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    Wilful servitude 
 
     
 
      
 
    The main door had no handle. This simple fact had been tormenting Esclarmonde for now seven days. There should be an opening mechanism as three young women were coming every day to bring a delicious assortment of dishes on the big carved wood table furnishing her too luxurious prison. Seven days without any single news from Inosanto. Seven! Esclarmonde was relating to this symbolic digit as she would hold on the highest climbing hold of a too steep cliff to get down. Matilda was excelling at this exercise. Excelling? Even this word couldn’t properly describe her physical prowess. She was still remembering when she had won the yearly contest of the 10 Tibesti challenges. She was just 16 years old, but she was old enough to make a fool of all the other contestants, men and women, even the most experienced adults, and this quite easily. It was the first time the inhabitants of the small community of Kalia had seen one of them climbing so fast the highest cliff of this impressive mountainous massif, a true stronghold on the edge of the huge Sahara. How beautiful her daughter, Matilda, was. How strong and agile she was. Such a personality and Esclarmonde perfectly knew whom she got it from. But where had this sturdy character been gone? Softened by the surrounding luxury? Tamed by the outstanding view she had from her quarters, on the Amazonian Forest abounding as never before? Surrendered to the exquisite sweet taste of the fresh mangos brought to her every morning in those splendid noble wood baskets carved with various animals. Or maybe, this was all due to her growing awareness she was helpless in her situation that she had difficulty to analyse.  
 
    While she was looking at a trio of shimmering Araras hovering a few dozen yards from the glass window, she heard the door mechanism operating. 
 
    Don’t turn back! Don’t turn back!   
 
    It was an unusual time for visitors. She was already picturing Inosanto removing his hood, trying to impress her. A last trace of her ego was ordering her not to yield to fear, but to rather show off some dignity.  
 
    “Madam, please kindly follow me!” 
 
    Even if the words were welcoming, the voice was an order. Nevertheless, she was sure this person wasn’t Inosanto. She confirmed her thought, when, while she turned back, Esclarmonde faced a militiaman of the Prophet’s personal guard. In other instances, a single man to escort her would have given her some rebellion and escaping ideas. Despite her advanced age, a kick of the knee in the right place during a split second of inattention, and the problem would be solved. Nevertheless, a member of the Milicia Christi was worth at least 10 ordinary men. Without further formalities, Esclarmonde followed the God’s soldier, dressed in black, with his feline muscles and his henna-dyed eyes, the only part of his body that simple mortal could see.  
 
    For the first time in seven days, Esclarmonde was finally discovering the architectural features of the Church’s installations. According to the size of the room she was staying in, she had developed the idea the building should be very impressive, and she wasn’t disappointed. The corridors were never ending, so wide that a typical housing unit of Kalia could have easily fitted in, and there would still be some room to go around with a rural quad. The lighting was provided by endless neons hidden behind glass panels arranged at man level. Esclarmonde was constantly struggling, trying to remember the countless bifurcations they took and how many floors they were currently going through in the elevator leading them to the heart of the installations.  
 
    Right, then right again, then left, then right, go to the end, take a left toward the elevator, or maybe go right? I don’t remember. Take a right. Yes, that’s it, turn right. B 22. B? Basement? Hum, basement 22. How many floors in total? 100? 120? ...OK, let’s start again! Right, then right again, then left and left again... 
 
    Her heart was beating too fast, too strong; it was even disturbing her thoughts and she couldn’t focus efficiently. The militiaman’s stranger and pleasant perfume was hovering in the air, challenging her. Esclarmonde couldn’t link what she thought as the quintessence of totalitarianism with such a nice fragrance of plant natural essence which existence she couldn’t even imagine. Everything was disturbing. She was supposed to feel bad, to feel in jail, deprived of her freedom to the point of holding it against the whole world. However, she was considering herself as a remarkably available and freed woman, even sometimes nonchalant. The few words Inosanto confessed when he came to see her, seven days ago, were appeasing her conscience.  
 
    “Oh, I find no pleasure imagining you deeply suffering thinking something could have happened to your daughter, so just know she is alive.”  
 
    He denied her any further comment and answer to the questions Esclarmonde asked about the fates awaiting her. Knowing she was alive but ignoring anything else about her condition acted as a strong analgesic and, against all odds, she was spared from long sleepless nights.  
 
    The elevator door finally opened on a gateway overlooking at an enormous space. The other side was barely visible. Esclarmonde quickly understood it was a huge lab when she saw a few laboratory technicians with their white coat, who seemed busy with various tasks around some devices all more sophisticated than the last. Urged by the militiaman, who, without touching her, led her to a big glass door on the left, she barely got the time to look at a few pharmaceutical-type containers filled with many kinds of seeds. The same ones some workers seemed to be manipulating.  
 
    The closer she got, the more she could decipher the terrifying Christian cross piercing a python, the Church’s symbol, directly engraved in the opaque glass of the door. Nothing was visible through it. What was hiding behind this glass wall? Time seemed to have paused. The closer she got, the further her mind wandered. Was she seeing the shadow of a few people on the other side or was it just a mind trick? The oppressing presence of the superman following her reminded her everything was quite real. That the door would finally open. That she would get the answers to the purpose of her being in the main installation of this damned Church she spent all her life fighting against. The same Church which forced her into exile and an anonymous life, which cut all her ties with her relatives, the man she loved, the father of her daughter. 
 
    Guilhabert! 
 
    One more time, a door opened in front of her, revealing the unknown, bearing the promises of answers to all the questions she had dwelt on for too long, never finding any fulfilment. This was probably the place where Guilhabert had spent the last 20 years of his life. But, on which task was he working? Why did he run away? What was in the small nano-container he had buried in the cold mud of the rice field? Did the Kathars manage to save Matilda? How was she feeling? Was she scared?  
 
    “Professor Lecuyer!” The Prophet declared even before she could identify him. “Welcome in my laboratory.”  
 
    He didn’t even bother standing from his ultramodern armchair, looking very comfortable, in which he was sitting. Esclarmonde carefully entered the room. The militiaman took his position next to the door, which immediately closed. Esclarmonde came to her senses. She didn’t look at Inosanto, preferring instead looking at the room arrangement, at the instruments and technology available there. For how long hadn’t she been close to a stirrer, to an autoclave, to a centrifuge or even next to a thermal cycler? For how long hadn’t she seen scalpels neatly arranged in a kidney dish? According to the solvent odour, the laboratory had a cleanliness level very suitable for efficient research activities with proper working conditions. Inosanto was observing her moving toward the working plan. Pulling away from the Prophet, she carefully placed her finger on one of the devices looking different from the others and bent over to find further information.  
 
    “You aren’t dreaming, this is indeed a scanning tunnelling microscope, a Rohrer IV STM,” Inosanto timely told her with this slight Brazilian accent defining him. 
 
    Esclarmonde chose not to answer, straightening to move further away, toward another state-of-the art equipment. Her inquisitive nature pushed her toward it.  
 
    “An atomic force microscope,” Inosanto calmly commented. 
 
    “I know!” Esclarmonde answered curtly, without even looking at him. 
 
    A slight smile appeared on the old man’s face. He quickly got what he wanted.  
 
    “Why am I here?” She asked, turning back in order to finally face him. 
 
    Inosanto was going to answer but she interrupted him before he could say a single word.  
 
    “Why did you have Victor killed”  
 
    “I’m sorry for...”  
 
    “And where is Matilda?” She interrupted him again.  
 
    “If you let me...”  
 
    “What about Paul? What did you do with him?”  
 
    Annoyed, the old Prophet raised his voice, while his facial features hardened.  
 
    “Shut up!” He strongly retorted, authoritatively. 
 
    This rise of anger was directly followed by a loose cough, making his blunt intervention completely pathetic. Esclarmonde could have seized this opportunity to end the reign of the man she considered as the worst enemy of civilisation. She was only sixteen feet away from the filthy religious beast she had been dreaming for so long of striking down, like Saint-Georges slew the dragon. What was the probability the militiaman in post in the corridor would have enough time to stop her for cutting the throat with one of the scalpels of the kidney dish at hand? Inosanto’s cough was lasting. The old Prophet was twisting in pain every time his chest was contracting. It was a fantastic opportunity. The kidney dish was just three feet away from the high priestess who had founded the Kathars. While she was getting closer to take one of the deadly sharp blades, without even raising his head to catch her red-handed, Inosanto made a superhuman effort to speak to her.  
 
    “I’m suffering, but I’m not naive, Professor Lecuyer.” 
 
    Esclarmonde removed her hand she had just laid on the kidney dish.  
 
    “I...?”  
 
    “I don’t expect you to co-operate that easily, just overnight, without resisting a bit.”  
 
    Esclarmonde exhaled silently, relieved. 
 
    He hasn’t seen anything...  
 
    Inosanto added.  
 
    “If I knew it was you, your husband wouldn’t be dead right now. Concerning your daughter, I have no idea where she’s hiding. Probably caught by those damned rebels.”  
 
    Phoebus, you succeeded!   
 
    “Paul?”  
 
    “If you co-operate, you’ll see him again.”  
 
    “Of course, I have to take your words for granted, haven’t I?” 
 
    After a last loud eructation, Inosanto gestured her to look at one of the four screens, arranged high enough just behind her.  
 
    “I was suspecting you would say that.”  
 
    He tapped on a touch glass plate on the right arm of his armchair and a recording from a surveillance camera appeared on the screen.  
 
    “Paul!” Esclarmonde called out.    
 
    He was crouched, his head between his knees, naked, or maybe wearing a simple fabric over his genitals, leaning on one of the walls of the nefarious and dark cell barely bigger than the cellar through which Matilda had escaped. An empty and dirty plate surrounded by crumbles and a few completely gnawed bones, lying in front of him, was testifying of a meal desperately eaten.  
 
    “What have you done to him?” She yelled, moving toward the old man.  
 
    “If you agree to carry on your husband’s work, we won’t do anything to him! Otherwise, I fear he will be burdened by a sordid destiny.”  
 
    Resigned and disgusted, Esclarmonde moved back toward the kidney dish, hoping she could discretely put back the scalpel she was hiding with a long sleeves of her tunic.  
 
    “Don’t bother,” Inosanto interrupted her. “You will need it for the biopsy.” 
 
    Esclarmonde’s face became completely red. Ashamed, she revealed the scalpel she was holding in her hand, proudly staring at the old Prophet.  
 
    “The biopsy?” She asked surprised.  
 
    “Oh! Don’t try to make me believe you didn’t understand what this is about, you, the great microbiologist, specialised in human DNA and cell manipulation.”  
 
    Esclarmonde looked at the screen one more time. Paul wasn’t moving. Was she seeing some bruises on his flank?  
 
    “What do you expect from me?”  
 
    “I want you to find a treatment to cure the symptoms harming me.” 
 
    Surprised, she took some time to think, trying to stay indifferent to the recording from the surveillance camera.  
 
    “I don’t really understand. Wasn’t it your God who had sentenced you to such sufferings? How could humankind science interfere in any way with a divine punishment?”  
 
    “Do you have any idea about what I’m suffering, the unbearable pains caused by the stigmata?” He asked her, removing his hood and opening his tunic widely, revealing a swollen chest which skin was at an advanced decomposition stage, swarming like something alive which couldn’t get stable - without any biological equilibrium.  
 
    Feeling a huge disgust but also a weird part of compassion, Esclarmonde couldn’t keep from moving away.  
 
    “God condemned me to suffer for eternity, but He never forbade me to cure it, or at least, to appease it.”   
 
    “Please, clear all my doubts, is this what Victor was working on during the last years?”  
 
    “Indeed, but with very little success,” Inosanto mourned  
 
    “Victor was a world-renowned scientist, the best in his field. Why do you think I will do better than him?”  
 
    “I’ve no idea! I just know that in my situation, I can at least afford trying the best I can.”  
 
    The motivations of the crazy old man were at least completely honest and coherent. A few seconds of thinking were enough so Esclarmonde could realistically analyse the situation. Of course, she would do the same thing if she were to suffer for eternity. But was she really believing about this alleged eternity? This wasn’t the question. She looked at the screen one last time.  
 
    Paul... 
 
    Fully aware she had no choice, she got closer to the Prophet, who was hardly sitting, each of his muscles, each of his cells shouting for help. After taking a glass Petri dish on the working plan, she drew the scalpel next to the purulent chest, barely hiding her hesitating shaking hand, which couldn’t decide between stroking a deadly wound and taking a sample according to the scientific standards. 
 
    Paul, Matilda, I’m doing this for you...   
 
    The shaking scalped reached the swollen skin next to the Prophet’s left pectoral muscle, just a few inches away from his carotid.  
 
    “Take a deep breath, Professor Lecuyer,” Inosanto quietly told her after carefully laying his hand on hers to stop its flickering. “We will achieve some great things together, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Esclarmonde briefly looked at the surprisingly soft face of her persecutor, discreetly swallowed and regulated her breathing. Deep in herself, she was remembering her oath. 
 
    Happy the one living for science and improving the world... and who will overcome darkness through science. 
 
    “All right, I agree to help you, but under one condition,” she told him.  
 
    “You can always try,” the Prophet retorted, exasperated.  
 
    “Take Paul out of this filthy cell, offer him the same living conditions you have given me.” 
 
    A long silent settled. The scalpel blade was dangerously skimming the purulent skin, but Esclarmonde wasn’t shaking any more. Inosanto slightly pushed on her hand until the sharp blade of the surgical device imperceptibly penetrated one of the stigmata.  
 
    “First, get some results, then, I promise you, I will think about it,” he finally answered her, smiling.  
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    * * 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Montségur 
 
      
 
      
 
    Paralysed by time and history, the imposing fortress of Montségur was one more time witnessing pivotal events for humankind future. Were the people taking part in meeting aware of it? Did they fully understand the stakes hidden behind their decisions? Could they at least consciously act according to the Faydits’ legacy, these excommunicated Cathar knights and lords, guilty of heresy or of disobeying the Church, who died to protect the pog, its castrum, its houses and it population? Phoebus and Trancavel certainly could. Blanche, probably? What about Matilda? Without any doubt, no! She was carefully listening to Trancavel who was introducing the strategy developed in emergency to steal the precious atomic piles from the Church. Without them, finding back Esclarmonde and overthrowing Inosanto would just remain a pious wish. Trancavel was manipulating a screen lying flat and the members were surrounding it. He was moving some items, zooming in, rotating them, and linking them. His moves were quite unusual for Matilda, the young farmer without any technological background. The pawns were taking position on the satellite map of France. Step by step, the outline of a sabotage attempt was coming to life, as bold as it was loopy. Matilda was looking at Trancavel, respectfully but also a bit challenging. She thought he was handsome but too old. Macho, but fair. Whatever, she was recognising a leadership position in him and she felt it was intuitive. Nobody was opposing his opinions and ideas. The embodied alpha male.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    “Our only hope to seize enough atomic piles is to intercept a freight. As you all know, since our last raid on the Fessenheim Factory, the Church has considerably strengthened the security. The same has been done on the trains leaving from there several times a week to supply all the sacred lands,” Trancavel started. “So it’s quite useless to mention our actions windows are very restricted. Blanche and her team analysing the satellite have secured some quite interesting data. Blanche?”  
 
    Looking at each other, accomplice, she immediately resumed the demonstration.  
 
    “As you can see on this map, there are two high-speed train lines leaving from Fessenheim. One toward the South of France, going to the sacred lands of South America through the long tunnel under the Atlantic Ocean right here.” She pointed the Spanish border near the former city of Bordeaux. “The other one goes toward the sacred lands of Oceania and crosses Eastern Europe right here.”  
 
    Matilda was carefully looking at all the elements on the map, her mind already filled with questions.  
 
    “What are those trains looking like?” She interrupted her, ingenuous.  
 
    “Hmm!” That’s true we have a new recruit among us,” Gaucelin said, ironically.  
 
    Blanche disapprovingly glanced at the big guy looking like a Viking, then she zoomed in a train with her two hands.  
 
    “Look,” she told Matilda while Trancavel was looking, caring. “Those are tubular trains, perfectly cylindrical, and their total length is estimated at one mile. They are driven by a magnetic tube subjected to a partial vacuum.”  
 
    On the edge of the satellite view, they could all see a three-dimensional graphic representation showing all the dimensions of the apparatus.  
 
    “The tubular railway has a thirteen feet diameter and is mounted on a structured called a viaduct, at approximately thirty feet over the ground,” Blanche commented. “Once the train is inside, it acts as a leak-proof lid. Then, powerful aspiration mechanisms create an air gap, so the train can move without encountering any resistance, and can reach a speed of more than 370 miles per hour.”  
 
    “Wouahou! So how do we go after a train going that fast?” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “First, we must stop it!” Jourdain, who knew a lot on this subject, said.  
 
    Blanche added right after him. 
 
    “Right! And unfortunately, we don’t have so many options to stop it. We can’t blow everything with explosives, because of the risk of starting a new nuclear disaster. The piles are precarious and won’t withstand an accident at such a speed.”  
 
    “So, what’s the strategy?” Aymeric interfered. 
 
    Blanche looked for Trancavel, wanting to leave him the honour of giving the insane explanation. He didn’t hide away from this task.  
 
    “We will stop the train here!” 
 
    He pointed near the area where the tunnel entered under the Atlantic Ocean, near the Spanish border.  
 
    “We will put some explosives inside the tunnel, so it will fill with water and slowly stop the train, in a progressive way without any major damages,” he added.  
 
    Blanche continued.  
 
    “According to our intelligence, by placing the explosives at approximately 6 miles from the area where the tube goes underground, the train will be fully stopped at this point.”  
 
    Blanche pointed at an animation showing a cross section of the tube, partially filled with water, where the train slowly got stuck.  
 
    “As you can see, one part of the train, of approximately 500 yards, will be accessible from the inland part of the tube at a height our assault team will easily be able to reach.  
 
    “We will take action here,” Trancavel interrupted her, laying his hand on her forearm. “We will breach the tube at this exact spot to go inside the train and get as many piles as we can.”  
 
    “All this sounds nice, but it seems too simple to be real,” Gaucelin declared.  
 
    Matilda looked at him, surprised by his intervention. She was thinking the strategy was completely clear and so simple.  
 
    “You’re right, my dear friend,” Trancavel answered, his face serious.” 
 
    Matilda, baffled, was trying to understand. She spoke up, risking to be considered foolish.  
 
    “I don’t really see anything complicated in this matter,” she shyly said.  
 
    Gaucelin burst out laughing and friendly laid his hand on Matilda’s shoulder without worrying about being soft. 
 
    “So, first how do we go 6 miles inside the tube to put the explosives? Come on, I’m listening to you!  Then, who will handle the drones and the robot dogs there? I don’t even mention the militiamen, if there are some.”  
 
    “Two have already been confirmed there,” Blanche added.  
 
    “Two, that’s all!” Gaucelin bounced. “I was forgetting the reinforcements who will come, in... Let’s say twenty minutes?”  
 
    “Thirty, exactly,” Trancavel mentioned.  
 
    “Thirty minutes! Thanks goodness,” Gaucelin added. “Just thirty minutes to blow apart some drones, some robot dogs, some militiamen, and load as much atomic piles as possible, then take off!” 
 
    Nobody was daring adding anything else. The pale looks of everybody were remaining low. Gaucelin pointed at the screens with his huge hands, and speaking to Matilda, added.  
 
    “I really wonder what may be complicated in this matter, right, kid?” 
 
    Matilda swallowed and shyly said sorry before pulling away. Gaucelin exhaled openly, trying to downplay the situation. He looked at Trancavel, then added.  
 
    “But I’m sure our commander has already thought about all this, right?”  
 
    “Indeed, we have a strategy.”  
 
    “He always has a strategy,” Gaucelin joked, stroking his elbow in the shameless young girl’s shoulder.  
 
    “We will create a distraction here,” Trancavel mentioned, pointing to an area in the Swiss Alps.    
 
    This information brought comfort into the whole audience.  
 
    “As you can see, at this spot, the other freight train line going to Oceania is crossing some deep canyons in the open air. Ermengarde’s mission will be to blow up the bridge to attract the Milicia Christi and to force them to bring all their strength in this area. Then, they will be almost one hour away from our real target. We will synchronise our action to maximise the time we will have before they arrive on the Atlantic Coast.”  
 
    Matilda looked at the young firery-haired man who had just become the main protagonist of this part of the strategy. He was biting his lower lips without saying a single word. Then, he caught the look of the disconcerting young farmer with skin the same colour as honey and closed his eyes as a gesture of acceptance, like if he was telling her she shouldn’t worry.  
 
    “OK, great, we get thirty extra minutes,” Jourdain declared. “What about the other things? How do we enter the tunnel to place the explosives?”  
 
    Blanche started speaking.  
 
    “I will go inside myself. There is a maintenance access chamber a few yards before the tunnel dives underground.”  
 
    “Jourdain, you will be in charge of the distraction in the MRU, to attract the security force and leave time for Blanche to sneak inside without being noticed,” Trancavel added.  
 
    “How long will she need to travel the 6 miles and get out before the train arrives?” Jourdain asked suddenly.  
 
    “Thirty minutes, five to get down, twenty-five to get back up,” Blanche answered straight away. “Whatever, I won’t have a single extra minute. The train will arrive at full speed just one minute after I will be out.”  
 
    “And how will you go that fast?” Aymeric provoked her.   
 
    As an answer, Blanche pointed at her electric long board leaning in one corner of the room.  
 
    “You’re completely crazy, my goodness!” Aymeric said, astonished. “With the grade of the tunnel and the speed you will have to reach to be there on time, you will fall before reaching your destination.”   
 
    “It’s doable,” Matilda interrupted him, surprising everybody. 
 
    Ermengarde looked at the young African princess, astonished.  
 
    “What do you know about this, kid?” Aymeric provoked her, being sceptical about every aspect of this mission.  
 
    “I’m myself practising long board!”  
 
    “See this! She’s also practising long board!” Her detractor said ironically, pretending to mimic her. 
 
    A few mocking laughs erupted from the meeting audience, except from Ermengarde, Blanche and Trancavel. Trancavel, annoyed, ended all the sneers.  
 
    “Enough! This is the only solution we were able to come up with. If you have a brilliant idea to share with us, it’s time to do so, otherwise just shut up!”  
 
    All the faces stiffened, confirming once more Trancavel’s undeniable and undisputed leadership that Matilda had already guessed. Aymeric raised his hand, not daring interrupting any more without the prior consent of his leader.  
 
    “We’re listening to you!” He granted him.   
 
    “Seriously, what are the probabilities you survive this, Blanche? Let’s concede you place the explosives, if you don’t get out in time...”  
 
    Aymeric didn’t bother finishing his sentence. Everybody had understood what would happen if she were to be late. Blanche still answered.  
 
    “I will blow up everything so you can fulfil your part of the mission, if that’s what you’re doubting about,” she curtly answered, looking down at him.  
 
    Matilda couldn’t imagine such an outcome. She was doing her best to chase away the terrible images her fertile imagination had just put in her mind.  
 
    “And if you fall? If you don’t manage to place the bombs?” She finally interrupted her.  
 
    “There could never be not a single risk, but this is the only solution.”  
 
    “No! There is another solution,” Matilda stroke, attracting the curiosity of each other and Ermengarde’s admiration.  
 
    “I don’t get what you’re speaking about,” Blanche mourned. 
 
    Bored, everybody was waiting for the young farmer to answer.  
 
    “If we are two, we will have more chances to succeed!”  
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Trancavel objected.  
 
    “I’m fully able,” Matilda rebelled, offended.  
 
    “Really? Remind me, when did you start your military training?”  
 
    “And you? Remind me, how many soldiers do you have?”  
 
    “This isn’t the question! You aren’t ready and we can’t embark you in a mission without knowing you will make it through, alive.”  
 
    “Embarking me? Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m already fully embarked in your cause. What’s the risk your mission completely fails if Blanche doesn’t succeed in placing the bombs and coming back in time? No explosion, no more Blanche, and you will return defeated. What is the back-up plan? You have no idea what I have in mind, and you just disregard the simple idea of me taking part, because you can’t risk the poor kid getting hurt! We’re speaking about rescuing my mother, so if your strategy seems doomed to me, I, at least, can speak freely, right?”  
 
    Nobody was daring interrupting her or speaking again. Some were pouting, forced to admit the shameless young girl was right. Blanche, who was the first concerned, was swearing by herself, her self-esteem affected, but too honest not to agree that Matilda had just made her point. Finally, Ermengarde interrupted this long embarrassed silence which had seized all the Kathars.  
 
    “Let her introduces her strategy, there is no risk in listening to her.” 
 
    Trancavel wasn’t approving. Nevertheless, he had no argument to oppose against a more detailed presentation of Matilda’s back-up plan, who wasn’t shy any more and was blinking toward Ermengarde.  
 
    “All right, we’re listening to you,” Trancavel convened while sprawling in his comfortable leather seat. 
 
    Matilda looked around, surprised by the sudden open-mindedness of the alpha male. She breathed deeply, and started her explanation.  
 
    “When I was telling you I have been practising long board, I wasn’t speaking just about going on a straight line on flat and smooth roads. When I was 16 years old, I won the games of Tiberi, and I completely broke the record during the long board contest which had been held by Mamadou N’Gomo, the defending champion, for more than 12 years. I’m speaking about going down stiff mountain slopes, jumping more than 65 feet, with a long board powered by atomic energy and going up to 75 mi/hr on flat land.”  
 
    Ermengarde looked astounding, while Blanche was starting to see Matilda from a new perspective. A small smile appeared on Gaucelin’s face, while Aymeric, Trancavel and Jourdain were staying stiff.  
 
    “So, I’m not this fragile and stuck-up kid you seem to think,” she added after taking a deep breath. “What do you think about dividing by two the time needed to come back? I have quite a lot of experience in terms of long board engine. My idea is simple. On your drawings, there is a 70% slope in this place. Power will be needed to get out from there. I offer you to go with Blanche in the tunnel with a second long board and an auxiliary engine in my backpack. Blanche will carry the explosive charges. Once placed, we secure the two long board on the extra engine which will provide enough power to go up much faster.”  
 
    “Hmm!” Hmm! Trancavel grunted. “Is it OK? Are you done?”  
 
    “Uhh? Yes, that’s the idea I wanted to share,” Matilda answered, intimidated.  
 
    “OK! Great! Thanks for your intervention,” he disdainfully concluded. “So we can go back to the demonstration. Where were we already?” 
 
    Blanche interrupted him.    
 
    “I’m in!”  
 
    Trancavel looked at her, hesitating.  
 
    “In?” He repeated.  
 
    “Yes, Matilda is right. The success of this mission can’t rest on me only. If anything happens to me, all the plan is doomed to fail. And, honestly, if we can gain 10 to 15 spare minutes by boosting our long boards, as she suggested it, this is an undeniable asset for the mission.” 
 
    Matilda was smiling as much as Trancavel was pouting.  
 
    “Honestly, your plan rocks,” Ermengarde added, while the top dog was looking at him incensed.  
 
    “Our small Ermy is right,” Gaucelin added in a low voice.  
 
    “What?” Trancavel said incredulously.  
 
    “Yes, the kid’s plan is awesome,” Aymeric admitted, not daring facing the leader.  
 
    “No! You also?” He declared, gesturing at him with two hands. 
 
    Jourdain didn’t add anything more. He avoided facing Trancavel when he was looking for him to get a supporting opinion. But nothing came of it. Blanche continued before it was too late.  
 
    “There is no risk in tryin...”  
 
    “OK, OK!’ Trancavel interrupted her. “Under one condition!”  
 
    Everybody was intently staring at him. He added.  
 
    “First, show us what you can do. If you beat Blanche during a long board race, you will deserve your place in the mission. Any objection?” He asked while looking at every single member, one after another.  
 
    “It seems fair play”,” Gaucelin let out.  
 
    “Yes, at least we will know what the kid is capable of!” Aymeric agreed.  
 
    Blanche looked at Matilda. She could hardly refuse the challenge. Her plan was clever, but was she really able to perform it? They had any rights to doubt it.  
 
    “Quite the contrary,” Blanche finally answered without moving her eyes from Matilda.  
 
    Pricked, she proudly retorted.  
 
    “Let’s go right now, or do you want to wait for a bit?”  
 
    “Let’s conclude with the mission details before!” Trancavel intervened, astonished.  
 
    “Right, by the way I have one question,” Gaucelin added. 
 
    Trancavel gestured him to share his question with the small committee.  
 
    “Hmm!” When is the next train leaving?”  
 
    “That’s exactly the topic we were going to discuss,” Blanche answered.  
 
    “Trains aren’t subject to any regular timetable. There could be one in an hour, in a week, or even in a month,” Trancavel explained.  
 
    “However, thanks to our satellite observations, we can deduce up to a few days when the next train will be loaded by closely looking at the storage area here,” Blanche indicated on the satellite view on the screen. “You can’t see it by just looking at it, but the storage area is almost full. You can deduce it by analysing the period of time between the entry of the trucks and when they get out of the tunnel leading to the warehouse. When the warehouse is empty, the deliveries take more than 10 minutes because the trucks have to drop the piles at the other end of the docks. Then the fuller it is, the less far they need to go. Once the warehouse is almost full, the delivery time drops to two minutes. This means that sooner or later they will have to load the rail cars. For the moment, our analysts are thinking the next loading should take place in at most four days. Whatever, when we will be sure the loading will happen, we will have less than an hour to reach Montségur and make sure the entire team has boarded in the MRU for the mission.”  
 
    “Our analysts will be watchful 24 hours a day. You must be ready at any time, so make the arrangements you need, my friends,” Trancavel insisted.  
 
    They all nodded in agreement, with unflinching gaze. Aymeric interrupted the silence which had dropped on the audience. He put three fingers on his forehead and uttered.  
 
    “Happy the one living for science and improving the world…”  
 
    “... and who will overcome darkness through science,” all his fellows followed in unison with a loud and willing voice. 
 
    Matilda was silently repeating the fateful sentence to get even more motivated. She finally concluded by a private mantra and barely hid a discreet sign of the cross over her belly.  
 
    God, the Almighty, give me the strength to defeat the evil forces standing against us. Help me to find back my mother, alive and healthy. Amen.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ermengarde 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the mission briefing over, Ermengarde didn’t wait for Matilda, too intimidated to even try approaching her. Nevertheless, he still tried to shyly look for her. He even enjoyed the sight of her hips for a bit, nicely enhanced by a beautiful black leotard. Getting no sign of interest from her, as she was too busy speaking about long board machinery with Blanche in one corner of the room, he quickly fled toward the martial art academy.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    Ermengarde had joined the Kathars quite by accident. Three years had passed, since he had conveniently escaped from a slave caravan in the Arabic desert lands. This topic was unmentionable within the powerful Terra Fecundis. Inosanto had finally reached some agreements with the last indestructible nomads who were still reluctant to definitely give up their Muslim faith to fully embrace the Christian faith despite the birth miracle. Nevertheless, they weren’t crazy. With time, even quite quickly, they developed a kind of religious syncretism, adopting a few Islamic precepts suitable with Terra Fecundis’s requirements. Enforced and bounded, those nomads took part in some natality worships, arranged in a more amenable way than for other communities. Nevertheless, there were just a handful of them. A hundred old people, still rooted in a more traditional Islam, going back before the birth miracle, were the last gurus of this community with a very low birth rate. This wasn’t a major problem for Inosanto. He was thinking time was in his favour. One day or another, they would definitely convert to his doctrine. If the old ones didn’t, their children would. In the meantime, Inosanto was needing some rare metals to produce some components for the maintenance of the Milicia Christi’s military equipment that were widely spread in the Arabic deserts. The Arabic people mastered the extraction and the purification of those ores such as chromium, silica, niobium and even copper. Because of their expertise, they became vital. So, in order to buy their silence about the little deals they enjoyed, and mainly to ensure enough delivery and a constant flow, they requested a large and servile labour. This was a true blessing for Inosanto, who didn’t want to bother with jails and with a prison system which existence would be an admission of a failure of the Church’s authority and God Himself. Pushed by the Legatee, who gave him the idea, he decided to extract everybody breaching the divine order and to hand them over to the mine operators. Those extractions were very brutal, without any formality. The Legatee being the only recipient of the Church’s authority, he was using and even abusing of his prerogatives, being openly sadist. People were regularly disappearing without a trace, after some brawls or minor irrelevant offences. If it was impossible to avoid any incident within the theocracy, those mysterious disappearances had an unexpected effect over the population - it became extremely docile and showed a complete submission toward the divine law. In fact, the arrests quickly became too rare, therefore the extractions too, up to a point the Arabs threatened exposing Inosanto to the population if he didn’t redouble his effort to supply enough slaves to ensure the mining operations. The solution happened very fast. Inosanto ordered all the abbots to report the followers who wouldn’t attend the different worships, creating a new offence to supply the mines. Those threats were infuriating the almighty Prophet, who was already planning to get completely rid of those spoilers and to replace them by a horde of robot dogs and drones dedicated to this task. Only the technological aspect was preventing him from executing his plan, as the engineers’ communities hadn’t succeeded yet in adapting the machines to those specific mining operations.  
 
    Ermengarde was living in a small engineers’ community on the sacred lands of Oceania, near Sydney, on this huge island formerly known as Australia. Unwilling to follow the religious beliefs, he alienated his parish abbot because of missing too many masses and others worships. When the divine decree to punish the recalcitrant individuals was implemented, the old cleric really took pleasure in denouncing him. The next day, Ermengarde was suddenly and brutally extracted. First, he was identified by a drone, then chased before coming nose to nose with an aircraft of the Milicia Christi which directly took him to the Arabic Peninsula. Right before he was 20 years old, the destiny of the one Matilda had called Ermy took a dramatic turn. He had to face two options. Either, dying of exhaustion or because of the collapse of an underground gallery from a firedamp. Or, managing to breach the huge surveillance system in order to escape. Escaping! But where? The desert was everywhere around. Hundreds, even thousands of miles of sand. Unbelievable! Fortunately, while he was transferred between two surface mines in order to reallocate the slaves, the escort was attacked by the Kathars. They were looking for niobium to fix the reactor of the URM they had recently stolen from the Church, and attacked the caravan in the middle of the desert. A sudden renewed acuity and a good moment of folly pushed Ermengarde to escape to join the rebels who didn’t reject this blessing. After all, some young people were a good addition in this difficult time. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
          
 
    While the old trainer was practising a few slow Tai Chi movements on the tatamis, Ermengarde was peacefully dressing in his training outfit. The small woman, whose face was more wrinkled than a Shar Pei, was knee-high, but she was fully able to strike down a militiaman, as her young apprentice liked to say.  
 
    “Hello Philippa,” Ermengarde told her in a familiar tone.  
 
    “Late again, you will never change,” she answered, as neutral as possible.  
 
    “I was taking part in a meet...”  
 
    “Apologises only concern the people phrasing them,” she interrupted him without stopping the kata she was doing.  
 
    “Hmm!” All right! I warm up, then I’m ready for you.”  
 
    “While in a mission you will have to face an assailant willing to stab you in the belly, will you tell him hold on a second, I need to warm up?”  
 
    “Hmm!” Indeed, no.”  
 
    “Indeed!” The old martial art master repeated. “You need to be operational as you’re. If you have a thigh cramp, got shot in the shoulder, have a knife wound in your flank, you need to adapt to the situation. Your mind must be ready to face any possibility. Come closer!”  
 
    Ermengarde stepped a little toward her, nonchalantly walking barefoot. Without stopping her kata, the wise old woman spoke to him.  
 
    “I can see your left leg is tensed and your shoulders aren’t properly lining. Does your left femoral hip make you suffer?”  
 
    “Uhh! No, I’m perfectly good and don’t feel any pain, Professor,” Ermengarde said surprised.  
 
    “Attack me!” She asked him.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “As you wish, kid,” she added while carrying on her exercise as if nothing was amiss. 
 
    Ermengarde got closer to her, stood in a boxing position, and after a few moves to look for an efficient line of attack, drew a quick and accurate right hit on his trainer’s face. Without even looking at him, she seized the opportunity of one slow and light movement she was doing to dodge the attack, but she didn’t stop doing it. Instead, she grabbed Ermengarde’s wrist, which had just passed a few inches away from her face, with two fingers and emphasised the trajectory. Thanks to the outstanding foundation and unity of her body, she hastened her young apprentice’s movement who was catapulted toward the floor. From instinct only, he recovered his balance by moving his left leg forward to find a solid support and try to attack again. At this exact moment, Philippa struck her knee in his left hip, just above the femoral hip. Ermengarde felt an intense pain. His entire muscle of his thigh shook, leading to an inevitable imbalance and Ermengarde felt violently. Philippa was still holding him with two fingers, while he was grunting unintelligibly to conjure the pain.  
 
    “Indeed, it was the femur, don’t move,” she told him.  
 
    “Humpf! Too painful to even move,” he mumbled, his eyes closed because of the pain.  
 
    Philippa laid her knee on her young student’s cervical vertebrae, pulled up on his arm, and caved her other knee in his hip. They both heard a slight cartilaginous snap and Ermengarde reacted with a relieved breath.  
 
    “Oh! What you have just done truly relieved me.”  
 
    “I told you your femur was suffering, didn’t I?”  
 
    “Or just admit you hit me on this spot.”  
 
    “You aren’t very perceptive. Your hip was slightly off-centre. I just pushed a bit on it with my knee and this was enough to make you fall.”  
 
    “Hmm!” Please, clear all my doubt, you just put it back in place, right?”  
 
    “Indeed, kid. This should allow you to improve your poor performances.”  
 
    Ermengarde wasn’t listening to his old teacher any more. He was staring at the dojo entrance. Philippa, standing back to the door, and who couldn’t see what was happening, added.  
 
    “Please, come in, young girl,” she said while releasing her hold on Ermengarde.  
 
    Matilda, surprised, entered the fighting area, defined by worn-out tatamis red like the Kathar cross.  
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you...”  
 
    “Philippa was showing me a new technique,” Ermy immediately interrupted her, while straightening back.  
 
    “Don’t even try, kid, she has been here long enough to see the whole action,” the instructor said.  
 
    How could she see me when she wasn’t turned toward me? Matilda thought.  
 
    “And what a sight!” Matilda provocatively added, very serious.  
 
    “You must be Matilda, our regretted Esclarmonde’s daughter, mustn’t you?” Philippa interrupted her.  
 
    “Did you know her?”  
 
    “A great fighter!”  
 
    “My mother, a fighter? Unbelievable!”  
 
    “I’m adamant. She was one of my first Systema students.”     
 
    “Systema?”  
 
    “A very old method of combat from the Russian army.”  
 
    “Russian?”  
 
    “I’ll explain you later, for the moment, you must start your training,” Ermengarde interrupted them, while warming up his hips with a few circular motions.  
 
    “Are you sure, you’re in shape, Ermy?” She provoked him pointing at the pelvis rotations he was apparently doing with some difficulties.  
 
    Philippa, who has been waiting for a long time to get new blood in her rank, was glad to finally see her young apprentice with an opponent his age. Glancing at her body, she quickly understood Matilda would be a fierce opponent once she would have mastered a few efficient techniques. With her slim body, her long and smooth muscles, her ratio weight to height supportive of a high execution speed and of destructive attacks, she thought Matilda had the perfect morphotype to become an excellent fighter.  
 
    “Come closer, dear,” the instructor invited her. “I would like to see you in action a few minutes so I can decide how I will train you in the near future.”  
 
    Matilda shyly moved forward. Once she was at arm-length from Philippa, she finally noticed how small she was. She was easily eight inches taller, while she was barely five feet five high.  
 
    “Come on too, my dear Ermy,” she joked. “You will fight in single combat bare-handed. The first one who makes the other fall and who immobilises them will be declared the winner.”  
 
    “But? I have never learnt how to fight,” Matilda whispered.  
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear. Just think about it as a simple game,” Philippa retorted. “You can start whenever you’re ready,” she added.  
 
    Besides having a lot of practice and being in the prime of his age, Ermengarde was really holding back when he engaged the fight. He was probably scared he would hurt this charming and fragile girl, whose feline curves he was admiring so much. Or maybe he was simply scared to touch her and that she would feel uncomfortable about it. He slowly moved on the side and tried to tease Matilda’s arm from the tips of his fingers in order to test her response level. Nothing special happened. Matilda, fully focused, didn’t even move her arm.  
 
    Hmm! If she lets me reach her personal space like this, I will win easily. 
 
    While performing some quick moves, he tried again to touch her, and still didn’t get any reaction. It seemed to him that Matilda couldn’t see his moves on time to avoid them. Nevertheless, her position was firm, her two arms were protecting her chest, her back heel raised from the ground, her front foot was strongly anchored in the tatami, her legs bent and mobile. She was just following Ermy’s moves, always standing in front of him. Suddenly, surprising everybody, she took the lead. Strongly pushing on her back leg, she stepped in Ermy’s hold, who received a good slap on the left cheek before being able to react. Confused, his pride even affected, he briefly looked at his old instructor. Matilda, already back to her initial position, was smiling, quite happy with the impression she had triggered.  
 
    “So? That’s all you can do?” She provoked him.  
 
    A malicious smirk appeared on Philippa’s face. Ermengarde, furious, pounced on Matilda. First, he pretended to try reaching her face, then, taking advantage of her raising her arm to protect herself, he finally dived toward her hips. He stuck his cheek under her chest, grabbed her front leg at knee level, slid his right hand just under the opposed buttock and brutally lifted her. Baffled, Matilda grunted when her shoulder struck her flank, and, while she felt herself rising into the air, she clutched Ermengarde’s neck, while looking at the ground getting closer very fast. The shock was stronger than she would have thought.  
 
    “Ouch!”    
 
    It felt like all her organs were breaking apart. Her breath was instantly cut by Ermengarde’s weight, pushing on her diaphragm. Nevertheless, she didn’t let him go, blocking him against her with her arms. He was kneeling between Matilda’s thighs, his head against his chest. When he realised how embarrassing his position was, he released a bit the pressure. It didn’t take long for Matilda, who didn’t have a dirty mind like her opponent, to come around. Philippa was carefully looking at the action, already anticipating all the technical options which could end the fight, in favour for either Mathilda or Ermengarde. And she wasn’t disappointed. Matilda strongly pushed on Ermengarde cervical vertebrae, who, like an ostrich trying to get its head out of its hole, tried to pull away by standing again on his feet and projecting his bottom upward. Matilda didn’t need anything more to group her legs, put her feet on her opponent’s lower belly and project him on the side, almost above her. Ermengarde, who wasn’t expecting such a prowess, ended completely spread flat on the ground. While he tried to stand again, Matilda jumped on his back and put her arm on his jugular to strongly strangle him. Ermengarde immediately grabbed this arm squeezing him with his two hands. But it was already too late. He could already feel the lack of oxygen, and Matilda wasn’t letting go.  
 
    “Enough!” Philippa finally told. 
 
    Matilda immediately released her grip and rolled on the side, her arms opened like a cross, her eyes vaguely looking at the rocky archway. Ermy, crawling, was sputtering, while putting his larynx back into place.  
 
    “Why? Why stopping? I was going to throw her over my shoulder,” he cried out with a shaky voice, offended by the turn of the event.  
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Philippa retorted him. “I’m afraid we will never know how it could have ended, but this isn’t the most important. I now know enough to define your training program, my dear. You’re definitely your mother’s worthy daughter,” she added for Matilda.  
 
    Ermengarde was raging interiorly. Nevertheless, his admiration toward the young woman took over.  
 
    “I’ve to admit, you’re quite resourceful!” He finally admitted, while he readjusted his outfit.  
 
    “I’ve already told you a hundred times, you shouldn’t underestimate your opponent. You must forget your ego, fight with your mind, with your intellect,” Philippa insisted for her young student.  
 
    “Hmm!” I know, I know,” he mourned, embarrassed.  
 
    “And for you, my dear, if you wish one day to be able to face a militiaman and to be able to stand long enough to run away or survive, you will need to train even harder,” the small woman interrupted her.  
 
    “Run away or survive? What I really want is to make them eat Kang Kong from the roots!” She confronted her.  
 
    “See this! I don’t know anybody who survived a fight with a militiaman without a good machine gun and being far enough to stay safe. Do you have any idea how fast and powerful they are?”  
 
    Matilda, vaguely looking at the red tatamis, didn’t answer.  
 
    “A militiaman can cover 40 yards before you have time to draw your weapon, aim and shoot,” Ermengarde added.  
 
    “If you’re lucky, he won’t manage to avoid the bullets,” Philippa interrupted him.  
 
    “But, to be fully honest, this is very unlikely,” Ermy added, smiling.  
 
    “If by mischance, you’re on his trajectory,” Philippa continued, “let’s just pray he will grant you a quick and painless death.”  
 
    Matilda seemed to be pouting.  
 
    “If they are invincible, why do we need to train to face them?” She complained.  
 
    “They have one vulnerability, a very small one,” Philippa answered her.  
 
    “Which one?” Matilda immediately asked, a bit anxious.  
 
    “They need to recover.”  
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “After approximately one minute of intense effort, their fantastic skills are at rest,” the instructor explained. “Don’t be mistaken, they are still fearsome warriors, who had fully trained about fighting and weapons handling, even during the short time they are exposed.”  
 
    “But this is the only time we can hope to defeat them,” Ermy completed.  
 
    “Right! Philippa interrupted him, “just during barely thirty seconds.”  
 
    “Thirty seconds?”  
 
    “Yes, afterwards, they get their super skills back.”  
 
    “So, it’s easy. We just need to strain them, and, as soon as they are out of energy, just shoot them between the eyes!”  
 
    Philippa interrupted her.  
 
    “Believe me, I’ve never seen anyone surviving them for more than two dozen seconds...”  
 
    “But, Philippa...” Ermy intervened.  
 
    “Nobody, Ermy... nobody, do you understand?”  
 
    Ermengarde exhaled deeply, pouting. Matilda could feel this matter was quite mysterious, but she preferred not to intervene. She understood the message. Recklessness was useless when facing a militiaman. The only option was to use their brain. A good strategy was much better than acting in a pushy way.  
 
    “So? When do I start my training?” Matilda asked, excited.  
 
    “Haha! I like this kind of energy,” Philippa declared. “You will start tomorrow, from 9am to noon, every day. In the afternoon, you will train on handling firearms with Blanche. Lord Trancavel will introduce you to the use of state-of-the-art equipment.”  
 
    “Lord Trancavel? That alone!” Matilda asked surprised.  
 
    “You’ll see, better not to upset him.”  
 
    “I fear I already saw the expense of this,” the young woman joked. 
 
    Ermengarde smiled for a bit, thinking back at how Matilda got her place in the team. Or almost. She would have to defeat Blanche on long board. Looking at her, so motivated from the simple idea of fighting with the militiamen, and, also so naive, the firery-haired man could feel some admiration and respect for her. But wasn’t it more than that?                          
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Laïka  
 
      
 
      
 
    Like her old master, Laïka’s life was moving toward the end. Being 80 years old, Phoebus knew his time left was scarce, as for his old and loyal pet. She could barely stand when she had to go to the housing unit after a hard day of work. They had lived so many things during the last 15 years. Fifteen years. An old age, even for a mongrel dog. When she was young, Laïka looked like a Beauceron mixed with a Pyrenean Shepherd. She was almost thirty inches tall at the shoulders, with silky hairs, a squared jaw line, floppy ears and a lazy tong. With a bit of an impulse she could jump six feet high obstacles and she was smelling rats in a 20 cubits area. For some times, maximum a few months, Phoebus had arranged a comfortable space in the laboratory for her, next to an air vent blowing some hot and damp air all day long. Thanks to all the pillows, Laïka was feeling good there. When they were arriving in the morning, she nonchalantly lied down, her ears always looking out for any noises, and her big eyes, now bulging because of her old age, always looking out for any moves. She was making the least effort, but she was the kindest one, Phoebus thought. 
 
    The nano-container was exposed in a small fridge, which glass door was allowing to look at its content. Held straight by a bracket adapted to its size, it was exposed like a very precious trophy. Since it had been surprisingly revealed to them, Phoebus couldn’t stop looking at it, day after day. A real obsession. One week already. One week, he had been coming every day, with a single idea torturing his mind - injecting the substance in his own veins to discover once and for all its effects. Finally, discovering the secrets of this black liquid moving imperceptibly, with its organic aspect and its metallic reflections. Sometimes, he would open the small fridge, hesitating to take the mysterious product. Sometimes, he would hold it for a few seconds, even a few minutes, then put it back on its bracket, feeling a too oppressive tension. Nevertheless, he was getting used, step by step, to this forbidden proximity. Every day, he was holding it in his hands a bit longer. Every day, he was getting familiar with the idea of feeling this substance spreading in his flesh, and was starting to consciously accept the potential terrible consequences.  
 
    “You will get your eyes burnt from looking at it so much!”  
 
    Phoebus opened again the small fridge, in a slow and confident motion, laid back the nano-container on its bracket and turned back, stroking his forked beard, acting as if there was nothing amiss.  
 
    “What brings you here, my dear Ermessende?” He simply answered, barely daring looking at her.  
 
    “Are you becoming crazy my dear?”  
 
    “What are you speaking about?”  
 
    “We planned to assess, this morning, the options we have to analyse this nano-substance.”  
 
    “Hmm!”  
 
    “What’s worrying you that much? You have been roaming this place like an injured animal for a few days,” Ermessende worried.  
 
    Phoebus was faking reorganising his working plan covered with old books, which had turned yellow with time, rolls of papers with various architectural drawings, and computer equipment waiting to be fixed. Getting no answer, Ermessende came closer to her old fellow companion, tenderly laid her hand on his shoulder and asked him in a low and composed voice.  
 
    “You still want to believe this old story, don’t you?”  
 
    Phoebus took a deep breath, stopped pretending and laid his two hands on the warm woods of the working table.  
 
    “Don’t you?” He answered curtly.  
 
    “How many times have we spoken about this?”  
 
    “You’ve never believed me, admit it!”  
 
    “This isn’t the question, Phoebus. You know it. I never doubt this militiaman told you about a technology empowering physical skills, but to reach the point of conceiving a cure to defeat death itself...”  
 
    “That’s what he told me,” he interrupted her.  
 
    “What he tried to tell you, before getting kill by one of his fellows,” Ermessende said ironically.  
 
    Phoebus’s face closed up. His fingers buried in his beard, he was dwelling on a few inaudible words. Then, Ermessende added.  
 
    “Even the American army, with their huge budget, never managed to create super soldiers as it was always bragging about. Instead, the government spent most of its time trying to contain the psychiatric issues created by the experimental nano-agents they were injecting in their soldiers. How many suicides happened? How many of them became crazy and backfired on the people they were supposed to protect, their own population and their brothers in arms, struck by madness and out of control.”  
 
    “Simple collateral damages! That’s how science is working,” Phoebus retorted.  
 
    “They completely lost what made them human. Was it worth it?” Nano-technology was supposed to revolutionise the world, cure all diseases - what became of all those promises?” Ermessende wondered.  
 
    “So, how do you explain Guilhabert’s physical prowess? Leaping like a mountain goat, at his age! Only the militiamen are able of such prowess.”  
 
    “We weren’t there.”  
 
    “Do you doubt Matilda’s account?”  
 
    Now, Ermessende was pouting, without knowing what to answer. Phoebus exploited this opening.  
 
    “What will we do? Do we wait to find the equipment needed to analyse those substances. What’s the probability the ongoing mission will succeed? We’re wasting some precious time. One injection in one of us would be enough to know.”  
 
    “Or not! What are the probabilities we would really discover the effect of this nano-substance before the wilful volunteer die? You’re perfectly aware many things could go wrong before we’ve the slightest idea. And what about those seeds? What will we do? Are they related to this black liquid? There are too many questions left. The risk is unconsidered.”  
 
    “Sometimes, science takes some short cut, you’re fully aware of this! Didn’t Newton press himself a needle in his eye to discover how he was perceiving colours?”  
 
    “We aren’t speaking about a simple needle! We’re speaking about a substance which effects could be deadly!”  
 
    “Or healing!” 
 
    Ermessende came closer. With her two hands, she lovingly interlaced his face.  
 
    “We’ll cure you, we’ll find a treatment, but not with this. I promise you.”  
 
    “How much time have I left? At the pace this damn tumour is spreading, two, maybe three months!”  
 
    Ermessende tenderly kissed him, like she hadn’t for a long time.  
 
    “Keep faith, my love. Despair is a pitiful adviser. When it doesn’t push us to make some regrettable choices, it diverts our attention from what really matters.”  
 
    “And what really matters?”  
 
    “The mission. Finding Esclarmonde. Overthrowing Inosanto’s empire. Rebuilding a prosperous civilisation based on science and rational thinking. And also, we’ve Matilda. Indeed, she’s still naive, but she’s full of energy, and the blood of two great scientists is flowing in her veins.”  
 
    “I just see a stupid young girl, completely lobotomised by some silly medieval beliefs. You know how dangerous religious faith can be, when deeply anchored in the human mind. What would be her decisions when she would have to choose between a Kathar and one of Inosanto’s followers? Can you certify she won’t turn against us when the time will come?”  
 
    “Why shouldn’t we believe the opposite?” Ermessende declared, baffled.  
 
    “You see this!” Phoebus interrupted her, showing the nano-container in the fridge. Why did she hide it from us? She’s like all the others. She’s driven by interest only. If she hadn’t understood her mother could still be alive, this vial would still be in her bag, under her bed or maybe at the bottom or the Ariège River, deep in the water! Who knows?”  
 
    “I trust her. Leave her a chance to prove herself worth.”  
 
    “Do I really have the choice? Can you imagine if we could discover that this substance is the source of the militiamen’s destructive power? We could fight in equal terms. We would have a real chance to end Terra Fecundis! If only we could test it to clarify everything.”  
 
    Ermessende took Phoebus in her arms. They briefly closed their eyes, tired from that too long exile, those burdensome frustrations, and those constant struggles. When Phoebus opened his eyes again, Laïka was lying at their feet, staring at him, barely wagging her tail. Ermessende felt her coming next to her calf as she had been doing for a long time to relieve herself from the joint pains she felt on her hips.  
 
    “See this!” She declared with affection. “You too, you can’t stand it any more, right my dear granny?”  
 
    Ermessende sat on a chair to stroke the old dog, whose breathing was giving away her very precarious health.  
 
    “Poor animal,” she added, looking at Phoebus. “Maybe it’s time to shorten her suffering, don’t you think so?”   
 
    Phoebus looked at the suffering animal he had adopted 15 years ago. She was really deserving to reach her peaceful heaven. As usual when he was thinking, he let his fingers fidgeting deeply in his beard. 
 
    Would you grant me with a last favour, my dear old Laïka? 
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    Esclarmonde 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite not having used such equipment for almost 20 years, Esclarmonde was feeling remarkably confident with the biopsy devices and process. She was working hard, trying not to think too much about the inhuman detention conditions of her dear Paul. Inosanto had taken care of leaving the surveillance camera of the jail on, so she would keep in mind the reason why she had to struggle every day in the small lab.  
 
    The body tissues she had extracted from the Prophet’s chest wasn’t like everything else she had analysed as a microbiologist. The cell culture provided some unexpected results. The cellular division, fundamental process of the living world, was non-existent, nor the apoptosis. In fact, it was something different. Normally, a cell follows a very specific life cycle. It’s born, sometimes it regenerates, but it always ends up destructing itself to be replaced by a new cell, and so on. This had been the case forever. No living organism could escape this weary rule. Esclarmonde had always been doubting about Inosanto’s alleged immortality. She had even doubted he existed. She was only considering him as a mighty impostor. Nevertheless, she had to admit that his cellular tissue structure was telling her something completely different. The cells she had extracted from the stigmata were never declining, even when she was trying to intentionally kill them. Also, the issue was they weren’t really alive. They were staying in an intermediary state, like we could expect from a living dead. As soon as the cells were declining, they were immediately regenerating before disintegrating again. They were in a perpetual advanced state of putrefaction that she defined as viable. During the clinical examination, she was able to note the stigmata were moving on the Prophet’s body. According to him, they were never staying more than a day at the same place. Esclarmonde concluded the same after observing them. During a 24-hour cycle, the cells were going from a phase of organic instability, as Esclarmonde called it, to a phase of cellular stability. The mechanism behind such a biological prowess was completely unknown to her. Then, she decided to analyse the tissue with the Rohrer IV, a powerful scanning tunnelling microscope at the back of the room.  
 
    She laid a few tissues on a glass plate then put it in a special compartment of the device which ensured the lack of atmosphere and dust. With the high definition control screen, she was able to start her thorough exploration task of the infinitely small. The picture, which was lacking accuracy at the beginning, let appear a very chaotic organic structure. She zoomed in more and she increased the resolution level to look inside a degenerated cell, looking for any element she wouldn’t know the origin yet. A trail, a clue, anything which could allow her to guide her work.  
 
    “What’s this?” She suddenly declared out loud.  
 
    “Something new, my dear Professor Lecuyer?” 
 
    Esclarmonde was startled on her chair, while Inosanto was just entering the lab.  
 
    “Do you sometime warn people when you’re coming?” Esclarmonde raged, while staring at him in a very hostile way.  
 
    “Please, accept my most sincere apologies for being so unpredictable,” the Prophet retorted. “You seemed to be focused on your research, so I didn’t want to interrupt you in the middle of a potential interesting discovery. It seems I arrived at the right time. Am I mistaken?”  
 
    Esclarmonde pointed her finger at the STM screen where the zoom to an atomic level was showing a small black and grey structure, moving wildly in the viscous medium.  
 
    “Do you see this?” She interrupted him bitterly.  
 
    Inosanto came closer.  
 
    “What do you want me to tell you?” He finally answered.  
 
    “I want you to explain me what millions of nano-robots are doing at the heart of your cells.”  
 
    “I am pleased to see it didn’t take you long to discover it. I’ve to admit, this is encouraging for what will follow up.”  
 
    “You knew it and you didn’t tell me anything. If you want me to get some results, you will have to share everything you know,” she raged.  
 
    “If you give me some time, I can explain you,” he quietly and peacefully said.  
 
    “Hmm!” 
 
    Seeing his degree of self-control, Esclarmonde realised how ridiculous she was. Staring blankly, she nonchalantly gestured him to go on.  
 
    “What you’re seeing on the screen is the work of your late husband. He has worked all those years to create a nano-substance. A billion nano-robots which should be able to infiltrate each cell of my body to stabilise and stop the stigmata proliferation.”  
 
    “Without any success as I can see.”  
 
    “As you have rightly foreseen it by yourself during our first working session, it’s quite hard to interfere with a divine punishment, even with all human science.”  
 
    “Victor was the best in his field. If he didn’t succeed, I am not sure I could fare better.”  
 
    “Keep faith! Victor didn’t have all your knowledge about cellular microbiology. You will definitely look in another way than the one he had chosen to follow. He was always saying that, with your help, he would have found a treatment a long time ago.”   
 
    “So, sometimes he was speaking about me, wasn’t he?”  
 
    “He was speaking about you in the past tense, like speaking about a ghost.”  
 
    “He might have left some research studies, some analysis reports or some structural plans about the nano-robots he has developed, didn’t he?”  
 
    “As you can imagine, he really took pleasure in destroying everything before running away,” Inosanto mourned before being struck by a deep and loose cough.  
 
    Even though she was feeling only disdain for the old 170-year-old man, Esclarmonde surprisingly felt mercy for him. She got closer to help him standing back, as he was bent from the strong pains caused by the muscular contractions going along with the cough.  
 
    “Very kind of you,” he thanked her in a husky voice.  
 
    Esclarmonde felt trapped by her silly maternal instinct, even if it was occurring toward an old man. Embarrassed, she moved back toward the STM, looking humbly and faking to sputter. This attitude, which should be completely natural, was just a sign of weakness, while she was willingly trying to maintain an untainted conflict, if possible a fruitful one. Nevertheless, by showing some compassion, she might be able to learn more about her late Guilhabert. By all account, their relation had been biased. From the corner of her eyes, she could see Paul, huddled, naked, psychologically bruised, in this space of three by six feet invaded by rats and other pests.  
 
    “I will need to perform some new biopsies to understand the mechanism occurring in your organism.”  
 
    “Hmm! What do you have in mind?”  
 
    “I think there should be a part of your organism where I would be able to find healthy cells, which aren’t affected by the same ailment.”  
 
    “That’s an interesting theory. What part do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Hmm!” You won’t like it.”  
 
    “Just go on!”  
 
    “The brain stem.”  
 
    “Hmm!”  
 
    Inosanto did his best to hide his discomfort from the simple idea of a biopsy inside his brain. Then, Esclarmonde added again.  
 
    “You have to understand, I need some material to work on. Your intellect doesn’t seem to be affected by this ailment. If your brain was corrupted by the same ailment as your body, you wouldn’t be here with me, able to reason, argue and think. So, I guess your brain is healthy.” 
 
    The hooded Prophet relied on his stick to get enough balance to seat in his big armchair. He really seemed to be considering Esclarmonde’s offer while fearing the method.  
 
    “You must understand, I need a clue in order to...”  
 
    “I agree,” he suddenly interrupted her.  
 
    Esclarmonde’s face lighted up. Even if helping her worst enemy could never be seen as a valid motivation, to discover the mystery of his surprising longevity, being divine or not, was a real scientific challenge Esclarmonde couldn’t refuse.  
 
    “Is the process dangerous?” The Prophet added, falsely reassured.  
 
    “What kind of risk could scare an immortal man?”  
 
    “I don’t expect you to understand.  I can’t stand the simple idea of suffering. As you can imagine, I’m trying to avoid everything which could make me suffer even more. So? Do I need to worry?”  
 
    “Not at all. You’ve my word.”  
 
    “If anything goes wrong, the Legatee has some specific order concerning our dear Paul.”   
 
    “I’ve no doubt about this...”  
 
    “And also about the small community of Kalia,” he interrupted her. 
 
    Hearing this, Esclarmonde felt a chill going through her whole body, from head to toe. If she had to protect the life of the devil personified to save the five thousand souls of Kalia and let Paul a chance to survive, she would do it. The warning, as blunt as it was, had at least reached one goal. She had no doubt about how determined the Prophet was. If the time should come, the vile dictator would show no mercy. She was quite sure that as soon as she would finish the researches, she would be taken care of. She was still hoping the Kathars would get her out of here. Time! She would need to save time, to let the analysis dragging on, to develop some fake trails and to discover a way to destroy, once and for, all the Church’s foundations, to give back their freedom to the population that Inosanto had taken for so long.   
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    The race 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matilda was slightly bending over in order to assess the canalisation tilt. For safety, she firmly grabbed one of the ladder bars leading to the next level. The metallic platform, from where Blanche and she would start, seemed grafted in the mountain over a vertical slope. But, senses could be baffling, and often provided a biased analysis of the fact. And a forty degrees slop was therefore perceived by the less daring minds as much more than that.  
 
    “Are you sure about yourself, Matilda?” Ermengarde discreetly asked her, without getting closer to the edge. “There are at least eighty degrees,” he added, scared.  
 
    “You mean eighty per cents?” She confronted him.  
 
    “Uhh! Maybe. Maths isn’t really my cup of tea, you know!” He admitted, embarrassed. 
 
    Even if she seemed confident, Matilda still checked her long board bearings one last time.  Blanche was doing the same on the other side of the platform, helped by Aymeric. Until now, the two opponents were formally ignoring each other. The tension on the platform was at its highest - it smelled in the air like the Kang Kong flower fragrance invading the centre of Kalia during bad weather.  
 
    It hadn’t been easy for the two opponents and their respective assessors to reach this old metallic structure built on the mountains slope more than two centuries ago. Located at an altitude of sic hundred feet, the departure area was providing a direct access to the huge canalisation formerly used to generate electric power. At this time, water was flowing inside to drive a turbine, six hundred feet below. Since they had arrived in the vicinity, the Kathars had adapted it for training and physical preparation purposes. The turbine access, also out of order, had been blocked by adding a badly adjusted and quickly welded metallic door, forming a narrow bend before another less steep part of the canalisation. The whole structure of the tubular construction was dotted with hollow holes dug by rust. In some places, some holes created over time by pockets of stagnant water were visible. Beforehand, Blanche had briefed her young opponent about the track topography so she could avoid having any bad surprise and in order to make the challenge she had accepted as fair as possible. Ermengarde and Aymeric were both carrying a backpack filled with climbing equipment and medical kits. Those precautions were essential. The risk of a serious accident happening was very high according to Blanche, who had been practising on this canalisation for several years. Ermengarde was seriously freaking out, and he was trying to joke about it for himself.  
 
    “You’re sure you want to dive in this rotten tube?” He discreetly whispered to Matilda. “What speed will you reach going down there? Seventy-five? One hundred miles per hour?” He added, speaking to himself.   
 
    Focused on the last tunings of her board, it seemed the young woman wasn’t listening to her young assistant. She finally straightened back, and, while her mate was staring at her, she spoke to Blanche with an exceptional confidence.  
 
    “So! What are you waiting for to start? The next radioactive storm?” 
 
    Unlike the tube where the train was going through, the canalisation of the former hydroelectric plant didn’t allow for two skaters to go side by side or even less at the same time. Therefore, Blanche had offered to do a timed race. She would go first and as the diameter was never bigger than six feet, she would favour a lying position. The ride should take approximately two minutes, and, once Blanche would reach the finish line, Trancavel, who was waiting down there with Gaucelin, Ermessende and Phoebus, would give the signal for Matilda to begin and start the timer. Blanche having the benefit of knowing the ground, they had collectively agreed on a 50% bonus for Matilda. In a simple way, if she would finish the race in less than three minutes, she would be admitted for the mission. That being said, Trancavel was convinced he took no risk while agreeing to this rule. Indeed, he didn’t believe the arrogant young woman could cross the finish line. Aymeric’s walkie-talkie triggered.    
 
    Tssss! Tssss! 
 
    “Aymeric, Trancavel here, how is it going? On our side, everything is good. We’re just waiting for your signal.”  
 
    “Aymeric here, chief. Blanche will start very soon. Get ready! Over,” he answered looking into Blanche’s eyes for approval.  
 
    “Well received! Trancavel, over.” 
 
    Wearing some sports clothes made of Kevlar and padded in several places, revealing enough to release all Aymeric’s tension of this moment during a few seconds, Blanche got closer to the edge, avoiding at all cost Matilda’s look. The platform was just big enough for the two opponents to stand side by side next to the tubular abyss. Matilda was hearing the tenuous breath of the Kathar warrior. She was practising a kind of ancient meditation known as Yoga. According to her, all the muscular and psychic tensions, such as stress and anxiety, could be tamed with simple breathing exercises. Like a conscious breathing, deep and mindfulness. Out of respect for her opponent and in order not to disturb her, Matilda held her breath. While she was still ignoring her, Blanche raised her right fist at shoulder level to inform Aymeric she was ready. He switched on the walkie-talkie by pressing twice on the call button to warn Trancavel of the impending departure. Trancavel did the same. Blanche laid her long board on the latch inside the canalisation at the platform level, which was planned for this specific use. She put her helmet with its panoramic visor and a mouth guard, then she took position lying on the gigantic skateboard, her feet directed downward on some holds, grabbing with her hands the brake and the steering levers. After taking a deep breath, she enabled the latch by herself which automatically felt back, letting her fall into the void.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Aymeric yelled into the communication device. 
 
    Fully conscious about the inherent risks due to the obsolescence of the facilities and due to the vertiginous slop, Matilda had to let her pride got forgotten in a small part of her smeared stomach. The combined noise of the bearings and of the wheel friction coming from the abyss depth in which Blanche had just disappeared, enhance the reality of how dangerous this contest was. The tension stepped up. The fear was inevitably showing up. Her heartbeat also seemed to get carried away. Matilda tried to do a few breathing exercises. In vain. She had no knowledge about this notorious technique called yoga, and she could perfectly feel how ridiculous this was. She avoided looking at Ermengarde, who wasn’t so confident either. The poor little bugger was livid. However, he wasn’t the one who had to go in the pipeline. What could happen right now? Was Blanche doing as well as usual, mastering it? Did she have to break to negotiate the dangerous turn of the former turbine? Aymeric, as anxious as his firery-haired fellow, was, however, granted with more wisdom thanks to his advanced age. Already 50 years old, he knew how to remain calm in any situation. Nevertheless, the simple idea of his friend losing control of her board and getting into a bad situation, was making him smirk in a disgraceful way. In other words, his lips, normally completely hidden by a long beard and moustache, were finally appearing in a bowl smile, meaning he was wildly gnawing his teeth to fight against his sense of helplessness.  
 
    Already thirty seconds had elapsed. Matilda focused on her memories to find the peace of mind and concentration she needed for this contest. She was remembering her crazy race in the Tibesti Ravines. This year, she was barely 16 years old, and she won the mountain long board competition, first of the ten events of the yearly Tibesti Games. Her whole body was shaking from the memory of this turn where a few too reckless competitors had lost their life. This same turn she took faster and more dangerously than the others, so she got the needed speed to miraculously avoid a fatal fall and take the leading position, alone, in front of the 28 other madmen eager for recognition and honours. The triple champion of this contest didn’t see her coming. Neither on his long board, nor during the nine following events. The barefoot marathon in the desert. Climbing the majestic lion waterfall of 2,000 feet high. The following wingsuit race, ending by Tibesti magnificent wild lake. The swimming race in the middle of the crocodiles and other exotic beasts, during which the slowest ones had no chance to survive. The osprey hunt with a bow and a single arrow. The oars shooting of the Ivory Horn rapids. The survival contest in Borkou Lowlands. The quad race in the narrow Zouarké Canyons. And finally, the most important one - the kiss on the huge king cobra’s forehead, living in the Tigui Caves.  
 
    Matilda always had shown some extraordinary physical skills. Nevertheless, she was always the best when she was cornered. Immature, thoughtless, she was never as good as when she was in the heat of the moment. If she was thinking too much, she wouldn’t take the chance. The latch was up, and without waiting any command from Aymeric, she put her long board on it, bracing it properly to avoid a false start. Ermengarde wasn’t even daring to speak to her any more, as she seemed to be deeply focused. In fact, she wasn’t at all. In Matilda’s mind it was like the wild west. A total confusion. Maybe from this chaos, she would be able to deeply understand the events. At this crucial moment, just a few seconds before to start, Ermengarde could have told her anything, she wouldn’t have heard. Her mind was filled with the frenzied music of the djembes that Kalia big orchestra used to play during the fire procession. In her mind, the flame basin was frantically twirling in the wind, carried by hundreds of dancers with painted chest - showing the most beautiful symbols of the sacred lands. She closed her eyes, synchronised her breath on the tam-tam sounds and let a deep a prime feeling investing her, so primitive and unique it was coming down from the time. Without opposing any resistance, she let the picture of the cave paintings of Niaux Cave coming into her mental slump made of sounds and images. Unable to understand how or why, the ancestral roots linking the bisons, the horses and the ibexes with the former African tribes’ tradition naturally came to her. It was only then that she vaguely heard Aymeric telling her “you can start whenever you want, Matilda” She opened her eyes. Everything froze. Only her heartbeats filled both the space and time. Attracted by a black mass, she looked on her right. It was Ermengarde’s backpack, filled with climbing ropes and first aid kits. She made the sign of the cross.  
 
    Give me the strength!         
 
    While she was getting ready to take position on the long board, she took a break to look one more time at the big black backpack which was weighing around forty-five pounds. She looked at Ermengarde, whose pale face was reflecting how much he worried. She gently smiled to him, and, in a fast and very accurate motion, grabbed the bag and swung it over her shoulders. Without leaving them time to react, she jumped into the void toward her long board. Aymeric and Ermengarde, open-mouthed, didn’t get time to say anything. When Aymeric finally understood what she had done, it was already too late. Matilda who had pulled the latch mechanism, half crouched on her deadly board, just disappeared in a blink. 
 
    “Uhh... Matilda just left! She just left,” he repeated, astonished. “Start the timer!” He yelled, amazed. “You won’t believe it.... you won’t believe it...” He added. 
 
    Ermengarde put his hand on the walkie-talkie, and, with one finger, signalled to his fellow to keep silent. Aymeric released the device button, disconnecting the communication.  
 
    “What? What’s happening?” Trancavel yelled.  
 
    “Don’t say anything. Let’s just hope she will reach the finish line alive,” Ermengarde whispered, keeping one hand on the device.  
 
    Aymeric played along. Whatever, the damage was done. He pushed the walkie-talkie button and raised it in front of this mouth.  
 
    “She has released the latch alone, by herself, as if we weren’t here. Over,” he finally answered. 
 
    The only answer he got was silence and contempt. 
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    * * 
 
      
 
      Despite the roughness, the race wasn’t much more complicated than what Matilda had expected. Her long board was vibrating more than usual. Regardless how she adapted the tire pressure and tilt and how she adjusted the suspensions to get as much flexibility as possible concerning her gear reaction, some areas of the canalisation forced her to deviate from her ideal trajectory in just a few seconds. The track was divided into three parts. The first, on which she was right now, had a 40-degree slope and was approximately 400 yards long. Perceiving such a tilt was like sensing being on a complete vertical line. In fact, it was still comfortable enough so she could crouch on the long board. Nevertheless, just a few more degrees and she would rather have to be lying. That being said, when carrying 45 pounds on one’s back, going down lying would have requested a few technical disposition to ensure the fixation. This part was leading toward the famous elbow-shape turn, indicating the beginning of the long second part - two and half miles long and with a 15-degree slope - almost identical to the tube they would need to blow up during the mission. Concerning the final part, it was rising slowly of a few degrees on approximately 200 yards, to let the racer slowing down before the finish line. This trail had two main pitfalls. The first one was the crazy amount of holes dotting it. The second one that Matilda was getting ready to overcome, was the almost horizontal position of the elbow turn at the end of the first part. It was unthinkable to pass it without drastically braking while getting close to it. Thanks to some holes all along the canalisations, daylight was coming through, providing a quite acceptable visibility. A constant and measured pressure on the long board brakes let Matilda keeping a speed a bit higher than 55 miles per hour. Approaching the fateful turn, she understood how wise Blanche’s advice were. The canalisation was literally cut in two distinctive parts the size of a man. Not Ermengarde’s. More like Gaucelin’s. The Kathars had linked the two parts by welding a quarter of a pipe section so nobody could find a good angle to use the centripetal force. In other words, braking was compulsory to cross the small almost horizontal section. This, without reckoning the 45 pounds extra Matilda had taken with her. While she was braking a bit more to reach a more comfortable speed, both front wheel disks suddenly broke down.  
 
    Shit! Too much weight! Shit! ... 
 
    Despite Matilda’s small loss of speed, without the front brake disks, she couldn’t even think about going through the elbow-turn comfortably. Without letting herself daunted by the situation, she remembered her race at Tibesti. She remembered barely avoiding the abyss thanks to her excessive speed. Having just a few seconds left to react, she understood she could only rely on the backpack weight. She let go on the brake to speed up again, then veered to the canalisation side to take the turn with her head directed to the ground. So, a loop. The only problem was that, when she would be in the void, she would have many chances to be ejected outside. Now upside down, right when the front wheels of her vehicle were into the void, then directly followed by the back ones, Matilda grabbed her board with one hand and released her bag hanging out from her other hand. The counterweight had the expected effect. Carried by the momentum, she was tilted at 45 degrees when the front wheels reconnected with the canalisation on the other side of the elbow-turn. Huddled on the long board going very fast, then, taking back a horizontal position, Matilda put back her bag to roam the two and half miles of the slight slope of the second part of the trail. Blanche’s advices came back to her during her crazy race.  
 
    Don’t forget, two holes in the first quarter of the second part will force you to change your trajectory if you don’t want to fall!  
 
    Matilda was going fast. Maybe too fast when she reached the first hole. Sixty. Maybe seventy miles per hour. Remembering one instruction was one thing. Experiencing it in the heart of the action was another. Her first reaction saved her, thanks to her crouched position, she slightly jumped while grabbing her long board and the first hole was quickly behind her. When she thought she noticed the second hole two dozen yards further, her senses troubled by the lack of light, she understood a second last minute jump wouldn’t be enough.  
 
    Let’s talk about a hole! It’s a damn crater. She swore interiorly.  
 
    Without being distressed by this threat, once again she used her backpack that she threw on the side to get the needed force to deviate from the straight trajectory she was following. Braking wasn’t an option. Neither slowing done. Only victory was important. Whatever the risks. The right wheels of the long board very easily flew over the crater, the bag rubbing against the side, giving her balance. A few moments later, she peacefully started the third part of the track, going at an average speed of 70 miles per hour. She just had to let her go in free-wheel until the finish line.  
 
    Fortune favours the bold!         
 
    Matilda was interiorly repeating the lemma her mother was always telling her when she was going with her during her sports sessions. One more time, good fortune was on her side. An insolent good fortune. 
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      Trancavel was distressed. Indeed, Aymeric’s attitude, while speaking in the walkie-talkie hadn’t eased his tensions. On her side, Blanche was just staring at the timer. She had managed an honourable time of two minutes and five seconds. Just three seconds more than her personal record.   
 
    “I should have never accepted this stupid challenge,” Trancavel mumbled.  
 
    “Sometimes, our most stupid choices surprisingly have the most valuable effects. You shouldn’t lose hope,” Phoebus calmly answered him. 
 
    A few yards away from them, standing still in front of the dark and silent tunnel, holding the timer in her hand, Blanche was also thinking this challenge was too risky. Complete madness. Ermessende, worried by the fate of her lovely neighbour, also tried to appease Trancavel.   
 
    “She is a brave girl, trust her, Trancavel,” she said, neither appeased, nor appeasing.  
 
    “Quiet! Don’t say anything else!” Blanche suddenly declared.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Ermessende asked, concerned.  
 
    “Quiet! I told you,” Blanche insisted, making a hand sign of appeasement. 
 
    They all came closer, at a moderate pace, worried.  
 
    “I don’t believe it!” Blanche added, while moving silently toward the tunnel.  
 
    “What?” Ermessende, who had already joined her, whispered. 
 
    Her arm extended forward, looking at the timer and at the tunnel dark depth, Blanche, stupefied, was repeating over and over “This isn’t possible! Not possible!”  She slightly brought her arm down to better focus on what she was hearing. No doubt was possible any more, it really was the particular sound of the long board bearings and tires moving very fast on the rusty metal of the old canalisation. Blanche, surrounded by Ermessende, Trancavel, Phoebus and Gaucelin, took a last look at the timer, astounded. Far in front of them, thanks to a few gaps letting some daylight through the canalisation, Matilda’s shaped was appearing, standing on her skate board, bent forward, with an unspecified mass on her back.  
 
    “But, what’s this?” Gaucelin said, taken aback so he couldn’t achieve his sentence.  
 
    “One minute and forty-three seconds,” Blanche declared, completely disillusioned.    
 
    Trancavel was smiling, while Phoebus laid his hand on his shoulder as a sign of satisfaction. Matilda was now just a couple dozen yards away, almost finishing the race at a speed of approximately six miles per hours, when her backpack got suddenly torn away, releasing its content and making her fall. She spectacularly rolled over. The long board kept going without her, reaching the Kathars who were already running to help the young injured athlete.  
 
    “Hey! Are you OK, kid?” Gaucelin, who had arrived first, asked her.  
 
    Matilda, completely entangled in the climbing ropes and trying to get free without any success, looked at him for a moment.  
 
    “Right! “We will need to strengthen the backpack fabric if we want to carry out our mission,” she answered him, bothered by ropes.  
 
    Blanche, who had just heard her answer, came a bit closer to look at the action.  
 
    “Nothing broken?’ She disdainfully asked her.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Matilda answered, slightly smiling.  
 
    “Great! When you will be done gathering everything, you can join us at the Jeep,” Blanche stroke her, before turning back and leaving.  
 
    “Don’t listen to her, kid, she is vexed as you have broken her record,” Gaucelin added, while helping her to extricate herself from the ropes.  
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “What, how much”?  
 
    “What’s my time, dummy!” She joked.  
 
    “One minute and forty-three seconds,” Ermessende interfered.  
 
    “Blanche’s record is two minutes and two seconds,” Gaucelin informed her, while finally freeing her completely from the ropes. 
 
    Matilda finally understood how insulted Blanche had just been by her time. She bit her lips for a moment, mumbling incomprehensibly, “I see.” Blanche was moving away with her head up. Her steps were giving away a slight irritation. Matilda started to follow her.  
 
    “Blan...” she started to yell. 
 
    Trancavel stood on her way, and blocked her words, raising his finger a few inches from her mouth.  
 
    “Not now, wait for a bit!” 
 
    Embarrassed, Matilda exhaled deeply. Gaucelin and Phoebus were exchanging a few words about the torn apart backpack. She stared a bit at Trancavel, then turned back toward Ermessende. 
 
    “Next time, make sure your time isn’t as good,” she gently told her, with admiration.  
 
    “This isn’t my fault, my brakes broke down, so...”  
 
    “Whatever,” Ermessende interrupted her, putting her hand on her back.  
 
    “Don’t worry, she will recover,” Phoebus intervened. “A bit of competition won’t be bad for her. That’s the way to get better.”  
 
    “Right! She had seen worse,” Trancavel added. “Nevertheless, I have to admit, I haven’t thought for a single moment I would have to tell you this, but... welcome aboard.”  
 
    Matilda didn’t react to this announcement. The one she wanted to befriend had just disappeared far away, without even turning back.  
 
    Tsss...Tsss!  
 
    “Chief?” Aymeric shyly called him, from the starting platform. 
 
    Trancavel raised his walkie-talkie in front of his mouth.  
 
    “Didn’t you forget to tell me something?” He answered, a bit ironically.  
 
    “Hmm... in fact...”  
 
    “One forty-three. Trancavel, over!”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    “One forty-three?” Ermengarde repeated, covering his mouth, completely amazed. “Damn!” He finally let out.   
 
    He stepped back, to avoid disturbing the ongoing communication. Apparently the chief wasn’t happy about the backpack. Aymeric didn’t add anything else. He didn’t answer to Trancavel. Never dig your own grave, he thought.   
 
    “I know someone who must be vexed,” he finally said.  
 
    “Damn! One forty-three! Can you imagine?” Ermengarde declared again, laughing out loud. “Haha! I knew it!”  
 
    “OK, OK calm down, boy,” Aymeric told him, feeling the platform shaking more than usual every time his young fellow was jumping.  
 
    “Hmm! Sorry!” He apologised, looking toward the abyss through the transparent floor. “So, let’s go down!” 
 
    While he was going toward the stairs, Aymeric interrupted him, giving him the only backpack they still had with them. 
 
    “Here! The young first.”  
 
    Forced to comply, Ermengarde grabbed the bulky item, still smirking in displeasure. Nevertheless, he was rejoicing to meet Matilda again to congratulate her for her prowess. What had happened in this canalisation? He didn’t have any idea about it. But one thing was sure, she had enough pluck and energy to help the Kathars carrying out this mission and even more.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preparation for action 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The music was resonating in the cave where the Kathars used to party. Matilda, amazed, was discovering a new musical style completely different from the African rhythms she was used to during her childhood. Ermessende explained her it was some Irish folk music mixed with some Arabo-Andalusian rhythms. She had never heard those words. Nevertheless, she didn’t dare asking for more details. What for? It was splendid. The festive rhythm was suitable for frenzy dancing craze, and right now, in those shady periods, nothing was more important for her. Since she had arrived, she had come to believe the Kathars weren’t many or too shy to show up. She finally discovered several hundreds of people, sometimes wearing some weird clothes, eager for freedom, singing, dancing and alcohol. Concerning the last one, without any doubt, they had developed one of the most notable expertise.  Matilda had never tasted even one sip of alcoholic beverage. In Kalia, like everywhere else in Inosanto’s theocracy, alcohol production and consumption were severely punished. Between two glasses of Gentian that Matilda judged undrinkable just from its smell, Ermy was telling her about all the people he had met in the Arabic mines. Many slaves had been condemned for trafficking alcohol or even just for getting drunk during the community parties. Nevertheless, the Kathars were using Gentian in many eclectic ways. It could be either used to disinfect some wounds, or for mouthwash after a good meal in addition to a healthy tooth brushing. Alembics were completely filled with it. This very strong brandy was made by the fermentation of a yellow Gentian root, a beautiful mountain flower that a few members of the community were passionately growing higher in the Pyrenees, far from the harmful radioactive storms. While looking at them laughing and dancing, Matilda understood why they were so ingenious. Ermengarde’s mild demeanour amused her. His sparkling eyes were showing how he had let himself get slightly tipsy. He was having so many questions for her that she never really had time to answer. Indeed, the music wasn’t making it easy for them to understand each other. Ermessende, a bit more sensitive and drinking much less, gestured her she had enough. She gently laid her hand on her cheek, smiled at her like a mother, and took the narrow corridor leading to the housing units. Ermy didn’t even notice she had left. Further away, Gaucelin and Aymeric, much more imposing and apparently much more under the effect of the delicious alcohol, were dancing surprisingly well with a few white-haired middle-age women wearing light clothes. Then, she realised something she had forgotten a little - the average age was quite high. She wasn’t listening to the firery-haired man any more. Matilda realised most of the people dancing and drinking around her had white hairs or at best some salt and pepper hairs. A community doomed to disappear. She was just seeing this around her. A congregation condemned to a slow and relentless extinction that even scientific knowledge couldn’t help. Because of this celebration she felt distressed. It seemed pitiful. Pathetic. Her mother could have been dancing here with Phoebus or with her. Her mother’s spirit was belonging here.   
 
    Where are you, mum? 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, she quickly came back to reality when Trancavel entered the cave with Blanche, yelling.  
 
    “We’re leaving!”  
 
    Everything stopped immediately - the dancers’ agile movements, the bursts of laughers, the orchestra rhythm. Nothing could withstand the Kathar army leader’s charisma. Probably breathless from running in the cave’s galleries, he added, gasping.  
 
    “A train is about to leave! We go to Montségur in ten minutes! And I hope you haven’t drunk too much.” 
 
    The drama of this moment was written all over the faces, even on the people the least concerned by the call to combat. Trancavel and Blanche immediately headed back. Gaucelin and Aymeric got closer.  
 
    “Are you in shape, Ermy?”  
 
    “Hum, all right!” He simply answered, putting his metallic glass on the bar in front of him.  
 
    “You’d better to, kid,” Aymeric provocatively said.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go, kid! You, at least, you have stuck to cold tea,” Gaucelin said, looking at the cup lying on the bar. 
 
    In a single motion, pushed by the will to carry out the mission, they all moved toward the exit. Ermengarde wasn’t really walking straight forward, neither Gaucelin nor Aymeric. Nevertheless, the psychological pressure would quickly bring everybody back in line. A few moments later, they were all gathered at the main entrance to get back their weapons and personal equipment. Trancavel was finishing tying his gun holders on his thighs while his sound velocity crossbow was already fixed on the harness in his back. Matilda was looking at everybody getting ready without having any idea about what she should do.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Blanche interrupted her, from a small room, slightly in the back. 
 
    Embarrassed for being so passive in such a serious time, Matilda joined her, skilfully getting through her brave fellows.  
 
    “Hmm! Sorry...” she shyly said while arriving behind Blanche.  
 
    “Being a great athlete isn’t enough to carry out a mission,” she curtly answered her. “Put your jumpsuit on!”  
 
    Without adding any word, Matilda started to get dressed. She moved toward the cabinet where the Kevlar jumpsuits were stored. She couldn’t stop from looking at the very sexy and muscular curves of her long board partner, who was pulling up her tight jumpsuit from her knees to her hips then from her hips to her shoulders. Once dressed, Blanche turned back. Matilda, who was looking at her, turned red and looked down. The beautiful forty-year-old woman froze for a moment.    
 
    “So, what are you waiting for?” She railed against her again.  
 
    “Uhh? Yes, sorry,” the young drowsy girl apologised wholeheartedly.  
 
    She turned back to grab her jumpsuit, put one leg then the other and pulled it toward her shoulders in a completely disgraceful move. She equipped her fighting harness.  
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “The long boards?”  
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    “In the Jeep. Come on. Let’s go, they’re waiting for us. We have around one hour to arrive in Montségur.”  
 
    “I haven’t seen Jourdain at the party.”  
 
    “Unlike those drunks,” Blanche said pointing at their fellows for the mission, “Jourdain is truly going all the way. He hasn’t left Montségur since the briefing. He stayed with the satellite observation team to check with them the entrance and exit periods of the delivery trucks every hour. He raised the alert himself.”  
 
    “Let’s go!” Trancavel yelled, while going toward the armoured door leading to the corridor isolating them from the huge entrance archway of Niaux Cave.  
 
    The night purity was disturbing. Stars were vibrating like diamonds in the sky. The moon, full and majestic, was efficiently illuminating the surroundings, like if it was the middle of the day. In fact, it was four o’clock in the morning. The twilight would come in less than one hour.    
 
    “Where are the Jeeps?” Matilda asked, once outside.  
 
    “Down there!’ Gaucelin joked.  
 
    Matilda looked at Trancavel, already harnessed, fixing the hook on a rolling device he had just embedded on a thick cable leading down to the valley. Then, he jumped into the void gaining some momentum. Ermy came closer to Matilda, on the side, and whispered her some unintelligible words in her ear.    
 
    “The sip line.”  
 
    “The what?” She flustered.  
 
    “The fix line!” The firery-haired man insisted.  
 
    “You will have to sober up, kid,” Aymeric interrupted him, slapping him in the back. “The zip line, he wanted to say the zip line, kid!” He added.  
 
    “Right, that’s exactly what I just said,” Ermy mumbled, still smiling.  
 
    Then, one after another, the Kathars jumped into the void, flying like the wind over the Lèze Valley. Only Blanche was still there, waiting for Matilda.  
 
    “Go first! I will be right behind you. Don’t forget to brake before arriving. Otherwise, you will get hurt.”  
 
    “Why don’t we go by Jeep from here?”  
 
    “We save 20 minutes with the zip line. Given the emergency, we will need it. But enough talk! Go.”  
 
    Blanche pushed Matilda into the void, for an approximately one thousand yards descent. Intoxicated by the altitude and the pace, Matilda uttered a cry of satisfaction echoing in the whole valley. Five minutes later, they were all proudly settled in the two vehicles, on the way to Montségur impregnable fortress.   
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    Ermy had just got one hour to sober up during the journey. Indeed, he had slept all the way through. But how could it be possible to blame him for sleeping at such an hour. If needed, he would get thirty extra minutes in the MRU before arriving at his destination to carry out his sabotage mission. Right after, Gaucelin, Aymeric, Trancavel, Blanche, Matilda and two other soldiers she just knew the name of, Gaston and Geoffroy, would go to the tunnel entrance on the Atlantic Coast. The mission that some people described as suicidal, just became fully real. They couldn’t step back any more. The two Jeeps had never been that fast and taken that many risks to reach the Kathar military garrison. When they finally reached their destination, Jourdain, Gaston and Geoffroy were waiting for them, a few yards away from the elevator where the MRU, with its roaring engines, was just waiting for a single thing - releasing its destructive power.  
 
    “He took you some time,” Jourdain complained.  
 
    “Tell this to the ones who were drinking and dancing, when they were ordered to stand by in their block,” Trancavel answered him, angry.  
 
    “Your exo is in the MRU. Gaston has tested it, and he said it has never been that well-adjusted.”  
 
    “Let’s see this!” Trancavel joked. 
 
    Gaston was the same size as the leader. In fact, he was the one who had designed the exoskeleton. An unmatched engineer, as his fellow liked to say about him. Of course a white-haired engineer, Matilda thought. Thanks to his nap and to the adrenalin, Ermy had come around. A sixty-year-old woman wearing a lab coat was waiting next to the MRU. While the crew members were boarding, the stranger gave each of them a small square box of half an inch side while mumbling an unintelligible sentence. Trancavel was waiting for everybody to have boarded, to take his place in the vehicle. When it was her turn, Matilda finally understood the purpose of this distribution.  
 
    “For you, kid,” she told her. “Happy the one living for science and improving the world...”  
 
    The old woman looked at her for a moment, expecting an answer.  
 
    “Hmm! Oh, yes! ...And who will overcome darkness through science,” Matilda answered, intimidated. 
 
    She finally turned toward Trancavel.  
 
    “What’s this?” She asked him, showing the small artefact in the palm of her hand.  
 
    “A pill to take if you end up being caught by the militia.”  
 
    Matilda looked at him, wary. Even if she had understood it was a serious act, she didn’t really understand how it could really be useful. She climbed into the MRU. Trancavel exchanged the age-old Kathar adage in a low voice with the old woman before climbing in the aircraft. The die was cast. The elevator started to rise. The MRU doors hermetically closed up. Each member of the military expedition was firmly fastened on their seat, ready for the 3G acceleration. Ready for a 30 minutes flight toward the Alps, nearby the big Geneva Lake, in this country once called Switzerland.       
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Diversion 
 
      
 
      
 
    Worried, Jourdain was constantly looking at the atomic pile energy gauge. To escape from the attention of the Milicia Christi’s drones, they had to fly at an altitude higher than 40,000 feet. In this way, the radars couldn’t detect them. But the temperature would drop to minus 70 Fahrenheit. The aircraft computer was calculating in real time the energy needed to reach Ermy’s drop point, then to reach the tunnel of the freight train on the Atlantic Coast. A buffer was showing the energy consumption, another one the remaining energy and a third one the repartition of the energy consumption per devices. The engine was taking 86%, followed by the life-support systems such as the cabin heating system, the pressure management system and the gas circulation, representing together 12%. The two remaining percent were dedicated to the operation of the aircraft electronic components. And finally, the chart worrying Jourdain the most, a curve simulating the engine autonomy according to the supply of the specific auxiliary systems.  
 
    “We will have a problem,” he told Trancavel who was with him in the co-pilot seat.  
 
    “I’ve seen,” he stoically answered.  
 
    “In your opinion, what should we do?” Jourdain asked him, pointing at the curve.  
 
    It was showing that if the cabin life support systems kept running, they wouldn’t be able to reach the Atlantic Coast.. In other words, either way they had to go to a lower altitude where the temperature would be appropriate for the crew, risking to reveal their presence to the drones, or they could switch off the heating system, quickly dropping the temperature below zero, but remaining undetectable. Nevertheless, their Kevlar jumpsuit had no thermal protection for such temperature.  
 
    “Can we rely on the reactor residual heat to compensate a bit?” Trancavel asked him.  
 
    “Honestly? I have never tried. But if we keep going like this, we will know very soon.” 
 
    Trancavel turned back toward the crew who seems to be having very pleasant discussions according to their smiling faces.  
 
    “Please, pay attention for a bit!” He yelled.  
 
    All of them immediately listened to him. He added.  
 
    “We don’t have any other choice - if we don’t cut the heating system, we won’t reach our destination. Try to warm up by any possible means. If needed, you can use your survival blanket. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes, chief,” they all answered in unison, except Matilda. 
 
    She wasn’t happy about this news. Her organism was used to the mild weather of the sacred lands of Africa. She was already shivering from the cold in Niaux Cave, despite its temperature being regulated at fifty degrees Fahrenheit. Gaucelin gave her a thin blanket with copper and pink metallic reflections.  
 
    “Here, kid. Cover yourself with this.”  
 
    “How can a simple sheet of aluminium possibly keep me warm?” She answered him, surprised.  
 
    “Try, you’ll see,” Blanche interrupted her. 
 
    Indeed, the temperature suddenly dropped into the cabin. Jourdain seemed to be relieved by the MRU autonomy curve which went back to green. They might even get a good margin once there. Matilda wrapped the cover around her. Apparently, her mission fellows didn’t have such a need. She was already shaking.  
 
    “Ermy! You jump in five minutes,” Trancavel informed him from the cockpit.  
 
    Ermengarde was the only one to have a heatable jumpsuit and to be isolated from the cold. The latest generation of wingsuit. He stood up, equipped his parachute, put on his HUD helmet, his gloves and hooked the bag filled with explosives on his chest. Matilda was staring at him, with admiration. Her new friend, her dear Ermy, was going to jump into the void. Jourdain would go down to 32,000 feet for one or two minutes, so the brave soldier would have enough time to jump, then he would come back to the safe altitude before going to the South of France. Matilda suddenly realised she might never see him again. Forgetting her resent due to the alcohol misuse, she grabbed his hand, stared at him and whispered.  
 
    “Good luck! We’re coming to get you back.”  
 
    “I hope so,” he answered her, heavy hearted. 
 
    Aymeric who was full of affection for the young fiery man, manly told him, “we’re all with you!” But still showing some emotions. The looks of his other fellows were enough to make him understand.     
 
    “Door opening in four... Three... Two... One..., now!” Trancavel yelled. 
 
    Ermy looked one last time at Matilda, lowered his helmet visor and disappeared into the clouds.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    At such a speed, the cold definitely froze every muscle, every inch of the body. It wasn’t Ermengarde’s first jump, but it was his highest. The displaying inside his HUD helmet wasn’t working properly. The information he was reading took time to appear and to refresh. A red target was showing him where he was supposed to land. A blue gauge, his altitude. Finally, a speedometer was indicating just 120 miles per hours, which would be his cruising speed until the moment he would open his parachute. The information from the satellite wasn’t indicating any drone in the surroundings, so he was deeply relieved. The temperature was slowly rising, bringing back a few muscular sensations into his body. The cloud density was such he couldn’t see the ground getting nearer and had to fully trust his altimeter. He had planned to open his parachute once he would be 3,200 feet high. When he got out of the clouds, it appeared his HUD was providing him with wrong information. The probe covered with ice, was displaying 7,500 feet but he was just 2,900 feet over the ground. He firmly pushed a button located right under his navel and widely opened his arms and his legs to unfold the wingsuit and gain some precious time to analyse the situation. The target showing the landing area was also telling him crap. Ermengarde looked around, looking for the viaduct. Then, he noticed an imposing structure, several miles long, connecting two cliffs over a lake.      
 
    Oh, no! I’m too far! 
 
    At 2,000 feet high, there is no time to weigh the pro and cons, it’s only time for decision. He did so.  
 
    Screw the parachute!  
 
    Carried by his wingsuit, Ermengarde moved toward the viaduct, crossing a few clouds and facing several minor atmospheric disturbances. He had to steady his fall a few times to avoid spinning. He rushed on the side of the mountain toward the tubular bridge, at 75 miles per hour, almost skimming the top of a few majestic thorny trees. Skilfully rolling on the side, he avoided a rocky peak dangerously standing on his trajectory. Even if he ordinarily executed this kind of move very easily, with an overfilled bag on the chest, it was so dangerous that he dropped down two dozen yards at once, almost crashing on some deciduous trees. In a movement of despair, he pulled on the opening cable of the parachute to avoid the worse. When the parachute sail finally got opened, his body was violently pulled backward, saving him from a painful impact on the top of a tree strong enough so it wouldn’t be shaken by the collision. Downstream, the lake seemed deep enough to absorb an almost controlled fall. The fabric of the huge sail got caught on some branches bigger than the other, but the brave Kathar had the reflex to instantly unleash his parachute. He finally felt on his back, 30 feet below, in a water as cold as a Gentian cocktail. Slightly groggy, Ermengarde didn’t react immediately. His wingsuit was restricting his moves and dragged him toward the bottom. He removed his helmet, already filled with water, and, pressing on an emergency button, retracted the wings located on the arms and also between his legs. After a few strokes, he reached the lake surface and took a deep breath. It didn’t take him long to reach the shore. Sitting on a bed of pebbles, blackened by years of intense radioactivity, he caught his breath, laid his bag filled with explosives next to him, and, straightening back, peacefully admired the huge concrete structure through which the tube was crossing the whole lake. 
 
    Wouah! Such a pity to have to destroy such an architectural masterpiece. 
 
    He opened his bag to get a motion detector, a satellite communication equipment and a semi-automatic pistol with two mags he quickly put in his holder.  
 
    “Blue falcon to fierce fox, do you hear me? I repeat, blue falcon to fierce fox, do you hear me?”  
 
    “Trancavel here! What’s this nonsense?”  
 
    “Sorry, chief, it was a reference to faster than lightning the movie of...”  
 
    “All right, keep your reference for yourself. Are you in position and operational?”  
 
    “Hmm!” Of course, chief!”   
 
    “So, that’s all I care about. You have 45 minutes to place the explosives. I wait for your green light. Trancavel, over.” 
 
    The firery-haired man swallowed his pride.  
 
    “It was fun blue falcon to fierce fox,” he mumbled to himself, disappointed his small joke didn’t catch a better audience.  
 
    He put the explosive bag on his back and started to move on the long beach of black pebbles, being careful to stick to the tree line to hide his moves. Holding the radar, he regularly turned back to look for any suspicious move. 
 
    If they had seen me, they would have stopped me already!       
 
       A dozen minutes later, the first of the four viaduct pillars was standing in front him, majestic and invincible. The cliff was overhanging over the canyon at an altitude of approximately 1,000 feet. Between the pillars, just a few steps away, the river feeding the lake was heckling some huge rocks polished by the combined action of time and water. Ermy carefully analysed the huge structure, trying to find the best position to place the explosives. With his high definition binocular, he glanced at the tube itself.  
 
    Oh! That’s not possible!   
 
    It was strengthened with some long metallic bearing bars, quite sturdy. Nothing was certifying that bringing down one of the viaduct pillars would have a direct impact on the tube. It was lying on imposing iron beams from one pylon to the other and probably all the way to the cliff.  
 
    This was well designed.       
 
    Tssss... Tssss... 
 
    “Ermy to Trancavel, do you hear me?”  
 
    Tssss... Tssss... 
 
    “Already?” Trancavel asked surprised.  
 
    “Not really. We have a problem. The pillars aren’t bearing pillars and I don’t have enough explosives to bring them all down...”  
 
    “Find a solution, blue falcon, and faster than lightning! Trancavel, over,” he suddenly cut him. 
 
    Ermy remained dumbstruck, his finger still on the intercom.  
 
    “Haha! So funny! Find a solution, find a solution, he is funny!” He complained, alone, by himself. 
 
    He looked toward the top of the pillar, mumbling a few words of annoyance.  
 
    “Faster than lightning, he is funny... faster than lightning... Pfff!” 
 
    He stepped back a little more and focused his attention on the cliff.  
 
    “But! Right that’s it! Faster than lightning! Why I haven’t thought about it earlier! Hahaha!”  
 
    Ermengarde was a fan of old movies. He was fascinated by movies made before the Godless Decade. Mainly by the new outbreak of spaghetti westerns with its completely virtual actors. Some were playing during more than a century, others were put aside to give way to even more realistic and embodied idols. In fact, many people didn’t understand they didn’t really exist, that they weren’t flesh and bone actors. The last real actors, the Flesh and bones as they were called in the cinema industry, were outdated. Faster than lightning was one of his favourite movies, in particular the scene where the heroes, Tom and Jack, two cowboys who always quickly got into fights, were running to stop a steam train filled with explosives and going at high speed toward a friendly military fort. While the train was getting in the canyon, the two fellows got the idea to put some dynamites along the cliff to cause a rock slide strong enough to stop the train.  
 
    Ermy had the solution. Blowing up the cliff over the viaduct to reach the tube directly, hoping to sweep away the bearing metallic structures.  
 
    “You have 30 minutes to go up, place your explosives, run away and blow up everything, my dear Ermy! You can do it! You can do it! Believe it! He loudly motivated himself. 
 
    He quickly looked around and directly understood he would never have enough time to find a bypassing pathway toward the top of the cliff in such a short time.  
 
    “Find a solution as he told you!” He motivated himself again, getting closer to the rock wall.  
 
    So, let’s do this!        
 
    He tightened his backpack, secured his instruments on his fighting harness, grabbed a small rock in his right hand and put his left foot inside a horizontal crack at knee level. It was time for a crazy climbing without any rope or safety net. Thanks to his skid resistant gloves and shoes, he didn’t need to use any magnesia. Ermengarde didn’t like being in such a vulnerable situation. In comparison with the light grey calcite of the cliff, his black jumpsuit was making him feel as vulnerable as a black fly lying on a whipped cream pie. If a drone was coming by, he would have no chance to survive. Approximately a hundred yards over the ground, he paused on a rocky ledge to glance at his motion detector.  
 
    Until now, everything is all right! 
 
    The noise of the rapids was now just an insignificant background noise. The wall wasn’t completely vertical any more. One or two degrees didn’t seem very impressible, but for a climber, it was a huge relief. Not to the point to lose focus, but enough to give a break to the finger and forearm muscles. Ermy was able to climb the next hundred yards much easier. So far, despite a few holds which couldn’t withstand the pressure and despite a few risky steps fast forgotten, the climb was going as planned. He was still glancing sometimes below or behind him. The monolithic and enormous viaduct pillar was reminding him how bold his destruction mission was. Pure craziness, he was mentally repeating. Going forward, he saw a cavity, a kind of cave with too consistent edges to let one think it was a natural formation. It was approximately three dozen yards below the tube exit.  
 
    Probably a tunnel used during the construction.  
 
    While he was just a few yards from the cavity entrance, his motion detector started beeping. Ermy instantly froze. His position was partially covered by the huge pylon. He glanced at the cave entrance. The edge was within his range. As his muscles were too tired to remain immobile and to wait for the beep to stop, he undertook a quick and powerful move to lift himself on the edge and crawl inside, safe. He overly exhaled, finally  enjoying not feeling any muscular tensions in his legs, calves, fingers, shoulders and neck. He removed his detector which beep was echoing in the cave. He muted it. Strangely, everything stopped. There wasn’t any visual information any more.  
 
    Probably a bird... 
 
    He looked at his watch.  
 
    10 minutes! No time to waste. 
 
    Curious, he looked a bit at the weird cavity in which he was. It was the size of a big man. He could stand and walk inside, but jumping would just give him a bump on the top of his head. The most troubling was he couldn’t see the bottom. Some half-buried rails in the ground were testifying of the artificial nature of the excavation. It was probably a conduit for materials and drilling equipment needed for the viaduct construction.   
 
    The perfect place to put my bombs.  
 
    And for sure. The explosives he carried, were very powerful. By focusing the explosion energy a bit deeper in the cavity, he could even blow up a whole part of the cliff below, sweeping away the pillar and a good part of the railway tube. The perfect place to make the most damages. He got on with his task. In only a few minutes, the plastic explosives were all placed. Twenty pounds of C-4 inserted in the rock wall fissures in the artificial cavity. Ten detonators, all radio controlled. Ermengarde moved closer to the edge to make sure the radio signal was good. The wind was starting to blow on the cliff side. Staring at the pillar, like it was a person sentence to death, he started the communication.  
 
    “Ermengarde here! The explosives are placed, I repeat, the explosives are placed. Confirm you receive me. Over.”  
 
    A few seconds later, Trancavel, apparently happy, answered him.  
 
    “You see, when you want! We’re arriving in 15 minutes. Wait for our signal to blow up everything. Trancavel, over.”  
 
    When Ermy interrupted the communication, his motion detector started beeping again. This time, without waiting a second, he grabbed the device to find the problem origin. A red dot was showing the presence of an unidentified entity moving toward him much faster than usual. Whatever this creature was, it was closing on him from the inside of the cavity.  
 
    “Damn!” This isn’t a bird! 
 
    First, he thought about a bear seeking refuge in the cavity. But which bear could reach a speed of 50 miles per hour? Nevertheless, it was indeed the speed displayed by the detector. He took his gun instead of the device and took a few steps inside to avoid an unfortunate fall. Then, he heard a light repetitive metallic noise such as a gallop. Ermy raised his weapon in front of him, ready for any possibility. The mechanical rattle suddenly stopped while the thing was just a few dozen yards away from the young Kathar warrior. Too dark to see properly, Ermy switched on the flash light embedded in his weapon and move closer, redoubling of prudence. A light hiss barely noticeable was signalling the undeniable presence of a mechanic entity lying in the darkness, motionless. Suddenly all his muscles froze. In the light beam, barely 20 steps in front of him, a black and grey robot dog was ready to jump. The numerous bullets holes on its shell were a proof of the numerous fights it might have taken part in since its activation. This robotic creature must have been around for a very long time. Its front legs spread, its chest at ground level, its bottom straightened, it had a gun barrel instead of a muzzle. Right above, two small eyes were chaotically sparkling. A long tail ending up with a blade the size of an  arm was slowly swinging, threatening.  
 
    Oh! Oh! This isn’t good! 
 
    Ermengarde knew his weapon was quite efficient against the extracting robot, this kind of dog working in the nuclear plants. Three to four good shots, and the matter was settled. But against this armoured creature armed to the teeth, he probably had no chance during a direct fight. Without turning back, he mentally tried to calculate how far he was from the cavity edge to deduce, as accurate as possible, how long he would need to run, jump into the void and unfold the retractable wings of his jumpsuit.  
 
    Ten yards? Nine? If I go too far, I will be out of reach of the detonators and the mission will fail. I must dive and blow everything before being too far. The ascending wind should help me slowing down my fall. It must. 
 
    He didn’t need a lot of time to think before fleeing toward the cliff. Indeed, the fighting dog charged him before he knew it! He had never run that fast in his whole life. He didn’t have time to put back his weapon in his holster and he was still vigorously holding it in his hand. Nearing the edge, he shot a few bullets behind him, but the robot dodged them by climbing on the rock tunnel, still galloping. Why wasn’t it shooting? Did its gun barrel have a problem? Whatever why or how, Ermy dropped his weapon, gained momentum, evaluated carefully where to step to jump into the void, then setted of with an angle to avoid crashing on the pillar. The dog suddenly stopped, almost falling into the ravine. If it had been fully operational, Ermengarde could have never even thought about escaping like this. Ermy unfold his wingsuit wings, and, as he dove to gain some lift, he felt the ascending wind providing him with enough potency to gain some altitude. After a staggering fall of approximately a hundred yards, the wings expanded, and, following such a parabolic trajectory as only nature could provide, he started to rise. It was exactly what he needed to take a steep turn and come back in the cave axis where the explosives had been placed so he could activate the detonators. At the same time, he saw the robot dog, motionless, but still here, which seem to aim at him without being able to shoot. Everything wasn’t over yet. He had to grab the transmitter, so he would lose some lift and therefore fall. He kept gaining altitude, then, in a very skill move, brought back his arm to his harness, brilliantly rolled over, and, dropping fast toward the river, activated the C-4. The explosion was very violent. Millions of tons of rocks collapsed. A complete section of the cliff, from the cave to the top, slid diagonally toward the pillar, sweeping away the railway tube. A few pieces of rocks were propelled toward the river. The robot dog was literally blown away against the pylon where it broke into several pieces. Ermengarde did his best to reach a better position, facing the wind, but he couldn’t because of the blast. He spiralled downward into the rapids. Luckily, he didn’t hit any rock and the rapids were deep enough to save him from a certain death. Nevertheless, the current immediately took him away toward the lake. Swirling around, half-conscious, Ermengarde avoided a few big rocks propelled by the explosion, which slowly fell on the river shores. 
 
    Despite being joggled by the stream, unable to find his way around, an instant of lucidity allowed him to come around. In a more quiet area, he somehow managed to get out from a tidal wave which had taken him underwater for too long. He crept up a tree trunk lying on the shore and already decaying. Panting, desperate and lost, he found enough energy to get out of the water. He was shocked when he finally looked at the viaduct, upstream. The exposition had literally reshaped the landscape. The first pillar, buried under a mountain of rocks, was just an old memory, and the second one had also collapsed. Concerning the railway tube, only the second half was still standing. Ermengarde was proud of himself. Maybe proud, but still worried. He had to warn Trancavel as fast as possible. He needed to find his satellite communication device, his detector was lost in the tumultuous streams of the rapids. The retractable wings of his jumpsuit were torn apart and he wouldn’t be able to fly even if he had to. His harness was quite broken but his combat knife was still in its holster as in normal time. He inspected his communication equipment, making sure it was still working. He activated it one first time. Nothing happened. A second time. Still nothing.  
 
    Don’t do that to me!   
 
    Angry, he shook the device, hit it once or twice on the side.  
 
    “Come on!” He flustered.   
 
    The third try was the good one.  
 
    Tssss... Tssss...  
 
    “Ermengarde to Trancavel,” he said in a deep voice. 
 
    Tssss... Tssss... 
 
    “Trancavel, I'm listening, what happens again?  
 
    “You aren’t going to like this, chief!”  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * *


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Temptation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebus got used to stay alone in his lab during the expeditions, in particular for the most risky ones. He believed that by joining the team monitoring the operation by satellite, by providing technical support and a rational approach, any dramatic event which could jeopardise the mission and even lead to the death of the belligerents would be his fault. Letting some superstitious thoughts leading his act was a wager for such a scientist. It wasn’t for lack of discussing the scientific method during his class at the Kathar University. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    Phoebus was speaking to the dozen new students who had recently joined, quite by chance, the Kathar guild. Each of them had their own story, their own community of origin, their specific skills, but they all had one thing in common - a world vision completely mould by the Church’s doctrine. An approach based on intuition and faith. Like all the other new recruits, they would have to undertake a series of classes to develop their critical thinking. Phoebus perfectly knew how hard this could be.   
 
    “Much more than collecting knowledge, first of all, science is a way of thinking. Let’s make a small experiment to see how efficient science is.” He told his students.  
 
    According to the interested faces of his audience and to several nods he could see here and there, he logically deduced they were ready. Phoebus switched on a big screen, on which four cards of a very old Tarot deck were displayed. The Jack of Clubs, the Queen of Heart, the King of Spade and the Ace of Diamond.  
 
    “I would like each of you to mentally choose one of these four cards. Then, don’t tell anybody which one you have chosen. Repeat mentally three times the name of this card so you don’t forget it.”  
 
    Phoebus waited two dozen seconds, then spoke again.  
 
    “Is it OK? Can I go on?”  
 
    They all acquiesced with a nod.   
 
    “Thanks to science, the software will guess which card you have chosen by making it disappear.” 
 
    Phoebus pressed a keyboard key on the old computer he was using for the class. All the cards disappeared, then three cards almost immediately reappeared. The Jack of Spade, the Queen of Diamond and the King of Clubs. The whole class started to whisper, surprised. The ten students couldn’t believe it.  
 
    “So?” Phoebus asked, proud of the reaction he had just got.  
 
    “Indeed, the card I have chosen has disappeared,” one student declared.  
 
    “Me too!” Another one said.  
 
    “Me too!” A third one added, soon followed by the seven others.  
 
    “Do you realise you have all chosen the same card,” Phoebus added, smiling.   
 
    “What card did you choose, Olivia?” The youngest of the group asked. 
 
    “The King of Spade!” The young woman answered.  
 
    “Uhh! No, I have chosen the Jack of Clubs,” the student who had asked the question said surprised.  
 
    “For me, it was the Queen of Heart,” another student interrupted. 
 
    Soon, they all discovered the trick, but they still couldn’t understand its mechanism. Phoebus pressed again a key on the keyboard.  
 
    “Look!” He interrupted them. “Here are the four cards from the beginning, and right below the three cards I have displayed once you’ve memorised your choice. None of these three cards was part of the initial choice.”  
 
    “This is cheating, sir,” Olivia stood.  
 
    “Hmm! You can accuse me of cheating. But you can also acknowledge your inability to fully analyse the problem data before answering,” Phoebus provoked them. “You all focused only on the card you have chosen. Then, you didn’t pay any attention to the others. Therefore, it was very easy to make you believe the software had indeed read your mind. You have just learnt that the human mind is naturally more interested by what it must confirm and not by what it should deny.”   
 
    One student raised their hand. Nodding, Phoebus signalled them to speak.  
 
    “So are you saying that, for science, we must first and foremost do everything we can to prove ourselves wrong rather than trying to prove we’re right?”  
 
    “You’ve understood it all! The basis of the scientific method dictates us to act in such a way. In science, scepticism is a duty!”  
 
    “Sceptic... what?” The young Olivia asked.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    For Phoebus, isolating himself wasn’t a complete innocent activity. He knew Ermessende wouldn’t come to bother his meditation. Indeed, he could lose his son and some close friends. Even worst, he could lose everything and completely forget the Kathar project of overthrowing Inosanto and establishing a rationalist political regime, based on scientific thinking. No, nobody would come to bother him, and that was exactly what he was hoping for. His decision was taken. He would test the nano-substance. But not on himself. His dear pet would bear the risk of the dangerous experiment.  
 
    Phoebus was trying to reassure himself as he could. In science, the failed experiments, the inconsistent results, were most of the time forgotten - nobody spoke about the stories and fuss happening. Nevertheless, the consistent parts were only representing a tiny share of all the experiments which had been designed and executed. He was completely unable to predict what might happen after the injection. Would his dog die in atrocious pain? Would she be subject to favourable or unfavourable mutations? Would the nature of her own being be changed? Phoebus opened the refrigerated container and took out the vial containing the black-blue nano-substance. He stuck a syringe inside and sucked in a good tenth of its content. As usual, Laïka was lying in her huge basket made of many repaired cushions. Confident, she was looking at her old master getting closer to her, holding a syringe.  
 
    “My dear granny, how are you doing?” He told her, while stroking her with his free hand. “I’m sorry, I’ve no other choice. You may die any day now. You have given me so much during all those years, faithfully by my side, standing by. You can still help me, my dear Laïka. Don’t blame me. I’m doing this for science.” 
 
    Happy the one living for science and improving the world... and who will overcome darkness through science.  
 
    The needle slowly entered the animal’s hip. Phoebus injected the whole content of the syringe then stroke the muzzle of the good animal. What would happen? Nothing! Nothing happened. Laïka seemed to be still napping, quietly. She didn’t even have enough energy to lick the injection area, as she would have done without any hesitation a few years ago.   
 
    Something must happen. Was the shot not enough? Maybe, this would take more time. Maybe the substance wasn’t compatible with dog blood groups. How to know?  
 
    Phoebus’s mind was tormented from all those questions with no answer. What if he had used a lot of nano-substance for nothing? Didn’t science move forward thanks to misjudgements. He stood up, twisting his beard around, then went to sit in his old armchair. He took a notebook from a drawer and wrote:  
 
    04th May 2180, 7.03am, injection of 2ml of nano-substance in Laïka’s right hip, dog of unknown breed, around fifteen years old.     
 
    He looked at his watch and added:  
 
    7.05am, no visible reaction.  
 
    He rotated in his seat to glance at the nano-container lying in the fridge behind him.  
 
    Guilhabert, if only you could have been here, you old thief! What would you tell me?  
 
    While this frustrating thought was going through his mind, he jerked on his seat. Laïka had just licked his hand lying on the armrest. She was next to him, even if she didn’t seem to have changed at all. Suddenly, she reared to lay her front paws on the armrest and lick her master’s face. Phoebus couldn’t realise what was happening. Laïka, who was barely walking for months, how was this possible?  
 
    “My dear Laïka! Calm down, calm down! I don’t believe it, how...?”  
 
    It can only be the nano-substance.       
 
    Phoebus look more carefully at his dog. The fur wasn’t looking more vivid. Nevertheless, the cataract she was afflicted in both eyes seemed to be healed. Her muzzle, usually so dry, was covered with a thin layer of moist and didn’t have this whitish aspect any more making the old animal much older. Phoebus was stunned. 
 
    So that’s it, Guilhabert... You’ve risked your life to bring me the eternity Holy Grail. 
 
    Driven by his survival instinct coming from his guts, the old founder of the Kathars, knowing he was dying, opened the fridge, took out the vial filled with this substance which held saving, even divine powers. Then, without following any hygiene standard, he grabbed the syringe he had just used for Laïka, quickly cleaned the tip and stuck it in the vial in order to suck a dose he thought would be enough for his size. His hand shaking, he brought the needle close to his forearm. Phoebus was hearing himself breathing so hard, he had to mentally focus for a few seconds on what he was doing. Captive of the moment excitation, a quiet inner voice difficultly managed to reach his conscious. 
 
    Wait! Wait a little more! Remember... time for observation is essential.... Reason must always prevail over madness... 
 
    Injecting this substance was pure madness. Phoebus knew it. The scientific method was dictating him to repeat the experiment on another animal, to indulge an observation period long enough to make sure no negative side-effect appeared, which might be worse than all the positive effects already seen. Ideally, he should take a sample of his own cellular tissue and observe with a microscope the reaction when in contact with the nano-substance. But with which equipment? Their laboratory equipment wasn’t powerful enough for such a procedure. His hand was shaking. Finally, he removed the needle which was grazing his skin and injected its content back in the vial, where it was coming from. He would wait. Reason had prevailed over alienation. Science over beliefs. Patience over passion. After taking a deep breath, Phoebus peacefully looked at his long-time companion, weirdly rejuvenated, who was still seeking caresses and benevolence. Was she thanking him in her own way? Whatever. He just had one idea in mind - hiding her. Today, Laïka would stay in his lab. Nobody could see her running around, being completely healthy, in the cave tunnels.  
 
    “Go lie down in your basket,” he told her. 
 
    She did it without arguing, after barking a little - barking he hadn’t heard for a very long time.  
 
    Waiting and observing! 
 
    This time, Phoebus would make an exception. This time, he would go to the command post to follow the ongoing mission.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
        
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tube 
 
      
 
      
 
    Normally, Trancavel would have hesitated. He would have delayed the mission, asked Jourdain to hasten to make up for the lost time. Whatever! He would have done something, damn it! Except for one detail, to abort a mission or to speed up, a very full pile was needed. He was raging silently. Everything was clear in his mind - the brave Ermy didn’t have any other choice than improvising and he hadn’t given up on the task he was supposed to achieve. But! Still! Ten minutes! This could be enough to ruin the entire mission. Of course, the whole team was informed of this little drawback. Indeed, they had defeated faces, the whispers were irreverent, but they were still compassionate. Ermy had valiantly defeated the robot dog.  Maybe a robot dog too old to fully fight, but still! Even more, it was a new kind of robot dog, militarised and aggressive.   
 
    “Have you ever heard about it?” Matilda naively asked.  
 
    “What are you speaking about, kid?” Gaucelin nicely answered her.  
 
    “Well, this kind of robot, dummy!” She joked.  
 
    “Dummy! Hehe!” Aymeric smiled, while slightly pushing him with his elbow, provocatively. 
 
    Usually good public, the Viking, as his fellows liked to call him, didn’t find those few mockeries funny at all.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” he simply answered for Matilda.  
 
    “Until now, we were just aware of the extractors.”  
 
    “Yes, and it wasn’t an easy task,” Blanche added, rubbing her forearm.  
 
    “If what Ermengarde told us is true, if we bump into one at the tunnel, we will really have to worry about it,” Trancavel indicated from the cockpit. 
 
    Tsss... Tsss... 
 
    “HQ to Trancavel! HQ to Trancavel!”  
 
    “Trancavel, I’m listening to you, Raymond!  
 
    “Response unit of the Milicia Christi located. It’s going straight toward Ermengarde. Arrival estimated in.... oh my god! I don’t know what they have done to their MRU but the computer is showing 20 minutes. Over.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I understand why you’re surprise. Over,” Trancavel said, irritated.   
 
    “This means their cruising speed is 20% higher than ours, son!”  
 
    “What a surprise! Since when are you looking after the mission, my dear father? Over.”  
 
    “Since the life of several of our noble warriors are at stake,” Phoebus answered, calmly.  
 
    From his cockpit, Jourdain interrupted Trancavel. 
 
    “This isn’t a good news for us, chief.”  
 
    “With communities of thousands engineers working on improving their arsenal, we were to expect this,” he stoically answered. 
 
    Tsss... Tsss...  
 
    “Let me inform Ermy! We’re arriving in position in one minute. Over!” Trancavel finally concluded.  
 
    “Uhh! This isn’t all, chief!” Raymond interrupted him from the command post. “We’ve identified two drones patrolling around your destination. We recommend you to bypass them by the South.”  
 
    “I got them on the radar,” Jourdain immediately told him, after hearing this information.  
 
    “Perfect, thanks for the advice, but we don’t have any more time to waste. Trancavel, over.” 
 
    “The crew’s looks clearly expressed what they were expecting for the upcoming events. Trancavel didn’t wait to call Ermengarde. 
 
    Tsss... Tsss...  
 
    “Ermy? Trancavel here! Bad news, a MRU is coming toward you, at lightning speed. You will have to buy us some time. Over.”  
 
    “Well received,” Ermengarde instantly answered. “How much time exactly? Over.”  
 
    “What do you think about two dozen minutes? Over.”  
 
    “Let me see if I’ve this in stock, and I come back to you! Over!” The firery-haired joked.  
 
    “Just so you fully understand the situation, if you don’t keep them on the ground long enough, we will never be able to carry out our mission. Is that clear?” 
 
    Tsss... Tsss...  
 
    After several seconds of silence, Ermy added.  
 
    “I’ve just checked, I’ve a box of 30 available! Over.” 
 
    Trancavel shook his head from left to right, overly exhaling and whispering an almost inaudible this isn’t possible.     
 
    “I will never understand him and his stupid jokes,” Jourdain declared.  
 
    “Maybe, but right now he isn’t doing too badly, right?” Matilda angrily said from the rear.  
 
    “Yes, not too bad,” Gaucelin repeated, a bit disillusioned. 
 
    The engine roar suddenly stopped. Trancavel left his co-pilot seat and went to the rear. Crouched, he looked at each of his Kathar brothers and sisters.  
 
    “No need to remind you, this mission is our last chance to, one day, overthrow Inosanto. We’re lacking time, but we aren’t lacking neither skill, nor willingness or fury. Be accurate, be strong in your assignments.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, looked at Blanche then at Matilda, and finally took a deep breath.  
 
    “Our destiny is in your hands,” he told them, rubbing their forearms.  
 
    “Drones incoming!” Jourdain yelled from the cockpit.  
 
    Trancavel didn’t seem to react. Still speaking to the two women of the crew, he added.  
 
    “Be ready to jump as soon as we give you the order.”  
 
    Matilda felt her heart beating more than normal. She swallowed so loudly that Blanche immediately looked at her.  
 
    “Together we’re stronger,” she told her, laying her hand on her thigh.  
 
    This kindness Blanche just showed her didn’t reassure much the young farmer, barely out of her teenage years. Two weeks ago, she was sowing Kang Kong in Kalia fields, she was dreaming of having twins and of meeting Inosanto. Barely two weeks. Today she was getting ready to place explosives in a railway tube and to risk her life to overthrow this same Inosanto. Life was unpredictable, especially when expected the least. Then, she whispered.  
 
    “Happy the one living for science and improving the world...”  
 
    “... and who will overcome darkness through science,” all her fellows added in unison.  
 
    “Indeed, my friends!” Trancavel declared. “Indeed!”  
 
    “Hang on!” Jourdain yelled again.  
 
    The MRU dived almost vertically. Trancavel, who was holding a roll bar in one hand, ended up his two legs in the air, like if under zero gravity. Blanche grabbed his free hand, while Gaucelin grabbed his military harness so it didn’t end up flying into the ceiling.  
 
    “Let us know, damn it!” He overreacted.  
 
    Normally, Jourdain would make a quip. Something like you really have no reflex at all, haven’t you?   This lack of reaction wasn’t a good sign, neither for Trancavel, nor for the rest of the team. Helped by his fellows, the Kathar general resumed a position allowing him to reach his co-pilot seat. Jourdain was trying a very risky escape move. He had waited to make eye contact with the drones to dive toward the huge forest in order to go around them from underneath. He immediately switched off the engine to save some atomic combustible. He was also hoping that this small trick would reduce enough the MRU heat signature to disturb the drones’ radars. In this way, they would be able to get the needed time to drop Blanche and Matilda and to go back to land without a trace, in a clearing, hidden in the vegetation.  
 
    “I really don’t like when you do this!” Trancavel whispered after understanding the reason of this manoeuvre.  
 
    Jourdain was staying stiff.  
 
    “And also, I really don’t like when you don’t say anything!” Trancavel added, looking tense. 
 
    One of his hands a few inches over the reactor starting button and the other one holding the yoke at its highest position between his thighs, Jourdain was completely silent. In front on them, there were only clouds, again and again. And this damn altimeter indicating a fast free fall, which was dropping down continuously, soon under three thousand feet.  
 
    “Damn it, you’re going to kill us all!” Blanche raged from the rear. 
 
    Matilda refrained from vomiting. Her eyes closed, she started to pray in a low voice.  
 
    “Hep us! God, I’m begging you, helps us!”    
 
    “Don’t worry, he knows what he’s doing,” Gaucelin quietly said, like if he were drinking some Gentian during a peaceful summer evening. 
 
    Then, Jourdain activated the reactor rotation to direct them in the direction opposite to the fall. The operation lasted a few precious seconds. The atomic pile gauge was showing 3%. The altimeter had just dropped below 1,000 feet. The clouds had disappeared. The top of the trees wasn’t just a simple idea at the back of their head any more. They had just come back to be very real. Terribly real.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? Damn!” Trancavel yelled. 
 
    With two fingers on the touch screen, Jourdain directed all the remaining power toward the reactors. This manoeuvre brought back the MRU to the horizontal. Nevertheless, it seemed it was still dropping like before. Six hundred feet. Three hundred feet. Indeed, its speed was decreasing, but the impact with the top of the trees seemed inevitable and might be very violent. The gauge was showing 1.5% of energy. Trancavel was gritting his teeth so much that the crew could hear it from the rear.  
 
    “Don’t worry, kid, he knows what he’s doing,” Gaucelin whispered to Matilda, who was still praying, loudly this time. 
 
    Phoebus was always telling brilliance was probably the human feature closest to madness, and Jourdain was giving them a sharp demonstration. He increased the reactor power, putting them in post-combustion mode just a few yards before touching the top of the trees. They were literally carbonised when the big machine came closer. He deployed the landing gear. Quite shaken, the aircraft drop was smoothed by the extremely powerful reactors and also by the trunks of the calcined trees decomposing into ash under the pressure of the armoured shell. The shock with the ground was a bit more violent than planned but the landing gear took most of it. A few bags and equipment felt in the rear of the aircraft in a clatter of metals. The energy gauge was showing zero percent. Outside, fire was crackling over a few branches and trunks in the middle of a apocalyptical and desolate landscape. His hand lying in front of him on the aircraft controls, Trancavel was looking down on Jourdain.  
 
    “No drone on the radar. I think my small move has completely covered our tracks,” he proudly affirmed without showing any tension at all.  
 
    “Right, but we don’ t have any more combustible to get closer to the tube,” Trancavel cursed.  
 
    “We will discuss about this later,” Blanche stood from the rear. 
 
    Matilda and she were already getting ready to exit, carrying their backpack. Deftly slapping on a big red switch, she opened the door toward the forest.  
 
    “Which direction do we need to follow?” She asked, lost.  
 
    Trancavel, who had just joined them, answered her while pointing at the forest.  
 
    “Follow this way during approximately one mile. You will see the tunnel entrance.”  
 
    “We hadn’t really planned to land here,” Blanche complained. “We will have a hard time carrying our long board.”  
 
    “Hmm! Gaucelin, go with them. Then, you will join us at the extraction point.”  
 
    “At your command, chief.”  
 
    It didn’t take long for the three Kathars to sink into the dense vegetation. Gaucelin, with his massive body made of muscles only, was easily carrying the two long boards on his back. Trancavel, Aymeric, Jourdain, Gaston and Geoffroy were getting ready to get out to reach the expected pile extraction point.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    Matilda had never scrambled over such a long way, carrying 30 pounds on her back. Her knees were suffering a bit because of the overweight of the auxiliary engine she was carrying. The watchword was absolute silence and Blanche wasn’t the kind to joke about the infiltration protocols. The vegetation was covering all the surrounding area, therefore they had to deviate from their way a bit. According to the satellite tracking the HQ had sent them, they should soon see something looking like an impressive concrete building with a watchtower at its top. Indeed, the clock was ticking, but it didn’t mean they had to rush into the lion’s den without being careful. The military robot dogs could definitely be nearby and drop on them at any time. Where were the two drones that Jourdain’s manoeuvre had skilfully helped to avoid. Had they spotted them? Did the Milicia Christi send another patrol on the premises because of the accumulation of anomalous events, starting with the aqueduct collapse. Blanche was reassuring herself, thinking the HQ would have warned them, if this would have been the case. However, there was no guarantee the satellite was working properly in this area. Too many questions, too many illusions, too much frustration, she thought. Go on! Whatever would happen, they must go on!  
 
    Suddenly, Blanche, who was leading the way, raised her right fist on the side, putting her hand on the grip of the semi-automatic pistol hanging in her harness. Spontaneously, Gaucelin put a knee on the ground, grabbed his automatic rifles with rocket-propelled grenades, ready to fire. Surprised, Matilda instinctively imitated him. Blanche also knelt. She turned back toward her two fellows.  
 
    “Building right ahead, 50 yards away,” she whispered as low as she could. “Low approach.”  
 
    The three of them stood up again, but kept moving, squatting down, with their body slightly bent forward. Blanche pointed at Gaucelin and signalled him to go ahead, scouting, as his weapon was more powerful to retaliate in case they unexpectedly encountered the enemy. The leaves covering the forest floor were crackling under each step of the Kathar soldiers. A light wind started to blow, carrying the salty scent of the ocean up to their position. A first for Matilda. Hopefully, she would be able to see the ocean vastness, she liked to imagine. But only if everything would go as planned. Gaucelin stopped moving right being a big rock providing a strategic view on the building. He signalled the way was clear.  
 
    “They probably didn’t expect any unannounced visitors,” he whispered to them after they had joined him.  
 
    “Why do you say that?” Blanche asked him, taking the same precaution.  
 
    “There is nobody in the watchtower, no drone is visible, neither robot dog nor militiaman.”  
 
    “Hmm! I really don’t like this,” she retorted.  
 
    “Right, me neither,” Gaucelin added.   
 
    “Maybe they just left to intercept the MRU?” Matilda suggested.  
 
    “Let’s not think about this more, we’ve a mission to carry out,” Blanche dictated, even if she wasn’t really fond of this idea.  
 
    The building wasn’t as high as they had initially thought. The railway tube was piercing right through it to sink into the Earth, probably in its centre. When Matilda looked on her right, she immediately realised how big was the technological construction Blanche and she would infiltrate. The transparent tube with blueish reflections was unfolding until the horizon in the forest, crossing it completely, like a huge hole from where the trees had been removed. Nearing the ground, the concrete aqueduct supporting it was becoming a succession of metallic rings progressively sinking toward the ground until the building where the tube was disappearing. Approximately 200 yards long, the building had no opening, neither window, nor door. It was a simple parallelepiped in its purest way. Monolithic. Robust. Mysterious. Only a small access chamber isolated from the rest of the tube was providing a manual opening to gain access to it.  
 
    “Let’s get closer!” Blanche said in a low voice. 
 
    They barely stepped a bit toward this door, while a Christ’s militiaman appeared from nowhere, apparently patrolling around. Too far, he didn’t notice the three intruders. The Kathar infiltration team lied on the ground in a single motion. Gaucelin looked at his watch. The clock was ticking. The train should arrive at more than 370 miles per hour in approximately thirty minutes, and, even if Matilda’s strategy was perfectly followed, they would need five minutes to go down to the perfect area to place the explosives and 15 minutes to come back up so they had approximately 10 minutes to handle any unexpected events. Whatever, when the train would get closer, the aspiration it would exert would simply prevent them from running away. By creating void at the front, the locomotive was creating a suction phenomenon. The air drawn ended up evacuated at the back of the train, creating the propulsion. The two simultaneous forces allowed the train to reach tremendous speed very quickly. Therefore, three or four minutes before the train arrived, the vacuum would already start.  Two minutes before arriving, it would already be too late. Like ants hunted by a vacuum cleaner, Blanche and Matilda would be spun around in every direction before being crushed in the freight train reactors.  
 
    The militiaman was nonchalantly doing his patrol. Gaucelin silently dropped the long boards.  
 
    “I will attract him in the forest! Don’t waste any time, run to the tube service entrance,” he told them in a low voice. 
 
    The militiaman stopped, and, believing he had heard someone speaking, turned back toward them.  
 
    Matilda’s entire body was shaking. Her googly eyes were reflecting stupor but also fear. Lying on the back, Gaucelin activated the grenade mode of his automatic rifle, selected a smoke ammunition and shot toward the forest, opposite to them. The projectile crossed approximately 150 yards before landing on the ground and releasing a thick white smoke. The militiaman’s attention was immediately attracted by the mild detonation. He brought his hand next to his full-face helmet, seemed to be pressing on a round and bright red apparatus on the side, and, after an inaudible message, moved toward the white smoke. Matilda, who was able to look at the manoeuvre, remembered the crazy chase that almost lead to her capture when she had been smuggled out of Kalia. She remembered how fear had frozen her entire body. This time again, the soldier with his mysterious powers reached a blazing speed in just a few seconds. Gun in hand, Gaucelin took opportunity of the diversion to stand and ran as fast as possible in the opposite direction from the militiaman. Blanche, even if moved by such courage, didn’t forget the mission purpose.  
 
    “Come on! Let’s go,” she whispered to Matilda.           
 
    She didn’t hear anything. She could just feel her breath, her heart beats, her stupefaction, like if she had just seen a ghost around.  
 
    “Psssss! This isn’t the time to lose control... Let’s go,” Blanche insisted, pushing her a little. 
 
    They grabbed their long board. Squatting, they got near the tube service door. At this moment, they heard another detonation, a bit deeper in the forest.  
 
    “The brave Gaucelin, he’s buying us some time,” Blanche told Matilda in a low voice.  
 
    “God helps him,” she simply answered, making the sign of the cross. 
 
    Surprised, Blanche didn’t reply. After all, everything could be useful in the shitty situation Gaucelin had ventured. So, why not God, she thought! When they were facing the door, both of them hidden by the huge tube, two drones flew over them at full speed without noticing them. Blanche immediately called Gaucelin on his intercom.   
 
    “Two drones are chasing you, Gaucelin! Be careful!”   
 
    “We’ve to go to help him, he’ll never succeed alone!” Matilda said, looking at the two flying crosses moving away, toward the white smoke.  
 
    “Gaucelin hasn’t made a diversion, so we can be moved by his situation. He has done it, so we can fulfil our mission. And that’s what we’re going to do,” Blanche said, irritated. 
 
    She managed to unlock the door of the tubular access chamber. Then, she added.  
 
    “Would you do the honours?”  
 
    Matilda, tormented, entered the railway tube. She wasn’t feeling comfortable, her legs seemed to be collapsing under her own weight.  
 
    Lord, give me the strength...        
 
    They didn’t directly put their long board on the cold glass of the railway tube which tilt was disturbing their perception of space. Blanche was tightening her backpack, telling Matilda to do the same. 
 
    “Don’t forget your helmet,” she reminded her.  
 
    At the speed they were supposed to reach, any fall could prove fatal. Also, nothing was ensuring an optimal air quality. In that event, Aymeric had designed helmets with an embedded oxygen mask. No precaution would be superfluous.    
 
    The sensation of looking at the unfathomable depth of this tube was astonishing. They couldn’t see its end. It was regularly lighted, every ten yards, by luminous globes projecting a bluish and vibrating electrical glow. The slight transparency of the glass suggested the circular metallic structure completely surrounding it and making it sturdy.  The contrast with the forest landscape was very sharp. The long boards were finally directed downhill, with locked brakes. At their destination, six miles below, the tube would be completely immersed into the ocean. If everything went as planned, the explosion would cause its complete flooding. Matilda was thinking about her mother, her dear Paul, her dear Tao she had entrusted in Ermessende during the time of the mission. Everything was mixed up in her mind. Kalia, the life she had left behind, her friends, her mother digging in the back of the garden to get the NASA beacon, the Legatee’s omnipotence, the wish to become a mother. A real slump of memories was disturbing her in this crucial time.   
 
    “Are you ready?” Blanche retorted to her.  
 
    “Hmm!” Matilda reacted. “Uhh! Yes. When you want!” 
 
    “Let’s go!” Blanche finally said, starting with one finger the timer on the touch screen she was carrying on her forearm.   
 
    They spontaneously unlocked the brakes of their gears of death. They started to accelerate with the control handles. They quickly reached 75mi/hr. This would be their cruising speed. In five minutes, if everything went well, they would drop their backpack filled with explosives, placed the detonators on them and ran away. If everything went well.     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Frustration 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Finding a reason to get out for a bit was easy. Phoebus simply said he needed to inject a pain killer to his dog, Laïka, so all the other Kathars in the HQ agreed. In fact, whatever the reason was, nobody would have questioned his departure. Except Ermessende maybe. Not even sure. He had to leave! He was obsessed by what he had observed. Him, the old folk at the end of his life, probably having cancer that even all their science couldn’t cure. Being again a young man, being able to run again, not suffering of his back any more any time he sat or stood. No need to stand up several times per night to relieve himself. And what about the extra time he would get. Time to fight against Inosanto, to overthrow his religious empire. Time for scientific research to find solutions about the natality problem which restricted the humankind future. Phoebus had just one idea in mind, injecting himself this providential nano-substance. On the way to his lab, looking at the stalactites and stalagmites, he was remembering. Hadn’t Matilda spoken about Guilhabert jumping like a mountain goat. She had spoken about thirteen to sixteen feet jumps. At his age, this couldn’t have been just due to despair. Those super powers had been induced. By what? 
 
    The nano-substance, that’s it!  
 
    But Matilda hadn’t described a young man. Whatever. This damn pain arose on his flank. Why was his body calling for help, while he was getting to give up all his scientific beliefs to inject himself with the mysterious substance.  
 
    Guilhabert, if you have sent this to us, you only did so we can use it, right? 
 
    His meditative thoughts finally convinced him of the legitimacy of his decision. He could already picture himself getting into the lab, opening the fridge, getting out the nano-container, sticking a syringe in it and injecting its content in the biggest vein he would be able to find on his arm. Just a few seconds more. Only one last door to open. He laid his hand on the doorknob, entered the dark room, and, quite skilfully, switched on the artificial bluish and vibrating neon lights before finally reaching his working plan where scientific devices from a past era were lying. Glancing quickly at Laïka’s comfortable pillow attracted his attention. Empty! Where was she.  
 
    She is probably enjoying her restored vitality.   
 
    While this happy thought was filling his mind, Phoebus heard a noise coming from a table at the back of the lab. To be more accurate, it was sounding more like laments, a dog moaning. Concerned, Phoebus got closer.  
 
    “Laïka? Laïka, is this you?” 
 
    After a few more moans, he saw his dear dog, lying in the shadow of a desk, motionless.  
 
    “What’s happening to you, my dear friend?” 
 
    He pulled her toward him, putting her under the artificial light of the neons.  
 
    “Oh, no!” He yelled.  
 
    Laïka was almost fully covered with festering pimples, with so much pus that Phoebus’s palms were completely covered with it.  
 
    “What’s this?”  
 
    A huge amount of fur was covering the floor around the poor animal who was difficultly breathing. Obviously, Laïka was suffering a lot. The white of her eyes was filled with blood. A dark liquid was flowing out.  
 
    What have I done? 
 
    Phoebus, remaining calm, collected some pus and a small quantity of the black liquid. If he had some painkillers, he would have injected her with a good shot. But the Kathars were lacking even the most basic medicines still available in what was left of this world. He saw a bottle of Gentian on a shelf next to many products and utensils. He cleaned up the wound to try to have a better view. What was he doing? Laïka barked in pain, but didn’t have enough strength to move even a single part of her body. Quickly, the rattle became unbearable. The clinical analysis showed a skin without any fur but with deep ulcers, like unhealed burns. They were covering approximately two thirds of her body.  
 
    Inosanto!  
 
    Phoebus understood why Guilhabert had risked his life, crossed an ocean, defied the wildness of the sacred lands of Africa to find back his dear Esclarmonde. The substance in front of him was nothing more than the stigmata covering Inosanto. Guilhabert might have wanted to reveal this unbelievable lie to the world. Reveal this pseudo-prophet was immortal and suffering just because of a nano-substance, an unfortunate experiment which had failed. What if the great purge, this planned destruction of the world scientists, was just the revenge of a man wounded by science itself? A personal revenge under the name of a divine punishment? Phoebus couldn’t imagine that a single man could one day, just by revenge, decide to kill millions of people.  
 
    There must be another explanation...    
 
    The poor animal’s eyes were desperately looking for her master, crying out for mercy. Even in the name of science, Phoebus couldn’t let her suffer just to observe her, couldn’t let her become a test subject. How long would she live? Would those wounds eventually disappear? Would they become worse? None of those questions was justifying letting suffering an animal he had loved so much. He already knew enough. He had his samples. It was now time to say goodbye to his dear old Laïka. He ran toward the cupboard where the poison used by the Kathar soldiers during their mission was stored, and took a vial out. With a syringe longer than usual, he injected a lethal dose directly in the poor animal’s heart.  
 
    “Forgive me,” he lovingly told Laïka, gently stroking a non-wounded area near her muzzle. 
 
    Her heart immediately stopped beating, while she was breathing for the last time of the long and peaceful life.  
 
    Goodbye to the crazy hope of a restored youth. Goodbye to the miracle cure against his cancer. Goodbye to the time he needed to overthrow Inosanto and his fake dogma. Phoebus was taken by a profound dismay. He bent backward, his back lying on the furniture ha was using as a desk. The success of the current mission was more important than ever. Whatever the cost. They had to go to Japan to find the technology they needed to unlock the secrets of this nano-substance. Also, all his doubts about Esclarmonde still being alive had just been knocked out. For sure, she was much more useful to Inosanto alive, trying to fix the volatility of this nano-biotechnology, rather than dead. She was even more useful because Phoebus knew that without her cellular microbiology knowledge, he would die very soon. He stood up to put his samples in the fridge before taking a sheet to cover Laïka’s body. He took time to wash his hand, and put on some plastic gloves. While he was getting closer to his dog’s dead body, he noticed with astonishment that the heart was beating again, and that she was imperceptibly breathing again.  
 
    “How is that possible?” He declared loudly.  
 
    “Ah! Here you are!” Ermessende interrupted him from the laboratory entrance.  
 
    Nervously, Phoebus dropped the sheet on Laïka’s body. He stood up, difficulty due to his age, to go from a sitting to a standing position.  
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m here,” he answered with a sorrowful voice.  
 
    “What’s happening? You seem disturbed,” Ermessende worried.  
 
    Phoebus came closer to her, and pointed at the sheet covering Laïka’s dead body in the back.  
 
    “She has given her last breath. I was getting ready to carry her body to the incinerator.”  
 
    “Oh! I’m so sorry,” his dear friend mourned. “You don’t have to do this yourself. I was just coming to get you because we have some news. Ermengarde has contacted Trancavel. He has informed him a patrol has arrived at the bomb site. Also, we have lost all visual contact with Gaucelin who was fighting with two drones and one militiaman. I was thinking, you would want to follow the operations with the whole team. I will call somebody to remove the body of this poor animal.”  
 
    “No!” Phoebus said, irritated. “I will do it myself! I’m responsible for this task...”  
 
    “OK! OK! No need to get angry,” Ermessende retorted.  
 
    “Hmm! Sorry...,” he apologised, worriedly looking at the sheet which had slightly moved. 
 
    Phoebus moved in order to hide the weird scene from his long-time life companion. Then, he insisted on having time for his last goodbye.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I would like to stay alone with my dog one last time.” 
 
    Ermessende didn’t insist. After a quick kiss on the cheek, she left the room. Phoebus hurried toward Laïka’s still alive body, and rolled it several times in the sheet, which had become yellow over time and because of the humidity. This action led to a few barely audible moans. He put everything in a big black bag with a zip, and, despite the body being almost 55 pounds, he carried it toward the incinerator. Only one hour ago, incinerating Laïka alive would have been unbearable, but the events had weakened his perception of normality. Once he would be done with this, he would just need to go to check on the progress of the mission in the HQ.                  


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Protecting, at any cost 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the Milicia Christi MRU landed, Ermy was already overlooking at the scene from the surrounding forest height, hiding under a rock lifted by a spruce root. The perfect hid out to look at every move of the militiamen with the electronic binoculars, while escaping the temperature sensors mounted on the robotic devices which might get out of the aircraft. This precaution wasn’t superfluous. Three robot dogs, the same kind as the one Ermy had encountered in the cave, were immediately deployed in the rockfall surroundings. The Militarized Response Unit wasn’t really looking like the one the Kathars had stolen during the previous missions. It was bigger, with two smaller reactors instead of only one, its wings were larger - everything was suggesting exceptional performances. That explained how they were able to intervene so quickly.  
 
    Tsss... Tsss...  
 
    “Ermy to Trancavel, Ermy to Trancavel, over.”  
 
    “Trancavel, I’m listening. Any news?”  
 
    “I have a visual on the response unit of the militia. They have just landed. Three military dogs just got out... two militiamen... Damn! How can I delay such a squad during the time need... Oh my god!”  
 
    “What? What’s happening?” Trancavel interrupted him.   
 
    “Holy shit, goddamnit! The Le... the Legatee is here.”  
 
    “Are you sure about this?”   
 
    Ermy improved the focus of his electronic binocular and zoomed even more, up to the sharpness limit. The distance sensor was showing 2,090 yards. Usually, such a distance would give Ermengarde a huge advantage to hope escaping or simply staying hidden. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t be the case when opposed to war machines such as the Christ’s soldiers. So what about the simple presence of the Legatee? He was standing there, in his sights, wearing his bloody red cape, his long swords with legendary sharpened edge attached to his thighs. His cabalistic tattoos proudly displayed on his skull.    
 
    “Affirmative,” he finally answered, in a lower voice, taking every possible precaution.  
 
    A long silent lingered between the two men. Finally, Trancavel started speaking again.  
 
    Tsss... 
 
    “Do not move! Do you hear me? You don’t try anything! There is no way you can survive. Even less delay them. Trancavel, over.”        
 
    Ermengarde was looking at the Legatee. Standing, magnanimous and looking around like he could feel the enemy’s presence around. The sun was reflecting in the rapid whirlpools of the river, giving a surrealistic aspect to the scene. Ermengarde hid even more in his hole, struck down by the simple idea the Legatee could see him, even that far away.    
 
    Tsss... 
 
    “Maybe I’ve an idea, Ermengarde, over.”   
 
    “You don’t do anything, that’s an order. You stay hidden and wait for them to leave.”  
 
    The robot dogs, which had just been snooping around the rockfall, pulled back to the MRU. The two militiamen, deployed a dozen yards from the MRU, waiting, also pulled back.  
 
    Tsss... 
 
    “Damn it, they are already leaving! Ermengarde. Over.”  
 
    “Trancavel to HQ, if they come toward us, I want to be informed of their location in real time. Distance. Time before arrival. Is that clear?”  
 
    Tsss...  
 
    “Loud and clear, HQ, over.”   
 
    Tsss...  
 
    “Ermy you don’t move, stay where you are! Do you hear me? ... Ermy?” 
 
    Ermengarde wasn’t listening any more. He had a single idea in mind - delaying the MRU departure as long as possible to provide enough time to carry out the mission. Right now, Blanche and Matilda should be going at full speed in the tube. He had to do something big enough to attract the patrol’s attention. Now outside of his hole, he moved toward a rock delicately balancing, firmly decided to toggle it, so it would slide down the hill down to the lake below. He took a trunk to use as a leverage. He glanced again at the MRU. From his position and without binoculars, the Legatee was just a simple red dot on a pebbly beach. Ermengarde pushed so strongly, with all his might, on the too rotten trunk that it broke. The cracking noise was enough for the Legatee, who was already getting back to the MRU, to stop completely. He immediately turned back and scanned again the surroundings. At this time, while Ermengarde wasn’t expecting it any more, the delicate balance maintaining the rock on the side of the mountain broke. It slowly toggled, then, gaining speed, started to roll toward the lake. The Legatee almost immediately saw it. Indeed, it was impossible not to see a rock of at least twenty feet of diameter toggling down a mountain, pulling on its way a few bushes with a deafening noise. Ermy was hiding behind a tree thicker than the others and was observing the reaction through his binoculars.  
 
    “Oh! Shit.” He let out when he saw the three robot dogs getting out of the MRU after the Legatee had gestured toward them.  
 
    He quickly looked at his geographic location. The forest on his right. The cliff leading to the rockfall on his left. Below, the rapids flowing into the lake. Behind him, a vast rocky plateau, so empty, it didn’t offer any potential place to hide. It was one thing to attract their attention, but he hadn’t planned what would happen after. And this was right now. Now, three heavily armed dogs were charging at him and two militiamen were following them, jumping like mountain goats, 30 feet after another. Ermy took a deep breath, and, after thinking quickly about his limited options, he chose, against all odds, to run toward the cliff overlooking the rockfall. He would stay under the tree cover a little longer. Then, he hoped he would find a way to hide, jump in the river, or maybe he would find an entrance toward the tunnel where he had bravely fought the battered military robot dog. Scared out, with panting breath, he ran as fast as he could, trying to keep an eye on the dogs and on the militiamen. They were still running toward the rock, like if they hadn’t seen the firery-haired Kathar soldier who was cowardly running away from the conflict, scared. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    Trancavel had every reason to be worried. He was divided between calling Ermengarde to bust him and the possibility that opening a simple communication channel could reveal his position and really threaten his life. Ermy had taken his decision. Like every good soldier, he had put the mission before his own safety. He thought that if Ermy would make it out alive, he would deserve a medal. Nevertheless, they weren’t in a very good situation themselves. Trancavel, Jourdain, Aymeric, Geoffroy and Gaston were waiting, hidden under the tube, approximately half a mile ahead of the building where Gaucelin had created a diversion to let Blanche and Matilda infiltrating the tube. If their strategy was well planned, they would be a few dozen yards from the location where the last wagon of the freight train should be. As they couldn’t land closer, they had to adapt their strategy. First, they would have to find a type M pile, the ones used in the MRU. One unit being 13 pounds, and, as they had half a mile to cross, they had no way to carry five or six of them at once. Once the aircraft would be equipped, Jourdain would come closer to load as much piles as possible. Just five minutes later, Ermengarde contacted him again on his intercom.  
 
    Tsss... Tsss... 
 
    “Ermy to Trancavel. Ermy to Trancavel.”  
 
    “Trancavel, I’m listening. Damn it, where are you?” 
 
    In a low and quivering voice, he answered.  
 
    “I have delayed the patrol. They’re after me. But they won’t find me where I’ve hidden. Over.”  
 
    “Well received. You just wait quietly, and, as soon as we are done here, we come back to get you. In the meantime, no communication. Not a single noise. Over.”  
 
    “OK, chief... Oh no! ...  
 
    Trancavel heard a slight din, like a shock of the communication device over a hard surface, and then, nothing more.  
 
    “Ermy! Are you here? Ermy, answer!”  
 
    Jourdain worried. As an attempt to comfort him, he laid his hand on his valiant friend’s shoulder who didn’t dare yelling in his intercom, scared they would all be spotted. Geoffroy and Gaston, who had recently become soldier because they were short-handed, and who didn’t have any field experience, were looking at each other, livid. Such a bad luck, Gaston thought. For their first time, they ran into one of the worse possible mission. Geoffroy was thinking the same. 
 
    What had happened to Ermengarde? Anger was replaced by frustration. Frustration by resignation. Everybody knew the risks, and that was what they were telling themselves to get comfort. Right now, they were waiting from Blanche and Matilda to come back. Would they make it through? No communication was possible inside the tube. Now, their only connection with their roots, with the Kathars, was the HQ team, and this wasn’t particularly comforting.      
 
               


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inosanto 
 
      
 
      
 
    The biopsy was finally over. Inosanto was still under general anaesthesia, well-guarded. A well-armed militiaman, namely with only his feet and fists, was standing motionless at his bedside. Lying on the dental chair equipped with a structure to firmly maintain the head that Esclarmonde had designed in a few days, he got an injection to wake him up. Doing a grey and white matter biopsy in a brain wasn’t an operation free of risk. Hopefully for Esclarmonde, risking her life in case in failure, everything went well. The most important thing was to maintain the skull completely still so a robotic arm could insert a very thin and resistant syringe. Beforehand, with a scanner and very accurately, Esclarmonde had identified the sampling areas in order to guide the mechanical arm from the beginning to the end of the operation.  What she had thought would be a real medical challenge, with so little available technologies in the lab, was a piece of cake. Except for a few difficulties. Whatever, she now had some cells from the cerebral cortex and white matter from the Prophet’s brain, and she would be able to continue her investigation. Two women, belonging to what Esclarmonde had finally called Inosanto’s harem, were in charge of accommodating him when he woke up and of taking care of him. A true relief for the microbiologist who had no intention to be a baby-sitter. She would have liked having a lab assistant, but this simple idea was unthinkable because of the purpose of her research. 
 
    After placing a few picograms of brain matter on a glass slide, she started her analyse with the scanning tunnelling microscope.  
 
    “I hope this quite painful procedure will allow you to find a solution,” Inosanto told her, while delicately stroking the plaster on the back of his head.  
 
    “I mainly hope this will allow me to make enough progress so you will free this poor Paul.”  
 
    “Hmm! I will never stop being surprised by your obstinacy. I’ve to admit this is one of your qualities. What do you think about being able to visit him? But, of course, only if you can prove me your researches are progressing.”  
 
    Esclarmonde didn’t answer. She would rather not. She wouldn’t let her get diminished by accepting, even if she was dying to see Paul and to be able to comfort him. She was sure Inosanto wasn’t telling him anything about her. Did Paul even know she was alive? Of course no, she was thinking. As the balance of power between the Prophet and herself wasn’t favourable for her, she had to fake showing some dignity, and, if she had to refuse seeing Paul, she had convinced herself this would be the price to pay.  
 
    The microscope observation didn’t give any conclusive result. No nano-agent was detected. Neither in the grey matter, nor in the white one, nor in the neurons or synapses. Then, Esclarmonde decided to inject a few of the nano-robots she had discovered in the Prophet’s skin cells to observe the reaction. She did it. Focused, she looked at the nano-scale entities trying to penetrate in the brain cells in any conceivable way, quite frantically. Straightening back to think for a bit, Esclarmonde spoke again to the Prophet.  
 
    “Your brain cells are healthy and the nano-agents are harmless against them.”  
 
    “Which means?” Inosanto, still lying and being taken care by the two women of his harem, asked her.  
 
    “Which means you have to be patient, just a bit more patient,” Esclarmonde simply answered, despite already having some ideas. 
 
    She grabbed a scalped, damped it with alcohol to sterilise it, and delicately took a sample on her own forearm by doing a subtle cut. She put it on another glass slide. After cleaning the bit of blood dripping on her skin and putting a bandage on the cut, she focused again on the microscope. She had to see for herself. What would happen if she injected the nano-agents on her own skin cells. The answer was simple - nothing! Nothing happened. The nano-robots couldn’t enter her cells. After a few attempts, they didn’t even try any more. This was a behaviour opposed to the one she had seen with the cell sample from Inosanto’s skin. They were immediately invaded by the nano-agents which easily entered inside and almost instantly mutated them.  
 
    Inosanto tried to stand back. He could do it only with the help of the women he called his nurses.    
 
    “Do you think I can already walk without risking being dizzy?”  
 
    “I think you’re old enough to do whatever you want,” Esclarmonde answered curtly.  
 
    “Do you know how old I’m exactly?” The old Prophet asked her.  
 
    “According to the legend, 170 years old, aren’t you?”  
 
    “This isn’t a legend,” the old man retorted. 
 
    Esclarmonde just smirked with contempt as an answer, smiling incredulously.  
 
    “We’re in 2180. If you’re telling the truth, it means you were born in 2010. This is pure madness. Nobody can live that old.”  
 
    “And yet!”  
 
    “And yet what? Come on, I’m listening to you... Which childhood memory can you tell me about so I may believe you? Something credible, a context, an event that can easily be checked?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t have such a thing for you, simply because I don’t remember my childhood, it’s too far away, too old. The only memories I still have are about those endless months or years, I couldn’t say, when I was lying in some hospitals or medical centres. Even for this, I just remember the suffering and the feelings. Some hazy memories of this bed I could never leave. Everything is too blurry, too far away.”  
 
    Intrigued, Esclarmonde tried to get more information.  
 
    “So you were sick, right?”  
 
    “Probably. You know, memory is frustrating because the longer you live the less you remember about your life - only feelings, sensations, odours, music. Facts and details are replaced by more recent ones. The brain decides what it keeps or replaces, because its capacity is limited.”  
 
    “What’s your oldest memory? I mean a detailed and clear memory.” Esclarmonde asked him, very curious.  
 
    “The moment I woke up on the cold floor of my church after 10 days of coma, my body covered with stigmata.”  
 
    “So nothing before?”  
 
    “Some sensations as I’ve told you before. Some dreams where I’m bedridden, under perfusion. I know those aren’t dreams.  Why are you suddenly so interested in my person?”  
 
    “You were sick, probably seriously. This is only what matters to me. The key to solve this mystery. A clue to explain your stigmata.”   
 
    “No need to explain my stigmata, they came from God. Your mission isn’t to understand where they come from, but to relieve them.”  
 
    At this moment, the militiaman keeping watch behind the Prophet interrupted him.  
 
    “My Lord, a call from the Legatee, it’s urgent.”  
 
    “Put him on.” 
 
    Inosanto took the communication device.  
 
    “What’s so urgent, so you’re interrupting my discussion with our dear Professor Lecuyer?”  
 
    “My apologies, my Lord, but the rebels have destroyed the railway tube between the Fessenheim pile factory and the sacred lands of Oceania.”  
 
    Inosanto looked closely at the live images the Legatee was sending him through his intercom.  
 
    “Are you sure this has been committed by the rebels? I just see a rockfall.”  
 
    “Sure, my Lord. We’re chasing one person who just ran away from the premises.”  
 
    “I want him alive, do you hear me, Legatee? Alive!” The old Prophet raged. 
 
    Esclarmonde, who was hearing the whole discussion, was internally rejoicing.  
 
    Happy the one living for science and improving the world... and who will overcome darkness through science. Well done my friends!  
 
    Nevertheless, she pretended she was still working on the microscope, so the old man wouldn’t engage with her. Raging, he stopped the discussion with the Legatee after calling names on him.  
 
    “It seems that your friends are a much more serious threat than what I was thinking. Please excuse me, I’ve to go to deal with this.”  
 
    Without further formality, Inosanto left the premises with the militiaman and the two nurses. 
 
    Esclarmonde mechanically turned back to look at them leaving. Then, she realised the door wasn’t closed properly. Carefully, she deserted her work station to glance outside. While getting closer to the door, she understood the militiaman hadn’t stayed to keep watch. She opened the door a bit more to check on the outside. Nobody. There was nobody left. This opportunity was too good to be missed. She slipped outside, and carefully moved until the railing overlooking at the huge laboratory. It was empty. Not a single lab technician was working.  
 
    Maybe the late hour, she told herself to feel reassured. 
 
     From her high position, she closely observed the big bins filled with every kind of seeds occupying all the space. Each of them was equipped of a work station where strange devices were laid, like titled tubes.  
 
    I need some samples of those seeds.  
 
    Glancing quickly, Esclarmonde located the stairs two dozen yards on her left. She chose to keep a nonchalant attitude, almost normal. Like if she was going on her Sunday stroll. If there were some security cameras nearby, and she could trust Inosanto’s paranoia about this, nobody could reproach her to have a suspicious behaviour. She was quickly at the bottom of the stairs. She was just a few steps away from the closest seed container. She just had time to get close enough from it before a young woman wearing a lab coat and coming from nowhere interrupted her.  
 
    “What are you doing here? Are you new? I don’t know you!” 
 
    Hmm! She thinks I’ m working here... it must be the coat.         
 
    “Uhh! I've just been allocated to this department, and, indeed, I don’t know anybody.”  
 
    “I see!” The young woman answered, looking more scared than suspicious. “In this case, you shouldn’t stay here alone, the foreman is very strict with this. Punishments are very harsh.” 
 
    Poor kid... you seem to be scared...  
 
    “I was going to ask you a question, uhh...? Esclarmonde answered her, while looking for the name written on the small tag on the young scared girl’s coat.  
 
    “Oh, Maria, my name is Maria.”  
 
    “Madam! My name is Maria, madam!” Esclarmonde retorted her, imperiously.   
 
    “Sorry, madam. Maria, madam.”   
 
    “And to answer your question, I’ve been appointed to the lab technician management. Actually, I was going to ask you, how dare you wandering alone in this high-security zone?”  
 
    The young woman shyly pointed at the closest work station where a small metallic box and some cutlery were standing.  
 
    “I... I’ve... forgotten m... There.... Madam! I start the first shift in 20 minutes, and... and... I came a bit earlier to... t...”  
 
    Esclarmonde looked at her watch. She had also arrived at 5am upon Inosanto’s request for his biopsy. She realised this time hadn’t been chosen innocently. Inosanto didn’t want to be seen by the lab technicians. He wanted to preserve the mystery and being seen too much around could undermine his authority and raise inappropriate questions.   
 
    6am. Poor kid. Sorry but I’ve no other choice than taking advantage of your gullibility. 
 
    Esclarmonde came closer to the working plan. She saw a few scattered seeds. She took the small box and the cutlery.   
 
    “Here you are!” She told her, tyrannically, while giving it to her.  
 
    The young woman looked down. Esclarmonde seized the opportunity to hammer her.   
 
    “I forget it, for this time only. Clean your table. It’s unacceptable to see some seeds scattered around like this.  
 
    “Tha... thank you, madam, I will take care of this right now. Thank you so much.” 
 
    The young girl couldn’t stop apologising and bowing.  
 
    “And don’t even think about denouncing me,” Esclarmonde added. “I’m covering you for this time, but if you report my kindness, I won’t spare you next time. Is that clear?”  
 
    “You can count on me, madam! I’m very grateful you’re so wise. Thank you... Thank you.” 
 
    Esclarmonde moved away to go back to the stairs, leaving the unfortunate girl to her fate. Hands in her pockets, she was proudly palpating the few seeds she had managed to steal from the working plan. Without a trace, she reached back her lab with a single idea in mind - finding everything that could shatter Inosanto’s empire and help her Kathar brothers and sisters.      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The train 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Being quick. This was the main concern of all the soldiers involved with this mission. At this time, nothing was more important than racing against this incompressible variable, which had been defining the human condition since the origin of the world - Time! And, to win this thousand-year-long struggle, even just during one mission, Blanche didn’t try laying the explosives in different places of the railway tube as a normal way to do it. Simplicity would be enough, she thought. Beforehand, she had connected all the explosives together inside her backpack. Twenty pounds of explosives waiting for a single fate - getting stuck with a good old detonator. This was done. During this sensitive operation, Matilda was looking, astonished, at all the colourful fish attracted by the light emanating from the tube, nonchalantly hanging around, completely at peace. She had never seen such a thing, neither in the school books nor in the animal documentaries of the Church’s television channel. Why hiding such a beauty from the rest of the world, she naively wondered. Here and there, some shellfish were clamped on the glass tube surface and on the metallic structures bearing it. An old wreckage of container ship from the Old World was left lying three dozen yards away. Despite the lack of light at this depth, she could easily guess the imposing shapes of a husk probably broken in two by a strong storm. Or maybe, this was the result of a shellfire during one of the great wars which wreaked havoc on Earth during the Godless Decade. Matilda would never know. Time, again, had done his best to hide any trace or clue that would have provided more information.  
 
    “Here we go, it’s ready! Let’s get out of here,” Blanche interrupted her.  
 
    “Hmm! “Uhh, right, let’s go,” Matilda answered, dreaming.  
 
    They both came near their long boards and Matilda took the auxiliary engine out of her backpack. It had been greatly improved, and some mechanisms had been added to easily clip it on four small elliptical opening, dug on the side of each skateboard. Located at the rear, there was a single wheel at its centre, larger than the ones initially assembled on the long boards. This would allow to provide enough power to go back twice as fast. Blanche stored the detonator, properly locked, in a space of her military harness, then they both climbed on the remarkable device. Blanche was standing at the front, holding her gun, while Matilda was handling the control throttle. Despite the slight slope, they quickly reached 40 miles per hour, so they could hope reaching the exit in barely a dozen minutes. Everything was going very well. Matilda enjoyed this physical sensation she only felts during her childhood sports events In some way, she was taking all this as a simple game, almost forgetting the dramatic intent of the mission. The youth fieriness was stronger than anything else.  
 
    “Slow down!” Blanche suddenly yelled. 
 
    Matilda didn’t react immediately.  
 
    “Slow down!” Blanche insisted, yelling louder. 
 
    Matilda released the pressure on the throttle, but it was too late. A military robot dog was standing a few yards away from them, blocking their way. Matilda’s response time brought them dangerously close to it. Too dangerously. The scaring metallic creature started shooting at them. Blanche immediately retaliated, jumping on the side.  
 
    “Lie down!” She ordered Matilda at the same time.  
 
    The carefree young girl felt back, toggling their vessel backward, which ended up between the four-legged animal and them. Luckily, this protected her from getting hit by a salve of bullets. Soon, the long boards felt on her. Blanche, lying on the side, shot several times on the gun barrel mounted on the robot dog muzzle. She got the result she was hoping for. The weapon was irremediably damaged. As the dog just got its long tail blade for a weapon, it started a terrifying gallop. Each of its metallic paws hitting the thick glass of the railway tube sounded like the promise of a terrible death for the two Kathars. Matilda flipped the long boards on the side, in the opposite direction of the exit.  
 
    “Blanche, climb up quickly!” She interrupted her. 
 
    She didn’t realise immediately that Blanche’s leg was seriously injured. The robot dog hadn’t missed her. With such a sophisticated device, it couldn’t have been different. Matilda, lying on the long board, rolled on the side to avoid the robot’s charge. She quickly ended up next to Blanche, who was trying her best to get back into position. Concerning the dog, carried away by its impulse, it took some time to start again in the opposite direction for a new attack. Again, this Time, sometimes so long, and sometime terribly short. For this time, not enough so Matilda still had time to take her gun out and shot a salve of armour-piercing bullets toward the implausible attacker. The rage expression on her face really showed how combative the young Kang Kong farmer was. Kathar blood was running through her veins, there was no way she would give ground, even an inch, to the enemy. Unfortunately, the bullets didn’t get the expected effect. Even if some areas of the armour, a bit thinner than the others, were pierced, it wasn’t powerful enough to stop the diabolical beast. It finally took its leap to attack them one more time. The blade edge, flying from the tip of its tail, reflected the bluish light coming from the tube, making it even more threatening. It threw itself on the two lying body, like if they were just a piece of meat. Matilda emptied her mag on the beast. Blanche did the same. Despite the important damages they did on the mechanical part of the astonishing creature, it wasn’t enough to stop it. It dived on Matilda, seeming to think that, as Blanche was injured, she wasn’t a priority any more. Matilda curled herself for protection and when the dog reached her, she did such an accurate and well-timed Japanese hold, that it got projected backward. Right after, and without waiting for her to ask, she pulled Blanche to the long boards, and, once lying on them, pushed the accelerator despite all safety rules. Blanche’s left leg was dragging on the tube cold glass, while Matilda, lying on her back, was struggling to get back to a more comfortable sitting position. The robot dog wasn’t left out. Perfectly adapted and designed to gallop, it engaged in pursuing them frenetically. Blanche couldn’t realise what was happening. While they were already reaching 60 miles per hour, the robot was still tagging along.  
 
    “We won’t do it!” She yelled to Matilda.  
 
    “Detonate everything,” she retorted.  
 
    “You aren’t seriously thinking about it?” Blanche asked surprised.  
 
    “We have our oxygen mask and we will be propelled forward to the tube exit by the water pressure which will invade it. It will sink,” she told her, pointing at the dog running after them.  
 
    Blanche didn’t answer anything. She was mentally assessing the strategy of her young cadet, with caution.  
 
    “What are you waiting for? That we arrived on the explosive bag to deto...”             
 
    She didn’t have time to finish her sentence - a distant explosion undermined the entire tube. It seemed like it would break up from everywhere. In fact, Blanche thought the idea was really great, and by default, had unlocked the detonator and took great pleasure blowing up everything. They hadn’t reached yet the oceanic area where the tube was completely under water. All around them, the rocks were damping the vibrations.  
 
    “Put your mask on!” Blanche ordered her. 
 
    They simply pushed on the side of their helmet and a waterproof visor lowered on their face. They just had a few minutes of oxygen, but, luckily, this should be enough. At least, they were hoping so. They kept rushing down the slope when, very quickly, they saw the salt water wave, filled with all kinds of scraps, surging up toward them and the robot dog. While they worried about it, the dog, without any conscience, didn’t mind it. It was still constantly galloping, almost losing its balance. Because of the surrounding din, the two Kathar cronies couldn’t communicate any more. A few seconds later, when they directly struck the tubular tidal wave, they both were on their own. Once inside the wave quickly going up the tube, Matilda lost her bearings. They had the reflex to dive in two opposite directions to avoid violently colliding together once they would be hustled by the water. Despite this precaution, Blanche took a heel blow from her teammate directly in her head. Without helmet, she would have probably passed out. Then, the dog was taken in the aquatic turmoil. Being too fast, too dense, it completely lost control of its limbs. Without any support, joggled here and there, it inevitably ended up dragged into the flooded tube without being able to turn around and run after the two intruders. They finally managed, little by little, to find a few visual cues. Even if many of the luminous globes had stopped working, as they were passing by, one after another, at the pace of their long boards, Blanche and Matilda were able to understand a bit their situation. They were literally carried by the water toward the exit. Breathing became hard. The helmets hadn’t been designed to be used under water. Blanche and Matilda had to press heavily on their oxygen mask to make sure they wouldn’t let any salt water, with its salty and acrid taste, into their respiratory tract. Despite this slump, Matilda found the experience of salt water interesting. They swam in the direction of the flood, to follow the motion the best they can so they wouldn’t be sucked by potential vortex sometimes developing because of whirlpools more virulent than others. The time seemed to slow down. One again this Time, omnipresent, inevitable, forged in this unfathomable relativity theorised by some known physicists. Just a few minutes went by, maximum four or five, but it seemed to be hours for them. The flood reached its highest point, and the torments stopped. Thanks to the milder slope of the tunnel, Blanche and Matilda managed to get out of the water, without too many difficulties. They had lost all notion of time, and could barely recover the notion of space. Once they were completely out of the water, Matilda was concerned by all the blood flowing out of her fellow’s thighs. After unhooking her military harness, she came closer to her.  
 
    “How do you feel? Do you think you can walk?” She asked her, worried.  
 
    While Blanche difficulty answered she thought she could to it, Matilda slipped her harness around her leg just above the injury and started to tighten it.  
 
    “Ouch!”  
 
    “Sorry, but if you keep losing blood like this, I would have to carry you all the way to the exit. And, as it seemed you had gained weigh during the last few days, you can understand I would rather avoid it... I will do it my way!”  Matilda joked.  
 
    “Nicely said,” Blanche also joked.     
 
    Matilda helped her to stand up. She glanced at the timer.  
 
    “Only five minutes left! We have to go over approximately half a mile to reach the access chamber before the train directly hits us. Come on! Come on! Let’s go!” She said, getting out of control.  
 
    Blanche put her arm around her neck. Despite the pain, they started to run the best they could, limping along, but quite resolved to get out of the tunnel alive. Two or three minutes later, they could feel the attractive force of the locomotive suction mechanism. The void created would also cause the water to go up, and would also destabilise them a little. They weren’t speaking. They were running. They could clearly see the lights at the end of the tube. Those lights symbolising life more than ever, and also the access chamber location. Then, all the way over, a little dark dot, very tiny almost unnoticeable, appeared. Matilda couldn’t take it any more. She knew it was the train and she also knew that, as it was going at 370 miles per hours, if she could already see it, that was meaning this damn Time hadn’t provided any respite. They started to feel a slight imbalance toward the front. They also heard the sucked water rising up behind them. Matilda was suffocating. Blanche couldn’t take it any more. Their oxygen masks were almost empty while the air was starting to get scarcer. Everything happened very fast. Unexpectedly, the suction helped them to go faster, and, while the front of the locomotive was becoming more and more real, Matilda and Blanche reached the access chamber, while their feet weren’t touching the ground any more, almost floating in a tilted position. They managed to grab the access chamber door they had left open when coming in, and, just a few seconds before the train crashed them, they managed to dive in the anteroom leading outside. She pushed back the door, which instantly got stuck under the combined effect of the void and of the train speed. Matilda grabbed Blanche’s waist, and, together, they jumped out of the danger zone. A few rolls after, she straightened back and grabbed Blanche to help her standing.  
 
    “Let’s go back to the MRU, we don’t stop under any circumstance,” she told her.  
 
    Blanche had only one idea in mind, stopping for a few minutes to catch her breath. They got rid of their too stained helmets to properly see around and went deeper into the forest without turning back. The blast they heard didn’t leave any doubt about the violence of the shock happening in the railway tube.  
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    In extremis 
 
      
 
      
 
    Within a few yards, the team lead by Trancavel had properly positioned themselves. The train last wagon stopped just one minute away from their hideout. A blessing. Indeed, they perfectly heard the nice blast informing them Blanche and Matilda’s mission was a success. They even got out of their hiding place for a moment to look at the spray of water caused by the explosion. The water went so high that they felt some sea sprays despite the distance. In the HQ, the satellite monitoring unit, who was looking alternatively at the Milicia Christi’s patrol on Ermy’s side and at the enemy troops near the ocean, informed them of the Legatee’s imminent departure toward them. From this moment, they knew they had barely three dozen minutes. Trancavel worried. He couldn’t reach neither Blanche, nor Matilda. Nevertheless, he couldn’t forget the main purpose of the mission. They quickly placed the explosives to blow up the tube behind the last wagon. Jourdain had the honour to press the detonator. Aymeric was happy to see the tube shattering into a billion pieces. A huge breach was opened and an important amount of salt water, sucked in by the train mechanism, flew out. The gaping hole allowed them to enter right next to the train keelson. It had a circular door intended to the loading of the goods, covering almost the whole diameter. Around, the reactors propelling the air coming from the front of the train were completely destroyed by the salt water filled with all kinds of organic matters, shards of glass, shellfish and a huge quantity of mud. Trancavel and Jourdain were taking care of opening the hatch with a blue flame burner, while Aymeric was providing technical support, and Geoffroy and Gaston were keeping watch. Jourdain cut one of the two hinges when Geoffroy and Gaston warned them a Milicia’s fighting drone was approaching.  
 
    “Guys, we have some company!” Geoffroy yelled.  
 
    The hiss of a drone nuclear engine was too typical, thus they instantly identified it, even without seeing it. In order to attract the terrifying device as far as possible from the pile extraction area, Geoffroy moved toward the forest edge, Gaston right behind him. The first trees were at least a good dozen steps away from the tube. They covered this distance exposed. The drone immediately spotted them and started the chase. Its machine guns already out, it started shooting on the two fugitives who managed to find shelter behind the first trees. Bullets were flying everywhere. A shrub smaller than the other was literally cut in two by a piercing bullet. Gaston was the first to spot the militiaman who was coming toward them, jumping between the trees.  
 
    “Militiaman at 2 o’clock!” He yelled to warn Geoffroy, hoping Trancavel and Jourdain would also hear him.  
 
    The terrifying Christ’s soldier was jumping from one tree to another with a disconcerting agility.  
 
    How can we fight such warriors? Gaston was wondering, looking at him getting closer.  
 
    He spotted a big rock on their left.    
 
    “Take cover! The rock on the left! Take cover!” 
 
    A few steps were enough to reach the huge natural fortress, which, on top of all, was half standing on a shallow excavation created by tree roots which had found a way to the surface. The two Kathars were therefore isolated, trapped, but alive. They were waiting, side by side, holding their machine guns. Gaston, whose chaotic breathing was betraying how panicked he was, was still pushing back with his legs, like if he wanted to sink even deeper in the cold and wet humus of the roots protecting them. The drone hiss was back. The device was probably scanning the area, looking for any thermal signature. Nevertheless, there wasn’t a single noise from the militiaman.  
 
    Where is he? What is he doing?  
 
    Geoffroy wasn’t doing better. While his teammate was constantly mourning in a low voice about the situation, he interrupted him.   
 
    “How many grenades do you have?”  
 
    “Uhh! I don’t know,” Gaston answered, baffled.  
 
    “Count!” Geoffroy simply answered him.  
 
    Gaston started to count when a hail of explosive bullets coming from behind the rock wiped out the trees in front of the fugitives in just a few seconds. Gaston panicked and closed his eyes while starting to cry.  
 
    “So! How many?” Geoffroy yelled.  
 
    “Four, uhh... five.”  
 
    “As soon as the drone appears in front of us, you throw all of them on it. I’ll take care of the militiaman. He must be behind us. OK?” 
 
    Gaston had peed his pants. Petrified and his jaw shaking, he couldn’t answer his fellow.  
 
    “OK?” Geoffroy yelled at him, apprehensively looking at the dirty trousers of his partner.  
 
    “I haven’t committed for this... Damn it! I haven’t committed for this,” the poor trouble man was constantly repeating.  
 
    Seizing the opportunity of this mental trouble, the drone appeared in front of them. Seeing this huge cross armed to the teeth and flying so gracefully, and also showing the bloody body of the crucified Christ on its keelson, just petrified them even more. Geoffroy, partially lying in the hole, his back against the rock, pulled his machine gun trigger as strong as he could. The drone started an unexpected dance, swinging from right to left very easily. Without trying to avoid the heavy fire coming toward it, it activated its machine guns, which were making an infernal noise. With 500 bullets per minutes, the result was quite fast. Gaston literally got shred from his solar plexus to his head. The poor little bugger didn’t even have time to throw one of his damn four or five grenades he had with him. Geoffroy anticipated it and lied under cover, pressed again what was left of his friend’s body. He didn’t even feel the sharp pain in his right arm that a bullet had finally superficially wounded. Without waiting, he grabbed a grenade from Gaston’s belt, pulled the pin, counted to five, and, in a smooth motion, threw it toward the drone. Three seconds later, he heard the blast. The machine guns immediately stopped. The engine hiss too. The next second, the metallic din didn’t leave him any doubt about the success of his manoeuvre. The drone collapsed on the ground, definitely out of order.  
 
    The militiaman...  
 
    He was shaken by simply thinking about the Christ’s soldier. Why hadn’t he shown up yet? From his lying position, Geoffroy could only partially look at the situation. Nevertheless, he could clearly feel his presence, his energy. When he finally decided to get out of his hideout to look at the area where the drone had crashed, the militiaman was standing there, over the metallic wreckage, threatening. His stretching black and red jumpsuit was showing muscles like only the strongest heroes of the Greek mythology had. A dark and semi-transparent helmet was fully protecting his head. In his right hand, he was holding a weapon, which shape was only a simple rectangle. In the other, he had an oval shield protecting his side from his shoulder to his knee. He took a fighting position typical of the militiamen. Feline, with bent legs, almost fully crouched, on the tip of his toes, his arm carrying his weapon hidden behind his body, his shield in front, protecting him almost completely. Only his head was still exposed by a half-circle opening at the top of the shield. On it, Geoffroy clearly identified, in white over a black background, the boa constrictor pierced by the cross shaped sword, the symbol of Terra Fecundis Church.  
 
    What is he waiting for? What is he going to do?  
 
    Geoffroy’s entire body was shivering of terror. Then, he grabbed a second grenade on his friend’s body and threw it at the militiaman. This time, without counting until five. As he was expecting, the Christ’s soldier, firmly standing on his feet, projected himself into the air. Geoffroy was terrified. How was it possible to jump that high and that fast? Ten, maybe 12 yards. The militiaman followed a parabolic trajectory that would land directly in the hole, where the Kathar soldier was. Geoffroy thought there was no need to fire. The militiaman’s shield was providing him with an impenetrable protection. Then, he dropped his automatic rifle, took the last two grenades still hanging from Gaston’s belt. With tears in his eyes, he methodically pulled both pins. He lied on the back, facing the militiaman, who, attracted by the gravity, was irremediably diving toward him. 
 
    Happy the one living for science and improving the world... and who will overcome darkness through science.  
 
    The militiaman understood too late what was going on under the rock. Nearing his target, three to six feet away, he still tried to push on the rock with his shield to get out of the blast radius. In vain. Geoffroy let out a battle cry to motivate himself and also to attract every militiaman in the area so his brothers in arms could have a few more minutes. The explosion was so violent that everything was crushed, the huge rock included, which hadn’t asked for anything. Only a crater the size of an MRU would testify for the coming generation, about the brave sacrifice a Kathar warrior had made.  
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    The door finally broke. This only took them a few minutes, but it seemed to take an eternity. Trancavel, Aymeric and Jourdain shivered with every detonation coming from the forest. Even if they feared for the lives of their Kathar brothers fighting with the militia, they focused on the mission, concentrating in silence. Jourdain was the first to enter the wagon. As planned, atomic piles of every size were arranged on galleries filling the entire space. In the centre, some type M pile, specially designed for the MRU. Then, the piles were ordered around by decreasing sizes. From type H to type A.  
 
    “Jackpot!” Jourdain said proudly.  
 
    “Right, but let’s not hang around for too long. Don’t forget, those damn drones are still roaming around,” Trancavel retorted.  
 
    He came down the wagon to take a big backpack. Aymeric did the same. He kept mumbling, let’s hurry up, let’s hurry up. 
 
    “Come on! Throw me everything you can,” Trancavel hurried him.  
 
    One, then three, then six type M piles later, the backpack was full. This work was exhausting. With his exoskeleton, Trancavel was the one suffering the least. It still didn’t make him a super warrior, but it was much easier to carry and manipulate some loads. Nevertheless, he couldn’t manipulate the piles lightly. Some basic precautions were needed in order to avoid unpleasant surprises. Even if they were quite resistant, the piles were containing molten atomic matter, which had very little to do with the former third-generation lithium piles, which had been so difficult to recycle.  
 
    “Give me some F models now, so I can fill the empty space.”  
 
    “And some A and B for me,” Aymeric added, quite busy.  
 
    They started to fill the third bag.  
 
    “More type M?” Jourdain asked.  
 
    “Right, let’s focus on M!” Trancavel answered to his two brothers in arms.  
 
    Jourdain plunged a bit in the wagon to reach the so coveted piles. When he got out, a drone was holding Trancavel and Aymeric at gun point. It announced with its metallic voice.   
 
    “In the name of the almighty Inosanto, our Lord, you’re under arrest! Immediately stop what you’re doing. Don’t resist or you will be killed.”  
 
    Crouched, Trancavel didn’t even dare moving a single finger. With or without exoskeleton, he would never be faster than a drone already aiming at him. Aymeric, holding a MRU pile in his two hands, looked for him, without moving. Obviously, none of them would have enough time to draw their gun and shoot, before being sprayed by bullets in the next second. Trancavel quickly analysed the situation. If it could, the drone would have already killed them. He was sure of this. Inosanto had only one wish - get it over with them, once and for all. Logically, if the drone hadn’t killed him yet, it was meaning, something was preventing it from doing so. He finally got an idea.  
 
    “Do as I do,” he told Aymeric in a low voice.  
 
    He stood up, carrying the bag full of piles in front of him. Risking of shooting at him might lead to a chain reaction with disastrous consequences for the Church. Let’s just picture a train completely full of atomic piles exploding, leaving a huge hole of several dozen mile diameter that the ocean would fill up, creating an uncontrollable radioactive cloud, which could go either way toward the Sacred lands of South America or of Africa, depending on the unpredictable winds, causing death and destruction for decades. This was the scenario the drone would avoid at all cost. At least, Trancavel was hoping so, and according to the device’s reaction, he had been right. It was swinging from left to right, like a feline, looking for a fire angle. It finally repeated its interjection.  
 
    “In the name of the almighty Inosanto, our Lord, you are under arrest! Immediately stop what you’re doing. Don’t resist or you will be killed.” 
 
    Jourdain was keeping his position, covered, inside the train. He just had a simple gun. So, nothing that could scare a drone away. Also, he couldn’t escape, because if too far from the train, the terrible flying cross would shoot him without any problem, atomic piles or not. But staying wasn’t a good idea. The Legatee would show up, and it would be a completely different matter.  
 
    “What are we doing?” Jourdain asked in a low voice from the doorstep.  
 
    “What do you think we’re doing?”  
 
    “Uhh?”   
 
    “I’m thinking... Jourdain... I’m thinking!”  
 
    A drone wasn’t something to take lightly as Ermy often said to joke. Drone’s measurements were eleven feet high and eight feet wide. It got two damn machine guns shooting 500 big calibre bullets per minutes, sometimes some piercing bullets, sometimes some explosive ones. It could move at half the speed of sound with its two reactors supplied by atomic piles. It could fly to a maximum height of 13,000 feet. It had an autonomy of almost one year. It could resist medium calibre bullets without any problem. It recorded everything and could transmit Inosanto’s voice and image in person, at any time, as a hologram.  Nevertheless, Ermy still like to joke, telling a drone couldn’t go under water, couldn’t resist a grenade thrown at the right place, and even less a good rocket in its face.  
 
    Because of the lack of reaction of the three Kathars, the drone insisted again.   
 
    “In the name of the almighty Inosanto, our Lord, you’re under arrest! Immediately stop what you’re doing. Don’t resist or...” 
 
    What was Ermy saying about rockets and drones? 
 
    Trancavel and Aymeric were violently projected backward on several yards. Jourdain ended up plopped to the ground, against the galleries of piles. The drone, or at least what was remaining of it, had collapsed a few yards away. A chaotically twisted machine gun was lying next to the train, the other was still miraculously holding on the huge wreckage of the metallic cross, cut in two by the blast. Its open bowels was letting appeared some incandescent pieces still burning inside.  
 
    “Damn!” Trancavel yelled.  
 
    His bag full of piles had partially protected him from the blast. Nevertheless, because of a dreadful tinnitus, he couldn’t hear anything. It took him some time to fully come around. Aymeric, the closest one to the drone, wasn’t as lucky. The poor bugger was lying unconscious on the other side of the tube, in a mix of muddy salt water and soil. The pile he was carrying was half way from the forest edge next to the ocean, on the opposite side. Jourdain, partially protected by the wagon enclosure, was scrubbing the back of his head, swollen because of the collision with an empty storage gallery. The superficial wound was still impressive under his fingers. When Jourdain appeared at the wagon door, he heard some screams coming from the forest edge. Moving his eyes from the drone remains in front of him, he saw Matilda, jumping of joy, with a rocket launcher on her shoulder. Very excited, she hurried to join them, while Trancavel was slowly straightening, his face a bit slashed by a few shrapnel from the explosion.  
 
    “You’re completely insane!” He railed after finally seeing her.  
 
    “You’re welcome!” She answered him, quite confident and cheerful.  
 
    “Oh my God, I could have died.”  
 
    “So, you believe in God now?” Matilda joked.   
 
    “I don’t give a shit about your damn God!”  He retorted her, methodically palpating his face to check he wasn’t too injured.  
 
    “Uhh! We should maybe take care of Aymeric, don’t you think so?” Jourdain interrupting pointing at Aymeric who was difficulty moving.  
 
    “Don’t mind me,” he mumbled, while standing up laboriously.  
 
    “Have you seen what you’ve done?” Trancavel grunted, showing the cuts on his face.    
 
    “Are we chitchatting, or are we filling our bags, and then we leave?” Jourdain interrupted them, happy to be much better than his fellows. 
 
    Tsss... Tsss...   
 
    “Geoffroy? Gaston? Do you hear me?” Trancavel tried.  
 
    Matilda sputtered shyly, getting ready to speak. Trancavel insisted.              
 
    “Geoffroy? Gaston? Do you hear me?”  
 
    “Hmm! Hmm!” Matilda insisted even more.  
 
    “What’s happening again?”  
 
    “If that were them I saw in the forest while coming here, they won’t answer any more, and neither the militiaman they have fought. I’m sorry,” Matilda said, moved.  
 
    “Hey! We don’t have time to be sentimental, we’ve to go.”  
 
    “What about Gaucelin?” Matilda asked.  
 
    “No news,” Trancavel answered curtly.  
 
    He stopped for an instant, and finally asked the question he had on his mind.  
 
    “Blanche?”  
 
    “She’s injured, but she’s fine, don’t worry. She’s waiting for us at the MRU. She told me to come as a back-up. With all the explosions we’ve heard, we thought, you might need some help.”  
 
    “You’re alive, this is the most important. Jourdain run quickly to the MRU with a pile and come land here to load the aircraft. We’re filling our bags. Move!”  
 
    “Right now, chief!” He answered.  
 
    While Jourdain, carrying an atomic pile, was going toward the forest edge, holding his assault rifle, Matilda and Trancavel resumed filling the bags methodically, soon joined by Aymeric who was vigorously massaging his ears to get rid of quite a handicapping continuous hiss.  
 
    “Thanks kid,” the alpha male finally said.  
 
    Matilda didn’t notice. She was just thinking about their brave Gaucelin who had saved them from a sure death. Had he survived? She couldn’t imagine such a huge man unable to get rid of one militiaman. On the other hand, what she had seen in the forest, a real slaughter, didn’t reassure her at all about how determined their enemy was. This mission would be forever remembered for what a sacrifice it was. This human sacrifice the Christ Himself had accepted. This holy sacrifice Inosanto didn’t oppose when it was his turn. The ultimate sacrifice. How people without faith in God, despising the simple idea of belief, putting science higher than any other value, could find enough strength to sacrifice their lives. Which purpose noble enough could justify to surrender oneself like this? Matilda didn’t understand this yet, even if this was already shaking her vision of the world and of humankind.  
 
    While Matilda was telling how Blanche and she had managed to escape from the robot dog and to get out of the tube, the MRU landed in front of them. Trancavel got a communication from the HQ, informing him the Legatee would arrive very soon on the fight premises. Despite being injured, Blanche helped them to pull the bag full of piles into the aircraft hold. Helped with his exoskeleton, Trancavel took care of most of the work without much effort. Once in the air, fleeing as fast as possible from the fighting area, Blanche was surprised to notice that from the eight original members of the group, only five boarded to flee.  
 
    “Five!” Blanche complained loudly.  
 
    “Soon, we will be six,” Matilda reassured her.  
 
    Trancavel, sitting in the co-pilot seat, turned back. Aymeric, knowing what he would say, took a deep breath. Blanche started to feel her legs shaking. Was this her thigh injury, or had she only anticipated the terrible news to come just by looking into Trancavel’s eyes. He also inspired before telling.  
 
    “Unfortunately, we will only be five, kid.”  
 
    Matilda didn’t understand straight away.  
 
    “You’re forgetting Ermy,” she answered him, disconcertingly naive.  
 
    “No, I’m not forgetting anybody, kid,” Trancavel mourned.  
 
    “What, what....?”  
 
    Matilda’s heart got carried away.  
 
    “He doesn’t answer his intercom any more. The last time he has contacted me, I heard a scream and the communication was interrupted. Maybe captured, or even worse, killed by the Legatee. I’m not sure.”  
 
    “We can’t leave him behind like this! Maybe he’s hiding somewhere, waiting for us,” Matilda declared.  
 
    “Sorry, but we’ve lost enough men for one day. I won’t take any risk to fall into a trap set by the militia. I’m really sorry, kid.”  
 
    “Stop calling me kid! At least, we’ve to try to find him,” she raged.  
 
    “We must go back as fast as possible to save Blanche’s leg,” Aymeric interrupted them. “I promise you, we’ll do everything was can with the satellite monitoring to locate him. Ermy is the smartest of us. If he’s alive, he’ll find a way to signal his presence.”  
 
    Matilda burst into tears. In thirty minutes, they would land in Montségur. Then, they would be able to mourn the people they had lost and find some comfort in the stories, friends, parents and others would tell in their honour. First Paul, now Ermengarde. Matilda joined her hands and started to pray in silent.   
 
    Why? Why are you making me go through such hardships? Haven’t I praised you enough, so you make me suffer like this? I don’t understand any more... show me the way, bring me your comfort... 
 
    Being very modest with her relation with God, she discreetly made her sign of the cross, before getting lost again in her thoughts.   
 
    Mum, soon we’ll come for you! 
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
      
 
    The Legatee was fully conscious that yelling from the forest edge wouldn’t change anything. Nevertheless, he let out a howl while he was looking inside the half-empty wagon. He wasn’t a man who easily got carried away by his emotions. He called the Kathars many names and sent the militiamen on a reconnaissance mission toward the different fighting areas. The feedback came very fast. Less than one hour after the investigation, the robot dogs came back with many various elements. Concerning the militiamen, they appeared difficultly carrying a big, inert and bloody body  
 
    “Alive?” The Legatee asked.  
 
    “He’s still breathing, but in a very bad shape, my Lord,” one of the two militiamen answered.  
 
    “Whatever, this guy is very strong, my Lord,” the second one said.  
 
    The Legatee, surprised by such an incongruous remark, immediately answered him, exceptionally disregarding.  
 
    “Nothing close to a Milicia Christi’s soldier.”  
 
    “But, my Lord...”  
 
    “But what?” The Legatee asked, irritated.  
 
    “Everything indicated he strangled one of us with his bare hands, before being shot by a drone, my Lord.”  
 
    “This is what’s happening when you don’t respect your recovery times,” the Legatee retorted, without any empathy. “Act quickly! Act strongly! This is our motto. Never forget it. At least, this one didn’t escape from you.” 
 
    The last militiaman finally joined them.  
 
    “My Lord, I got the drones’ memories, he respectfully bent.  
 
    “Great! Let’s board without further delay. And don’t even dare letting him die on the way. Inosanto will want to question him.”  
 
    So, I would have at least something to give him to compensate for this mess. 
 
    “We’re going to Terra Fecundis.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    * 
 
    * * 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clues 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “...Whatever, my dear Legatee, I won’t oppress you. Obviously, the protection and warning systems of our infrastructure aren’t suitable to face this new rebel threat. We must push all our engineers’ communities to improve the security of our whole railway network.”  
 
    Inosanto, lying in his too big bed, rubbed by one of his delectable nurses, was slowly recovering from his brain biopsy. Standing, motionless, facing this sight he was begrudging every second, the Legatee was carefully listening to his Prophet, who was analysing the situation. Also, he was quite surprised he hadn’t been lynched like he had been expecting. After a short pause, relaxing on his back with closed eyes, the immortal creator of Terra Fecundis Church, added even more quietly.  
 
    “But, I guess you haven’t come to me empty-handed?”  
 
    The Legatee’s face brightened up with a huge smile.  
 
    “As you’re letting me spe...”  
 
    “I haven’t finished yet,” Inosanto interrupted him. “Before you tell me about your achievement I can already imagine being worthwhile, I want to speak about a slight problem regarding our dear militiamen.” The Legatee discreetly bit his lips.  
 
    “I’m listening to you,” Inosanto’s armed wing simply answered.  
 
    “I was very surprised, when I saw the video recorded by the drones, to see that a man, even a huge one of six feet high and 280 pounds of muscles if I’m right, could have killed one of our militiamen with his bare hands. His bare hands, do you realise?”  
 
    “I was precisely going to tell you about this...”   
 
    “You will have time to share your opinion with me about this matter, but, right now, listen to me,” he interrupted him again.  
 
    He paused for a few seconds, while one of his naiads was massaging his neck a bit stronger. 
 
    “If I recall, I have recommended you several times to reassess the nano-booster dosage so they could operate at full power during enough time to avoid this kind of inconvenience.”  
 
    “My Lord, would you let me?”  
 
    “I’m listening to you.”  
 
    “Only our strongest soldiers are able to survive such a dosage. As you know, this is the case with your personal guard and mine, which is made of type A soldiers only. The risk of sudden death or dementia is too high for the other categories with a higher dosage.”  
 
    “I hear your point. But, you’ve to understand, we can’t take the risk that, one day, in one community of our sacred lands, a man a bit stronger and more reckless than the other, might slaughter a militiaman in public, questioning the Church’s divine authority, threatening my empire entire cohesion. You’ve one week to come up with an acceptable solution so this kind of accident never happens again. Is that clear?”  
 
    “Crystal clear, my Lord,” the Legatee resigned himself.  
 
    “Now, I’m listening to you.”    
 
    Without making any effort to hide how proud he was, the Church’s strong man started his report.  
 
    “First of all, I want to inform you, the huge man we’ve captured is out of the woods. He has undergone several surgeries and should be back on his feet in two days, three maximum. Also, I have discovered something that should lead us to the rebels.”  
 
    Inosanto asked his masseurs to immediately stop their task, and, negligently gesturing, signalled them to get out. The Legatee waited to be alone with him then added.  
 
    “I’m listening to you,” Inosanto told him.   
 
    “We’ve gathered the chips on two dead rebels on the battlefield, or at least on what was left of them. We have also removed the one of the giant man. With the one gathered during the assault on the pile factory, we now have six of them. They were all deactivated. We are thinking, the rebels can deactivate and reactivate them whenever they want. The analyse of the main system of each chip shows they can reprogram them, at least partially. We have to admit, the process is inventive, but they are never erasing the native part of the data where there is an immutable backup of the initial bearer.”  
 
    “Go straight to the fact, Legatee,” Inosanto grew bored.  
 
    “Hmm! We were able to locate every community of the six persons whose chips had been stolen. Six persons reported missing in the community registers.”  
 
    “Let me guess,” Inosanto interrupted him, “they’re all coming from the same community?”  
 
    “Not really, but from the same territory. The sacred lands of Oceania. And as you know, we only have one decease facility in each sacred land.”  
 
    “So, the rebels’ identification chip supply is in this centre,” Inosanto immediately added.  
 
    “So, they’ve probably established their base there,” the Prophet’s right wing proudly concluded.  
 
    “What are you planning to do?”  
 
    “Arrest all the undertakers in this incineration centre and make them speak under pressure. I don’t think it will take long before I get hold of their accomplice...”   
 
    “I can definitely say this is just like you, Legatee. But tell me... has the forceful method already succeeded with the rebels?”  
 
    “I’ve to admit that...” the Legatee mumbled, before being interrupted again by the Prophet.  
 
    “This honours you to admit it. So I suggest you a softer and more pernicious way.”  
 
    “I’m listening to you, my Lord.”  
 
    “What do you think of infiltrating a spy there?” 
 
    Why I haven’t thought about it earlier! The Legatee mourned.  
 
    “Oh my almighty Prophet! Great idea!” he answered, slightly bending.  
 
    “Is that all you’ve to tell me?” Inosanto disdainfully asked him.  
 
    “Inde...”  
 
    “So you can leave,” he interrupted him.  
 
    The Legatee bowed as a sign of respect and stepped back a little to get closer to the door.  
 
    “Oh! And tell them, they can come back to take care of me.” 
 
    Just this once, the Legatee looked at the exquisite hips of the four young women through their delicate transparent white linen clothes. Once more, he would leave without being able to enjoy the simple pleasures of life.       
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