; not used in trivial matters. Heirs showed faith and
trust.

Jesan had to admit
he was annoyed. Katy had just gone and done what was the job of
others who knew far more about the Ailiss and diplomacy than she
did. He had read Siwijal’s notes as she had been writing them;
frantic to know what had gone wrong. Although they had heard what
was said through the Translators Katy and Siwijal wore, they missed
everything visual and behavioural. Like how many Ailiss were there.
And how big they were. And how aggressive their manner was. He was
flabbergasted. How Katy had achieved that gobsmacked him. She had
clearly listened when they had all sagely described the Ailiss. If
he was being honest, he would admit she had intuitively figured out
how best to deal with them and then gone and done it. She had
achieved in minutes what would have taken weeks or months in
‘normal’ diplomatic missions. All right then, he thought, I’m
annoyed, I’m jealous and I’m humiliated. And then he realised what
else this all indicated and a cold chill hit his spine.

Katy was back. A
similar Katy to the one he had first met when she scooted onto
Torroxell just before the second war and refused to leave. The Katy
he had schemed with to train the Niseyen in how to fight the
Keulfyd. The same Katy who was so far ahead of him intellectually
and whose mind achieved warp speed in a crisis. Instead of just
ahead, full, like his. And now she had just possibly proved herself
on a level with her famous mother in negotiations. Well she had
told them all that in the memories she still had, were her
observations of her mother’s negotiation strategies. The ones she
witnessed as a child. Memories not wiped out by the shrapnel that
shredded her back and brain and almost killed her.

In the slow
journey back to recovery, while she was so ill, so child-like and
so dependent on him, Katy had tried to Choose him but he had
deferred; a Niseyen stalling tactic usually used when the girl was
too young to Choose. This had been re-interpreted by Sarah as an
engagement, which Katy had accepted. But now, he knew it was all
over. The Katy revealed this morning would not consider him. She
was going to be back to what she was before she was shot; so far
ahead of him and above him that he could not compete. He was
bright. She was going to be brilliant and her brilliance would
continue to rise as her education brought her up to date and her
brain continued to recover. She had spent much of the journey here
reading an eclectic mix of everything her mother had supplied for
her and everything the others had brought with them that she could
put through a Translator. Her reading speed was prodigious. But the
extent of all this progress, he hadn’t realised until now. Katy’s
lack of self-confidence following her injuries, concealed what he
now recognised as her brilliance returning. She was reclusive,
quiet, asked questions but he hadn’t realised that now she was
retaining the information. She had understood the problems this
morning as she analysed the reactions of the Ailiss. She adapted
her strategy and succeeded in a mission she had supposedly not been
prepared for. She would recognize this as the others congratulated
her. Along with this, would re-emerge her old, confident self. And
then she would dump him. And he could do nothing except watch her
recovery and wait for her to do so. With fresh understanding, he
reviewed yesterday. Yesterday when he just answered her questions,
patiently, as usual. How had he not noticed that she no longer kept
asking the same questions? Yet he hadn’t. The changes in her must
have been so gradual that he hadn’t noticed. He replayed the
conversation, only yesterday. Then he thought back to one of the
planning sessions they’d had on the way here.


Chapter
Three

In Space, Two Weeks Earlier

“How will we do
this?” Jesan asked.

Looking amused,
Max noted, “You asked how not if we could.”

“True. To topple a
civilisation, in a civilised and undetectable fashion initially, we
all know we need to knock out power, finance or communication. We
can’t do this in any conventional way. We can’t be discovered. How
can we do that here?” Jesan looked at Max.

“I will know the
systems we need to hit,” Max declared confidently. “Friona and I
have already been talking. Between us, we have a working theory,
which we will have to adjust, of course, but whatever they are
using, I will know it and Friona will know how to use it to disrupt
their banking system. We think we will most likely start with that.
We are hoping that the Oriwikk bank is not connected to others.
That we can disrupt it or wipe the debts of the Ailiss. If we can
make the records disappear, the evidence is gone.”

“Is that
possible?” Katy asked.

“If Vijinixin’s
information is correct, it might be. She tells us that it is normal
for the Oriwikk banking system to be independent branches. The
records should be held just on Hydra.”

Katy remembered
that Vijinixin was the Loridsyl she had met, who looked like a
little brown bush, but she had concealed hands and a liking for
computers that rivalled Max’s. “And if they’re not?”

“Plan B.”

“What’s that?”

“The highly
expensive Loridsyl plan which will cost us a fortune,” Jesan
answered. “The one we hope to avoid,” and he explained.

“Could they have
thought of a cheaper plan?” Katy asked.

“We decide that,
once we study the system, the targets, the weaknesses, the
vulnerabilities, the possibilities and the temptations. We have to
make it so bad for the Oriwikk that it’s cheaper or easier to drop
the bankruptcy attempt.”

“That’s going to
be somewhat difficult,” Max commented dubiously.

But Jesan could
see the smile Max’s face. She was up for the challenge. “How up to
date is your knowledge?”

“Right up to date.
Remember the Loridsyl? They get the programs pretty much as soon as
they come out. Someone will sell them. We bought some off
Vijinixin. She was quite sorry she couldn’t come with us. We can
contact her again if we need to but we’ll have to get well away
from the planet to do so. The Oriwikk will detect a burst that
isn’t theirs and is going where it shouldn’t.”

“Okay,” Katy
interrupted, “I probably get a lot of this but could someone spell
it out in detail for me please. First, how do we get to this planet
and land without them detecting us?”

“We use a Keulfyd
device that is a sort a stealth technology. It’s a mix of Oriwikk
and Terran technology with a touch of Keulfyd. And we have a
Loridsyl Shield.”

“Terran? We have
stealth? Proper stealth?”

“Indeed you do. It
bends the signal around the ship. Being a small ship helps.”

“I’m slightly
relieved. Only slightly. I still feel like a bug crawling across
something like a sleeping dragon’s paw. Waiting for it to wake up
and spot me. If I had ever known about stealth, it’s one more fact
to go on the ‘forgotten’ list.” That huge list, she thought angrily
containing most of my memories. Damn the brain damage. Damn the
Keulfyd for shooting me. Still, I got more of them. But the Healing
Machine only fixed the hardware of my brain. So much software and
memory disappeared. So much of me is gone. Max is a tech genius.
Siki is a doctor and pilot. Jesan is smart, has tech training, some
pilot training, numerous other skills and has been learning
diplomacy and contracts. Friona is a banking expert and then some.
Siwijal has knowledge of the Ailiss. All of them were chosen for
this mission because of their skills. And I am only here because of
who my mother is. I have no other value, she thought despondently.
She wondered if she would ever be a fraction of what she once
was.

Seeing her
frustration, Jesan wondered how he would cope with the loss of his
memories. The Healing Machine couldn’t restore memories, abilities,
learning or any other software. She had to relearn that. There was
so much she didn’t know. “How are we going to get into their
computer systems? Jesan asked.”

“Easy,” Friona
declared. “First, we infiltrate their programs and have a little
look around. The military get the latest programs, the Loridsyl get
them next and then outposts like this get them.”

Katy smiled, “I
heard that from Mum. The Loridsyl sometimes get them before
the military.”

“The Loridsyl pay
well. I understand the Oriwikk are harder to corrupt but the
Loridsyl just use other incentives if money doesn’t work. Anyway,
Max and I will have a little look around…”

“How? Won’t they
detect you? Won’t you trip alarms?” Katy noticed the mix of
emotions on the faces of Friona and Max; amusement, glee,
deviousness and she imagined them stalking through a computer
system, hunting and searching and enjoying every second. The huge
Keulfyd had almost human sized fingers and Katy watched as Max
operated what looked like a computer with six keyboards. A computer
that folded up.

“No.” Friona
paused, thinking how to explain. “It’s like first, we just hover by
the ceiling and observe. When we identify the security, we bypass
it, then move and start looking. The bank learnt all this from
defeating ransomware attacks. We developed variations of the
program you Terrans call Boomerang. What we will use here, is what
we learnt from the ransomware attacks; their methodology. They
infiltrate, observe, learn, study, figure out where the vulnerable
points are, where the traps are, where the backups are. Finding the
backups is really important and takes time. Some idiots attacked us
without finding those. We laughed at them and only lost a few
minutes of data. Here, we will have to see the system being backed
up and study how to destroy the backups at the same time. When we
find a backup, we can put a time bomb on it, or divert it to us, or
alter it so it says it’s completed the backup when it hasn’t. And,
of course, we will have taken a copy and then wiped all the backups
before we do that.”

“So the backup is
wiped and won’t backup again while it says it has completed the
backup? Yes, I’ve heard of that malware. But won’t there be
external backups?”

“Yes Katy. The
same principle applies. Our only problem will be getting all of the
external backups. There won’t be any indication of how many there
are or where they all are or who has them. But it has to be a
limited number because of security and vulnerability. Earlier on,
our banks defeated an attack on us because Dai took a backup with
him on his ship and, of course, the attackers didn’t know he had
one. He sent it back. He squirted it along a military channel.
First, he sent it. Then he asked for permission to send it that
way. Fast and expensive. Of course, he got the permission and the
bill which he cheerfully ordered us to pay. Being the captain of a
ship is a distinct advantage when you want speed. We got almost all
our data back and we got the attackers and then got the rest of it.
We weren’t far behind them anyway, but Dai’s backup meant we could
reopen. Our own Boomerang program detected them and went silently
after them. We were only shut down for two days. Then we
attacked them. We got their whole operation and location.
The police identified who they were and got all but two of them the
first day and the bank got a reward. Enough of a reward that it
made up for the loss of two days trading and the customers
confidence was mostly restored because we got the data back before
they could sell it.”

Katy noticed the
almost and the mostly. Yes, she would be seriously
annoyed if someone got hold of her banking and personal details. As
the others continued to discuss things, she puzzled at how they
could gain access, how they were so sure they wouldn’t be detected
and where could they enter? How? “Oh!” Everyone looked at her. “The
satellites. You enter through the satellites. But how do you gain
access?” She looked at the expressions on the faces of Max and
Friona and gave up. Clearly, they were in their element and
enjoying this. What a contrast they were. Friona, Dai’s sister, was
the same age, almost, as Dai and, like him, was on her second
lifetime. So she also had many decades of experience in the banking
industry. Max was young and her background was cyber security. She
was in the equivalent of her twenties. That young. Almost alone on
another planet to which she fled with Siki, another Keulfyd, many
years her senior. Katy was sorry for her. Max wasn’t even guilty of
the crime she had been accused of. She had not betrayed her world.
Ku had unintentionally outsmarted her by memorising her access
codes along with the access codes of everyone else he got near
enough to.

Katy listened as
planning continued around her. She heard Friona caution,

“We must only
attack when we are sure we will win. If we figure we can’t win yet,
we need to withdraw, up our game and attack later.”

Katy turned to
Jesan. “Does Boomerang always attack? Will they?”

“Some programs
attack. Some just look. Especially if the program they are
attacking is more powerful than it. Boomerang assesses first, to
see who they are, what their capabilities are, and what the risk is
before it does anything. Sometimes it will just look and withdraw.
A bit like checking out a bully on the playground and concluding
confrontation is unwise.”

“Remember,” Max
said, “The crucial thing we need is time. Delaying tactics are
needed. We need to delay the bankruptcy of the Ailiss. We need to
delay until the Shield gets here.”

“Is the Shield
finished? When was it ordered?” Katy asked.

“The Shield was
ordered several years ago and paid in full by us,” Siwijal
clarified.

Katy thought,
frustrated, about all the information she hadn’t yet acquired. Or
re-acquired. “So tell me something about this dispute. Who are the
Oriwikk? I know they are Allied with the Keulfyd and have already
got nineteen planets. What do they want this one for?” Katy took
the coffee from Jesan and settled down opposite him.

“They don’t like
to be crowded. Well, these nasty Terrans ruined their plans to add
Petislay as their twentieth planet. Or more likely Hydra was due to
be the twentieth and Petislay the twenty-first. They’re not far off
getting Hydra. Unlike the Keulfyd, the Oriwikk are patient and this
type of gradual, decades-long takeover is typical of them.”

Katy ignored his
rude comment about her own Race. “How did it start?”

“The Ailiss gave
out contracts to manufacture the technology they wanted. The
contract came with the land required. The Ailiss were generous with
the land, agreeing that land was required for the workers too. Land
meant nothing to them so they were rather too generous with it. To
them, it had no value. The Oriwikk put in a bid and undercut the
opposition. This was about five decades ago. I told you they are
patient. They just kept on with the undercutting and takeovers.
They gently pushed all the other Races out. Or bought them out.
Nothing too nasty and nothing that looked like any more than
standard business practice. They picked on the unpopular or
inefficient businesses and industries first and just kept
going.”

Katy thought about
what Jesan wasn’t saying, “Because they didn’t need to make a
profit?”

“Correct. And that
was the crucial part of this type of financial warfare.”

“Government
backed.”

“Even worse than
that.”

“How could it be
worse?”

“They would be
salaried.”

“Oh. Nasty.” Katy
contemplated that. “So they didn’t need to make any money and could
happily run a business at a loss until they drove the competition
out. Then they could heave up their prices. Bonus for driving a
competitor out?”

“Bonus is greater
if it is done in a way that makes the fault look to be on the
loser.”

Katy glanced down
at her phone as it pinged. She looked at the Oriwikk portrayed. “I
see the faint resemblance to a polar bear, except for the little
hands. How big are these Oriwikk?”

“Bigger than Siki
and Max but not bigger than Keulfyd heavyweights.”

Katy contemplated
the image in her mind as she glanced at Siki and Max on the other
side of the lounge. The huge Keulfyd didn’t frighten her; she’d
shot and killed several of them in the Second War. She pondered
that killing something kind of takes a lot of the fear of them
away. She was glad it had been decided to bring Siki along. It
would be cruel to have Max on her own here and Siki alone back on
Torroxell. Enforced isolation from their own Race was one thing but
for them each to be alone as well was unthinkable. She looked down
at her phone in frustration. She could do so little with it here.
They could only use the computer on the ship. The cell satellites
were a little far away… Her real frustration was that you don’t
know there is a gap in your memory until you realise the others
know things you don’t know. She went back to questions,

“So, are the
Keulfyd and the Oriwikk leaving the Niseyen planets?”

“Slowly, yes. Some
will never leave but those whose plans have been wrecked no doubt
felt somewhat miffed.”

Katy ignored that
dig, “Have the Oriwikk used this tactic before? Financial war?”

“Several times,
apparently beginning with the Kaldelai, but possibly sooner. They
just bought up the Real Estate and businesses until they owned most
of it and were in too powerful a position to be pushed out. As the
Kaldelai died out, their planets went one to us, two to the Keulfyd
and one to the Oriwikk.”

Katy knew the
Niseyen still felt guilty over that. The takeover by the Niseyen
slaves over their dying-out masters. The takeover of one planet,
Medala, the Prime Planet, which hastened the extinction of a Race.
Medala, now the Prime planet of the Niseyen. They thought. Idiots.
Terra was the real prime for the human species. Terra had the
population, enough technology and the infrastructure. But that
argument was for another day.

“What are the
Oriwikk like?” Katy asked. “As people? As opponents?”

Jesan paused to
think, “They’re a bit smarter than the Keulfyd and more social.
Their social structure is a multi-generational family with the
children usually placed in a creche and then sometimes boarding
schools while the adults work. Education is free. Tax is high but
it encompasses all education, health and a social welfare-type
system. Unemployment is poorly tolerated and poorly paid but they
have almost full employment. Work is considered a right. Education
includes night and weekend schools for those who work.”

“Like the system
on Petislay.”

“Yes. Militarily,
they are sneakier than the Keulfyd and like to use any form of
warfare that is cheap in money and lives, like cyber. They’d rather
fight by any other means than guns. They consider that if you have
to resort to force, you’ve failed with the better options. The
Keulfyd attitude is almost the reverse.”

“Yes, I noticed
the Keulfyd attitude. I’ll bet the Ailiss regretted a money
economy.” Katy hated bank charges. She wasn’t too keen on banks
either. “And the Ailiss were Independents. Why didn’t they ally
with other Marine Races?”

“I don’t think
they saw any need until it was late to declare. They were
naive.”

“How did they get
into debt?”

“A bank account
accrues fees whether it is used or not. And there was money owed
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