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I just knew the day had gone to the toilet when my aide told me a bigwig from the Armada wanted me for an urgent conference call. I'd barely walked past my office door this morning when Admiral Bernd Graille’s call made me hurry to my desk. I didn’t mind if the call was about something important. But when the admiral bombarded me with a stupid story of how a siren had accidentally landed on his ship, I had to swallow my curse.
Same shit, different day. What a surprise.
First of all, sirens don’t exist. They were nothing but a myth that old farts told to their grandkids as a bedtime story.
And secondly, it was six fucking forty-five a.m. and I needed some coffee to sober me up. I had quite a few drinks last night. With this bitchy hangover, I didn’t feel like listening to this kind of bullshit first thing in the morning. I straightened my back, facing the holovid screen on my desk, nodding as if I took him seriously. Admiral Graille bombarded me with the story about how difficult it had been for his sailors to climb on the ledge of the bridge room’s windshield in order to rescue the siren. I would imagine it was pretty tricky, considering not all men were fond of playing trapeze on the ship bulkhead in the middle of a storm.
I fought the impulse to massage my temples from the pounding headache. I couldn't do that while I was being briefed. Admiral Graille was one of those old salts who adored the strict military rules like a pious evangelist. ”Sir, with all due respect, are you sure this siren isn’t some kind of mutagenesis? Archeria is famous for manufacturing genetically altered animals as exotic pets. And judging from the ship’s logs you gave me, I notice the Liberator patrolled near the Secrez De la Isle’s gulf last night. Biotrans Limited does have a manufacturing complex in that area. Perhaps it was a stray from a nearby offshore genelab facility.”
“Major Garth Rand al'Noor." Admiral Graille gave me his famous scoff. “Do you think I've gone senile in my old age, and can’t distinguish between animals and human beings?”
“Sir, I didn’t mean to…”
“We'd encountered severe gust fronts when I maneuvered my ship to Isabel de Orkh. We suspected the wind pocket had trapped the lass and thrown her straight to us. The poor girl was exhausted and couldn’t fly anymore.”
“She was flying?”
“Yes, she was flying, major. Her wings broke when she rammed on to the bridge’s windshield. My chief medic had to sedate her heavily. She resisted the medical attention we administered her.”
“Wings?” I repeated unconsciously. So far, what the admiral had told me made no sense at all. Human beings didn’t just fly. Millions of years’ worth of evolution hadn’t driven mankind to sprout wings in order to survive the harsh environments. Altering humans genetically was illegal in Cersius, and even in most parts of South Haven where they had sufficient technology to do it. It was possible, though, that those other countries in the Northern Rim would attempt such an abomination. Anything exotic fetched high prices in the black market nowadays. Maybe this mutated freak called a siren was smuggled goods that got loose.
“Yes, she has wings, major.” Admiral Graille scowled even deeper. “If you weren’t the only military attaché in Rangoon, I wouldn’t have bothered wasting my time trying to explain this incredible paranormal phenomenon to you.”
“Sir, I didn’t mean to disrespect you.” I shifted in my seat and sat straighter. “As an attaché, I don’t think I’m qualified to handle paranormal phenomena. If you wish, I could refer you to a physic institute in Bergwin. I’m sure they can send their qualified scientists to help with the care of this…”
“No. Out of the question. I don’t want any Archerian aboard my ship. I called you because I want to clarify this lassie’s legal status. I’m planning to send her home to Cersius.”
Cersius? Was he nuts? “Sir, according to our treaty with the Archeria, we can’t take the bounty of the Coldmoor Sea for any reason. Your ship was sailing in the Archeria territory when it happened. From a legal point of view, she is Archerian property. With all due respect, sir, we have no right to detain her.”
“I’m aware of that clause in the treaty, major. It only applies to non-sentient beings. However, in this case, she is a sentient being and that makes her a refugee. She is no different than you and I.”
Yeah, sure. Except with the addition of wings and a knack for crashing into a ship’s bridge windshield. I felt my grin lurking somewhere around the corner, so I fought hard to keep my expression serious. I didn’t want to inflame the admiral’s irritation. After all, Admiral Graille was a famous naval commander of the seventh fleet of the Cersius armada. If the admiral wasn’t the brother of Prince Consort, he would have been ousted from his commission years ago. In order not to offend the Crown by forcing Admiral Graille into retirement, General Dex, the Armed Forces’ supreme commander, had appointed the admiral to command an aircraft carrier to patrol the Coldmoor, the outpost territory of Cersius that bordered Rangoon, Archeria.
The post I dreaded and loathed.
“Are you proposing asylum for her, sir?”
“That is exactly what I had in mind, major. My chief legal officer told me as a Cersius military attaché you can process the necessary paperwork since she was rescued on a military ship.”
“I’m afraid I don’t have the judicial right to grant a person asylum, sir. Only Ambassador Rees has that kind of authority. If I may suggest you contact the ambassador directly in our embassy in Gergenon and…”
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