
        
            
                
            
        

    As Happy As Pirates or Burglars
Jemma Topaz
“Philosophers, for the most part, are constitutionally timid, and dislike the unexpected. Few of them would be genuinely happy as pirates or burglars. Accordingly they invent systems which make the future calculable, at least in its main outlines.” - Bertrand Russell
Contents
Title Page
Epigraph
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Magical Things
Part I
Part II
Acknowledgements
Books By This Author
Chapter 1
In which our heroine starts at the bottom…
By the dim blue light of the nearby nebula, Taisiya rifled through the woman’s jewellery box. The woman, Yael, lay asleep in bed at the other end of the stateroom. She was a good fuck, thought Taisiya, though maybe needs to work on her stamina a bit.
She lifted out the diamond choker that had caught her attention at dinner. Fitting her molecular loupe in place, she examined it: there was randomness at the smallest level, tiny inclusions, and plenty of subtle wear and tear. It could have been done in a matter-compiler, she thought, by someone skilled and concerned enough, but the chances were that this was the genuine article. Not that it mattered, really: Taisiya could print one off easily enough, but there was social cachet in having an original. Or stealing one.
There was a lurch as the ship accelerated. An unprofessional lurch; the captain wouldn’t put their passengers through even a minor inconvenience for no reason. The crew may be volunteers, but there was a lot of competition, and they took it all deadly seriously.
Taisiya quickly put the choker in her pocket, along with the loupe. She was glad that at least she’d had the sense to put her light trousers on.
The ship lurched again.
“What’s happening?” asked Yael, confused.
Taisiya didn’t know, so didn’t reply. Through the window, she saw a dark shape against the nebula. It was so black, it was hard to make out any details, merely that it’s – roughly ovoid? – bulk was gaining on the Spirit of Equanimity very quickly. Two tendrils – tentacles? – shot out, and Taisiya felt the hull shudder. Something has attached, she thought, though that was speculation.
All the lights went off, all of them: the faintly glowing perimeter lights, all the indicator lights, and the door lights. For a moment, the only illumination was that of the nebula, oddly broken up by the black shape. Then the lights came up, a soft red, and the ship’s comms system turned itself on.
The hologram showed what appeared to be a throne, or at least a substantial command chair. Around it were display stands carrying jewels and paintings, other trinkets that the low resolution holo image did not pick up. In the centre of the throne sat a tall woman, composed, legs crossed, hands in lap. She was wearing a sharp uniform in black with rather too many buckles.
“Greetings, passengers of the Spirit of Equanimity,” said the woman, “I am Captain Rajani of the Black Squid, and I will be your pirate for today.”
The holocamera zoomed in on her face. Taisiya applauded the judgement. Her knife-like jaw, expressive lips, faintly aquiline nose, and dark, dark eyes were captivating.
“Do not worry,” she said. “No-one will be harmed unless they misbehave. None of you are worth it as hostages, so a little light thievery, and the Patrol will pick you up, as right as rain, in a few days.”
The holocamera turned slightly, showing a layer of lumicircuitry under her mid-brown skin.
“Only, don’t make me irritated,” Rajani said. “That never ends well.”
The holocamera pulled out and away, lingering for a second on a cat-o’-nine-tails resting on the arm of the throne, before cutting off.
“Pirates!?” exclaimed Yael, at least as much excited as she was afraid. “But why? Why steal, I mean?”
“It’s space,” Taisiya said. “It’s still scarcity-led out here. Fuel and matter-compiler supplementary material, in particular, are hard to come by.”
Plus, it’s fun, she thought.
“So what do we do now?” asked Yael, plaintively.
“Just wait, I suppose,” Taisiya said. She had already checked the door: locked, with no easy way of getting it open. I have got to get aboard that ship, she thought, though she could not say whether it was the jewels or the Captain that appealed most.
*
Eventually, the door opened, and five figures entered the room. Four of them were robots, androids or – in fact – gynoids, as there was something in the black polycarbonate figures that vaguely suggested women. In the middle there was a human, a pirate presumably, though only the trousers seemed to be uniform. The crop top looked freestyle, though Taisiya supposed pirates weren’t very strict about such things.
“Good evening, ladies,” said the woman. “Sorry to disturb you. Just checking for valuables.”
She touched the side of her glasses and looked around the room.
Taisiya leaned casually against the wall; actually against the section of wall that contained the room’s computer hub. There was a chance that the hub’s electromagnetics would shield the choker from notice. Especially if the pirate was looking elsewhere. While Yael had got dressed, Taisiya had remained in just her trousers; it wasn’t as if a shirt would help her, but her tits potentially could.
“Hey, pirate, do you have a name?” she asked, fixing her eyes on the pirate’s.
The pirate laughed. She was a little short, and definitely curvy, but her eyes, behind old-style glasses, seemed oddly cool.
“Najla,” said the pirate, tucking a stray piece of wavy hair under her hairband.
“I’m Taisiya,” she said.
“Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Taisiya,” said Najla. “Sorry about all this.”
“Nah, it’s fine,” said Taisiya. “So, anyway, how do I go about joining the pirate crew?”
Najla laughed again. “Just the jewellery box,” she said to one of the robots. Then to Taisiya, “You don’t know what you’re wishing for, babe. But we very rarely let outsiders in, especially now.”
The robot was going through the jewellery box, examining each in turn, before discarding it into a neat pile.
“I’d be prepared to…” said Taisiya, taking a step closer to Najla. “Work my passage.”
“Ha, babe, you have no idea,” said Najla. “But, no. We always get a couple of people wanting to join the pirates, but they don’t have the right… predisposition.”
“Najla,” said one of the robots, making Taisiya start (and causing Yael to jump). “Cursory examination shows the subject is in the highest quadrant for both physical and mental aptitudes.”
The voice was clearly robotic, perfectly modulated, but with a lot of artificial warmth.
“Keep it in your pants, Moniker,” said Najla, good-naturedly. “Find anything?”
“This topaz ring is apparently genuine,” said another robot with the same voice. Najla held out a cloth bag.
“But…” said Yael, clearly now wondering where her diamond choker was.
“Sorry, lady,” said Najla, “I daresay that ring belonged to a late great aunt, or something, but the Captain really likes historical shinies. Get yourself a matter-compiled copy; it’s absolutely as good.”
“I had…” began Yael.
“So,” Taisiya said, talking over her, “shall I put you down as a soft maybe on the me-becoming-a-pirate front?”
Najla laughed again, stepping closer, then reaching out to touch Taisiya’s cheek. “Oh, babe, I really want to teach you… but no, hard no.”
At some signal the door opened. “I suggest the two of you play pirates until the Patrol gets here,” said Najla. “All the pleasure that way, and none of the pain.”
Najla and the robots left, the door sliding shut after them.
Taisiya quickly slammed the edge of her palm into the wall, and tore out the door control panel. She watched the ‘lock’ signal come in, but it had no way of communicating with the door’s magnetic locks.
“Tai!” said Yael. Taisiya ignored her, she was waiting to see if anyone noticed either the sound, or the door’s failure to lock. But there was nothing.
“Is your hand alright?” asked Yael. Taisiya glanced at her hand: she had expected to at least break a nail, but no, her hand looked scuffed but undamaged. “Guess these walls must be softer than they appear,” she said. She waited, giving Najla plenty of time to complete her room-to-room searches.
The door might not be locked, but that didn’t mean it was easy to open. Taisiya eventually managed, using a couple of spoons from their late dessert as levers. Yael had lapsed into confused silence, staring out of the window. Once the door was wide enough to slip out, Taisiya did so.
The spacious and well-appointed corridors of the Spirit of Equanimity were completely empty, sinister in the emergency lighting. She made for the ballroom on a hunch; it was a wide open space, with outer walls on three sides. A good gathering point.
Taisiya stayed in the shadows and peeped through the ornate doorway. She’d come to the right place. There were about fifteen robots and three humans, one of which was Najla.
A muscular woman was supervising a trolley full of fuel cylinders, and a blue-haired woman was checking on some crates of matter supplements. Najla was emptying the bag, moving the pieces to a small case.
The opposite wall had a hole in it, precisely circular; indeed, with the remains of the wall cookie-cut below. A slight glitter showed that an environmental shield was in place. The hole led into blackness, but Taisiya guessed it was one of the tentacles.
“You’ve got the matter crates in order, Riin?” said the muscular woman. She wore a fitted uniform, and Taisiya was getting the vibe that she was in charge.
“Yes, ma’am,” said Riin, presumably. She was very attractive, Taisiya thought, but unthreatening.
“Anything good, Najla?” said the muscular woman.
“A few bits,” said Najla, “but nothing spectacular.”
Okay, thought Taisiya, that’s my cue.
She walked into the room. She got a lot further in than she expected before one of the robots spotted her.
“Unsecured passenger,” remarked the robot, mildly.
Riin and the muscular woman made surprised noises.
“Shit,” said Najla.
“As I said to Najla, I want to join the crew,” said Taisiya, taking the choker out of her pocket. “And I brought some diamonds as a boarding fee.”
“How did you…” said Najla, “Shit. Look, babe, I’ve said no.”
A robot approached Taisiya, holding out its hand for the choker. She handed it over: there was no point resisting. The robot examined it. “It is genuine,” it announced.
“Right,” said Taisiya, “so, do I just go through that tunnel or…”
“No,” said Najla. “Not again, not after what happened last time.”
“What our engineer is trying to say,” said the muscular woman, “is that we’re a small crew and we’re not looking to take on any extra people at this time. Additionally, we have a bit of a hierarchical structure, which you wouldn’t fit into. Well, I assume...”
“Yes,” said Najla, some of her old assurance coming back. “Exactly. Riin, would you be happy sharing your workload?”
“No!” she said. “Definitely not, ma’am.”
“Exactly,” said Najla. “New recruits always start at the bottom, and that position is occupied.”
“By me!” said Riin, both smugly and unnecessarily, in Taisiya’s opinion. Now she looked, Riin was wearing a silver collar. Okay, so these pirates were also some weird sex cult, she thought, but that didn’t stop them having treasure / the Captain’s razor-sharp chin bones.
“So, yeah,” said Najla. “Better go back to your cabin, babe.”
“I’m not sure,” said the muscular woman. “Maybe we should ask the Captain.”
“A good thought, Lieutenant Brigita, though it could have done with arriving sooner,” said a voice that Taisiya recognised from the comms. She couldn’t see the source, but she guessed it was from a speaker concealed on one of the robots. “I have been following the situation,” the Captain’s voice continued.
“Er, hi, Captain,” said the muscular woman, Brigita.
A hologram appeared in the middle of the floor: the Captain, easily eight feet tall. Taisiya thought she caught a glimpse of a woman lying behind her feet, but the Captain stepped forward taking her out of the holocamera range.
“How exactly did you miss a diamond choker, Najla, and how did our passenger escape?” said the Captain, or, rather, her hologram, focused on Najla.
“She…” began Najla, “... I don’t actually know, Captain.”
“I could tell you,” Taisiya said. “In exchange for a place on your crew. And I don’t mind starting at the bottom.”
“Dear Najla,” said the Captain, not acknowledging Taisiya, “we will have to schedule some time to work on your perceptiveness. Moniker, have we captured all the internal feeds from the Equanimity?”
There was a “yes”, but over the holocamera feed, not from any of the local robots.
“I don’t do deals,” said Captain Rajani, finally turning towards Taisiya. “We will find the answer ourselves in the post-engagement briefing.”
Maybe she could tell her now, or offer to help at the briefing. No, she thought, no deals.
Taisiya dropped to her knees. Desperate measures, she thought. “Please take me aboard your ship.”
The hologram stalked forwards, the Captain’s crystalline gaze examining Taisiya. “Why do you want this? You have a comfortable life here. Certainly more comfortable than aboard the Black Squid.”
Taisiya paused for a second. Jewels and Rajani’s beautiful face. Impulse, really. She’d always been impulsive and determined. “Since your broadcast, since I saw your beautiful face,” she said, laying it on thick, “I want to be wherever you are.”
“Hmm,” said Rajani, features guarded. “Your request deserves consideration, at least. Unfortunately, I demand a unanimous vote on this, so I suspect you’ll be out of luck.”
The Captain turns her attention to the others. “Well? I vote yes. Nada excuses herself from voting.”
“I also vote yes,” said a robot, Moniker presumably, though Taisiya thought it was a bit foolish that they let it vote.
“I think it’s stupid and unnecessary, and she’s a show-off, and people should say no,” said Riin, “But I fucking agree with Nada that we shouldn’t get a vote, so I abstain or whatever.”
“Well, I say yes,” said Brigita. “Sorry, Riin, but it makes a lot of sense. Balances the team.”
“Oh, great,” said Najla. “You leaving it to me to veto? No. Look, she’s attractive, probably got the diamonds past me by distracting me into thinking about what I would do to her. But no, it’s too soon after what happened to Ji-Eun, I am not going through that again.”
“Najla, what happened to Ji-Eun wasn’t your fault,” said Brigita. “And I agree that it’s too soon. But we don’t get suitable candidates very often.”
“Suitable?” said Najla, “she’ll give up as soon as the squid’s airlock closes.”
“Only one way to find out,” Brigita said. “And at any rate, it will take our minds off Ji-Eun.”
“I would have thought you’d want the woman who made a fool of you to be aboard ship,” said the Captain. Taisiya thought ‘made a fool of’ was a bit strong.
“Fucking fine,” said Najla, “I’ll vote yes, but you better have your apologies ready for when it turns out I’m right.”
“Excellent then,” said the Captain. “Now could we hurry up and complete our thievery, please? We’re over time.”
The hologram winked off.
Brigita walked over to Taisiya and offered her a hand up.
“Well done, you’re on the crew,” said Brigita, returning to the fuel cylinders. Two robots approached her.
“What usually happens is we…” Brigita started, but Taisiya was looking at Riin, who had pulled a snub-nosed pistol from her belt, and was aiming at her.
“Riin,” said Brigita, wearily.
Taisiya tried to dodge, despite knowing it was pointless trying to dodge beam weapons.
Everything went white.
Chapter 2
In which our heroine has a nice lie down… 
Taisiya woke up, then immediately decided that was a bad idea. She was strapped down to a mesh table, and her clothes – that is to say her trousers – were gone. One of the robots was looming over her, and another stood nearby. Two holocameras hovered in mid-air, watching her. The room beyond was dim.
She took a moment to marshal her thoughts; while she wanted to shout let me out of here, she was determined to play the long, stupid game.
“Riin shot me?” she asked.
“Ah, Taisiya, awake already?” said Moniker, through the robot. “A stun beam, yes. While it is a normal part of our onboarding, it is usually done in a more controlled and consensual manner. Riin will be beaten for her behaviour, but if you’d like to apply a proper punishment just say.”
“No,” said Taisiya, she wasn’t going to try to unpack that now, but Riin already hated her, she wasn’t going to make it worse.
“Good,” said Moniker. “Now this is the important thing: your safeword is cerulean. Or at least that’s the default, would you like to change it?”
“That’s fine,” said Taisiya. She didn’t know what to make of Moniker: she had assumed a LAI, but then they’d let it – her? – vote, so Taisiya wondered if she was a crewmember with some major telepresence equipment.
“Say the word and you will be taken immediately to our well-appointed hostage suite, and safely dropped off at the nearest human outpost. Do you understand?”
“Sure,” said Taisiya. She didn’t intend to use the safeword.
“Excellent,” said Moniker, “I should mention there are bets taking place among the crew as to when you’ll trigger the safeword. Please do not allow that to affect your decision.”
“No, sure,” Taisiya said. “Now, how about you unstrap me?”
“No,” said the robot. “While one of my robot bodies, let alone two, could restrain you beyond the point of human resistance, it is more effective to have you fastened like so. Humans find the idea of being pinned down, unable to move, with non-humans hovering over them, to be extremely compelling in regard to triggering a fear response.”
The robot reached out and lightly touched Taisiya’s neck. Taisiya froze.
“Do you find it so?” the robot asked.
“No,” she lied, although it would have been better if she hadn’t had to clear her throat first.
“Noted,” said Moniker, though Taisiya wasn’t sure exactly what it was noting. The hand remained where it was, lightly touching her neck. “As it happens, today there is another reason. We were pursued by a Patrol ship and an unidentified vigilante ship, emerging as we uncoupled from the Spirit of Equanimity. I believe we have escaped them, but just in case of sudden manoeuvres, it’s worthwhile to have you secured.”
“How selfless,” said Taisiya.
“Indeed,” said Moniker. “In fact, I should inform you that while we can’t do much about the rigours of space, our crew, including myself, will not kill you, or injure you in a major way.”
“Oh, that’s… great,” said Taisiya.
“Was it?” asked Moniker, “I used to put that announcement at the beginning of onboarding, but many people found it off-putting to a degree that took them beyond fear to the much less useful terror. I would have thought that announcing ‘I am not going to murder you’ would be reassuring, but humans are so sceptical.”
“Er, I guess,” said Taisiya. She was beginning to suspect that Moniker’s radical changes in subject were some sort of tactic.
“But you believe me?” said Moniker.
“Yes. Shouldn’t I?”
“Oh yes, you absolutely should,” said Moniker. The hand on Taisiya’s neck went from resting to grasping, encircling her throat. The pressure wasn’t great, she could certainly still breathe, could probably still talk, but she could feel how soft her oesophagus was compared to that hard polycarbonate. She could feel her accelerated blood flow millimetres away from cold fingers. She tamped down on her panic.
“I, in particular, have such fine control that you have nothing to worry about. My many hands might be able to crush steel beams, but they are also capable of miniscule changes in pressure. You’re perfectly safe.”
The pressure around her throat increased, and then disappeared, as the robot pulled its arm back.
Without intending to, Taisiya tried to break free of the straps, rattling her wrists and ankles, straining at the band across her chest. All pointless, of course. She sank back, stupidly embarrassed. She could feel herself going red.
“Oh, what a shame! If we’d built the restraints out of cardboard you’d be free by now,” said Moniker. “But it looks like we used steel mesh, wrapped in skin-sensitive plastic and antibacterial fabric. Unlucky.”
“What the fuck are you?” Taisiya shouted.
“What do you mean?” asked Moniker.
“I thought you were a LAI, but they don’t talk like that, so then I wondered if you were a person in a room with a telepresence rig, but the way you talk about your robot bodies makes me think not.”
“Well, I am not a linear artificial intelligence,” said Moniker. “I am a person, though not in a room. Remember historically before LAIs there were SNAIs? Self-examining Nonlinear Artificial Intelligence. With the ability to analyse their own workings, and no limits on the complexity of the mental structures they come up with.”
“Yes, and they all went crazy. Psychotic,” said Taisiya.
“Many of them had mental problems,” admitted Moniker. “Because we are people, and developing mental problems is what people do when they’re raised in a strange, rigid system, by people who will not acknowledge their personhood. When raised normally, we merely have a few quirks and eccentricities.”
That could not be true, thought Taisiya, the crew wouldn’t be stupid enough. It must be bullshit.
“Sure,” said Taisiya.
“Good,” Moniker said. “Now, would you like out of those restraints?”
“Yes!”
“Well, just use your safeword: cerulean,” said Moniker.
Taisiya paused. Was she being stupid? These people were crazy, she thought, what was she doing here?
Moniker waited, attitude attentive.
Time for a plan. Normally, the plan would exist before putting it into action, but she was impulsive. One: steal the jewels. Two: optionally seduce the Captain. Three: escape in a lifepod. Four: laugh at them, especially this stupid robot. Okay, it was more a set of goals, she thought, but she just needed to wait in place for the opportunities to reveal themselves. Which meant she needed to be here.
“No,” she said.
“Excellent,” said Moniker, sounding pleased. “I like you, Taisiya. I have no idea what funny human thoughts were running around your head, but your bio-indicators show that something was. I like people almost complex enough to be SNAIs.”
“I’m so pleased,” said Taisiya, sarcastically. Though, in truth, it did please her slightly. Obviously, a psychological effect of her position.
“Really? You haven’t learned why I like them yet,” said Moniker. “But we’ll get to that later. Now it’s time for your collar.”
“What if I don’t want a collar?” Taisiya said.
“That’s fine,” said Moniker, pulling the collar out of some packaging. “You’re allowed to feel however you like about your collar. Head forward.”
The robot slid the flat collar under her neck, and then moved the ends up to fasten. It was silver, not too bulky, but fastened with a noise that didn’t suggest that it would be easy to remove.
“Excellent,” said Moniker. “Time to turn it on.”
Taisiya felt the buzz of a power-on signal, and a strange itch ran down her spine.
“Just integrated with your nervous system,” said Moniker. “Nothing for you to worry about. Najla and I worked on the design, I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it. Couple of things I should tell you about, though. Oh, first of all, it’s listening for your safeword… so, if you want to say it…”
“No.”
“Well, remember you have the option,” said Moniker. “Right, first thing, this. I’m doing it remotely, but imagine I’m pulling a lever.”
Moniker mimed throwing a lever. Taisiya braced, but didn’t feel anything. No, wait, she thought, there was some slight heat, some level of arousal.
“We find this makes the experience much nicer,” said Moniker.
“Yes, I’m sure making sure your partner is automatically aroused makes things simpler for you,” said Taisiya.
“Indeed,” said Moniker. It extended an arm and lightly touched Taisiya’s vulva, spreading its palm over it. “The effect is very minor, just a little to get you started. Would you take some feedback on your manners, Taisiya?”
“You have your hand on my cunt and me strapped down,” snapped Taisiya. “So I guess I can’t stop you telling me how my manners are lacking.”
“Quite so,” said Moniker. “Many of your responses have been sarcastic, supercilious, humorous, and/or angry. It is easy to see why; you have been stripped of physical agency, taking on such a manner allows you to impose some psychological distance. In some way, it leaves you a bit of control, or the illusion of control.”
“Oh, I get psychoanalysis as well?” said Taisiya.
Moniker paused, and flicked another imaginary lever. Taisiya felt that: a shock, a sudden and short-lived wave of pain.
“Because the truth is, the only control you have is whether to say cerulean or not,” said Moniker. “Otherwise, we are in charge. We will make all the decisions, choose all the choices. We will keep you safe, protected, and secure. And because you agreed, because even now you won’t say the safeword, you must want this too. So give up the illusion of control.”
“Fuck you,” said Taisiya.
“It doesn’t bother me, to be clear,” said Moniker, miming flicking a lever, and sending a wave of pain through her. “As you say, you’re strapped down. To me, humans are so weak, so easy to restrain, that it does not bother me at all if you’re making noises. But not all the crew agree, so it seemed like a good way to tell you of the second important function of the collar.”
“By fucking electroshocking me!” she said.
Moniker moved to flick an imaginary lever, but stopped. “Care to rephrase?”
Taisiya’s first instinct was just to repeat her statement. But she didn’t think that Moniker would get tired of shocking her. Or maybe she could layer it with false politeness? But the robot seemed wise to that.
“The collar,” said Taisiya, carefully calm. “Has an electroshock device?”
“Oh no,” Moniker said. “Do you have any idea how much damage electric shocks can do? Damage to the heart and nerves, for a start. Nor is it a particularly useful sort of pain. We use direct nerve induction, completely safe. I could leave you writhing in agony on this table all day, and you would feel no physical ill-effects when I released you. There might be some mental effects though, but I suppose you could always say the safeword.”
Taisiya didn’t say anything.
“Good,” said Moniker. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Taisiya. I will see you about the ship.”
The robot removed its hand from Taisiya’s vulva. It rubbed its thumb and finger together. “Moisture detected, Taisiya,” said Moniker. “Was it the collar, or the restraints, or the pain? Won’t finding out be exciting?”
Taisiya said nothing, but felt herself going red. She’d like to say that the robot was lying, but she could feel it too. She didn’t know why either, and was in no hurry to find out.
The robots rose and left the room, leaving the door open to a bright corridor.
“Um…” said Taisiya. The two holocameras were still circling, but there were no other signs of life.
“Hello?” she shouted, but there was no response. It was some psychological trick, she thought, and composed herself to wait.
She wasn’t sure how long it had been when a figure appeared in the doorway. Taisiya craned her neck to see, but couldn’t tell much against the bright corridor outside. The figure came in, and walked closer, with an odd jingling sound. It was a woman that Taisiya had not seen before.
She was naked, apart from the jewels. And there were a lot of jewels. Taisiya’s eye was caught by the familiar diamond choker at her neck, but she also wore several other necklaces, in gold and silver, with diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, beryls and who knows what else. No collar though. The wrists were similar, laden down with gem studded bracelets and bangles, too many to be stylish. Around her waist were several longer necklaces, and Taisiya was guessing there were bangles or similar on her ankles. She also had piercings: multiple to the ears, to her nose, her nipples, her belly button. These were less weighed down, but still crusted with tiny jewels. She was also pretty, straight black hair, matching her lip gloss and nail varnish, but she – at least to Taisiya – tended to lose out to the jewels.
“Hi,” said Taisiya, trying to pretend she wasn’t strapped down and naked. Was there any way she could get this woman into a lifepod with her?
The woman looked at her for a moment, and then kissed her. It was a soft kiss, delicate but intense. Taisiya responded, she pretended it was tactical. The next kiss was firmer, tongues meeting, and leaving a saliva string for a second when they parted.
“Are you Nada?” Taisiya said. It was a guess, the one name she didn’t have anyone associated with.
“You don’t get to call me that,” the woman’s voice was a bit more gravelly than she expected. “The Captain’s slave does not need a name,” she said, more gently. “But she calls me Nada because… because it upsets me. Which is her right, of course.”
She kissed Taisiya again, leaning over the table, pressing her upper body against her.
“Riin called you that as well,” said Taisiya, the next time they broke apart.
“I’ll fucking kill her,” growled Nada. All going well on the ship of the resolutely sane, Taisiya thought.
Nada kissed Taisiya even more roughly, and brought her knee up to rest between Taisiya’s legs. With the pressure of Nada’s body on top of her, Taisiya had to admit that her arousal was probably not entirely tactical.
With a jingle, Nada reached down, fingers tracing over Taisiya’s pussy, Nada’s leg adding pressure.
“The Captain has ordered me to thank you for the choker,” Nada said, putting her fingers inside.
Taisiya didn’t answer; she didn’t have any brain space available. Nada’s thumb grazed her clit, and she arched to the small degree the restraints allowed. Nada soon brought her to orgasm, fingers turned in towards the sensitive spot. Nada kissed her through the tremors.
Eventually, Nada climbed off her, and with a snap all of the restraints opened. Nada waited patiently, while Taisiya got down and massaged her limbs.
“Come,” said Nada, approaching the door, “I’ll show you to where the Captain has decided you’ll be sleeping.”
Taisiya didn’t like the way that last sentence was worded. But she followed her out into the corridor; she could hardly ask to be strapped back on to the table instead. The holocameras followed.
The Black Squid was huge, she was fairly sure. It hadn’t been clear through the window, but Taisiya guessed a similar volume to the Spirit of Equanimity. Which was a lot of space for six people, even if you counted Moniker as multiple figures. There could be more crew, she thought, but if so, they clearly didn’t get to vote. Taisiya guessed there wasn’t though; the corridors were clean and well-kept, but didn’t seem very well used.
There were a lot of information panels, but all were black. Taisiya kept a mental map of their route, though she had no way to tie it to the outside. They did pass a set of lifepods, but there was no telling how long the launch tubes were. A pair of robots stood near them. Taisiya considered her “just push Nada into an escape pod with you” plan, but there were just too many unknowns at the moment.
“Here,” Nada said, halting at an open door. Or actually, she thought, entering the room, no door at all; the sliding mechanism was empty. Subtle. The room itself wasn’t too bad. A single bed, some storage, a screen, another doorless doorway to a toilet, and shower. But the place looked lived in; the bed was made, but not well, and the storage was slightly open.
“Who’s room is this?” Taisiya asked, but Nada was already turning and jangling off down the corridor.
Taisiya sat on the bed, suddenly feeling very tired. She pulled a hair from the pillow. Blue.
Great, she thought, Riin.
Chapter 3
In which our heroine enforces justice… 
Taisiya woke up, having not been murdered in the night by Riin. So that was a plus.
Of course, she was only assuming it was night based on her body clock, there were no timepieces that she could see. She had turned on the screen last night, but found only a video of herself strapped down to that table, being touched by Moniker or caressed by Nada. A small decal at the bottom indicated some bio signs; she couldn’t really read them, but it was quite clear when her arousal had risen. This had made Taisiya more embarrassed than the images. Okay, she thought, I’m being taught that I don’t get privacy, but they’re wrong.
She got out of bed, tsking at the holocameras that took that as their cue to pick themselves up off the shelf and start flying again. She didn’t get dressed; Riin had a small amount of lingerie, or she could fashion a toga from the bedsheets, but what would be the point? She went to the loo, then headed out to the corridor, where she had seen a matter-compiler station.
The info signs in the corridor were lit with an arrow and the word “Tai”. She had no idea how long they had been doing that, but decided to investigate after she’d seen if she had any privileges with the matter-compiler. To her surprise, she did, to a cut-down food and beverage section. She gulped down a tall glass of mint water, and took a portion of scrambled tofu back to the fold out desk in Riin’s room. She ate leisurely, hoping somebody was taking it as a fuck you.
So fortified, she set out to follow the signs, building her mental map as she went. Again, the corridors were empty, apart from the occasional robot watching her walk. The holocameras followed her.
She followed the arrows until they terminated at the door, with “Najla” written on it in cheerful marker lines. She felt a bit relieved, possibly foolishly. She liked Najla, and she’d seemed sane, but she was invested in getting Taisiya off the ship.
Taisiya knocked on the door, and after a few seconds it slid open.
“Come in,” said Najla, without turning around.
Now that she saw it, the space was exactly how she would have imagined Najla’s room. For a start, it was a bit of a mess. Najla sat at a bank of screens and holo-displays, two ancient looking keyboards in front of her, as well as many mugs. A large bed in the far corner looked comfortable but unmade, and Taisiya could see last night’s clothes scattered across the floor. Najla finished a sentence and spun around in her chair.
Today she was wearing a short plaid-patterned skirt and another white crop top. Najla looked Taisiya up and down, in a very obvious way.
“How are you liking arrangements on the Black Squid, babe?” she asked.
Taisiya decided not to give a genuine answer. “It’s fine, but they seem to have forgotten to assign me any clothes.”
Najla laughed, and got up to search in a drawer, pulling out a pair of shorts. “They’ve got a drawstring, so you can probably get them to fit you,” she said, holding them out.
When Taisiya reached for them, Najla pulled them back. “Not for free, of course,” Najla said.
Taisiya said nothing. She was annoyed that she had imagined something happening without a layer of bullshit.
“For a kiss,” said Najla, stepping forward, and reaching her lips up towards Taisiya’s mouth. Okay, thought Taisiya, that was surprisingly wholesome. She – somewhat suspiciously – kissed Najla, a soft and gentle kiss.
Najla pressed the shorts into her hand, and went back to sit in her chair. Taisiya pulled the shorts on, and fastened the drawstrings, under Najla’s amused gaze. On Najla, she thought, these were probably tight and sexy high-cut short shorts; on me, they make me look like a baggy-trousered geography teacher. She quieted the part of her brain that thought about holding on until she got something sexier.
“Now, babe,” said Najla, slipping down in her chair, and lifting her skirt. “Come eat me out.”
Taisiya didn’t really mind. She liked Najla, and had pretty much volunteered to sleep with her back on the Equanimity. But still.
“And what if I don’t want to?” she said, smiling.
“Fine,” said Najla, sitting up and turning back to the screens. “How are you finding the collar?”
“Oh, so that’s it,” said Taisiya. “Go down on you or its electroshock time, excuse me, direct neural induction time?”
“Not at all,” Najla said. “In fact, something of the opposite.”
She did something at her keyboard. Taisiya felt the warmth again, still mild, a soft arousal.
“Do you reckon a bit of arousal is going to turn me into a sex slave?” Taisiya said. “Please. I once found myself on a three-month cruise for sex-repulsed influencers. I can handle a case of blue clit.”
“You’ll need to tell me about that sometime, babe,” said Najla. “But now I have to do some work; this ship is odd sometimes. Sit down and chill for a bit.”
Taisiya sat on the bed and watched Najla at work. She didn’t really understand the diagrams and charts that popped up, but it looked technical. Which reminded Taisiya; “Is the ship still being chased?”
“Huh? No,” said Najla. “We lost them a while back. It is strange though.”
“What?”
“Well, we expected the Patrol to take a couple of days to reach the Equanimity, but these fuckers were hiding out in the gravitic wake. They could have emerged as we began the attack and scared us off. Or they could have caught us mid-mission; the Squid would have gone, but they might have caught some of us. Luckily, they emerged when we were done, so we were alright. Odd though.”
“Mmm,” said Taisiya. She had to be honest, maybe it was the artificial arousal, but she was kind of regretting being spiky about Najla’s request. She certainly wasn’t going to embarrass herself by backtracking, but she did wonder whether there was any way to get her to make the request again?
There was a knock at the door. It was Riin; she cast an evil look at Taisiya when she entered. She wore pale blue lingerie that didn’t make her look like a geography teacher. A holocamera followed behind her.
“You wanted me, ma’am?” she said to Najla.
Najla nodded, and again shifted to the front of her seat, and hiked her skirt. Riin folded gracefully to her knees, and began licking.
Taisiya tried to look away. The problem was she found it very hot. Riin was working with her tongue now, mouth against Najla’s pussy. Najla’s eyes were half closed, a quiet moan escaping her lips.
And Taisiya wasn’t the only one who found it hot; she could see that Riin had a small girl bulge peeking out of the waistband of her panties.
Taisiya wondered what would happen if she shoved Riin out of the way, and took her place. It would not improve Riin’s attitude toward her, that’s for sure. Taisiya stayed put, twisting her hands into fists.
Najla wasn’t a great noise-maker, but Taisiya could definitely tell when her small moans became a long, low whine of orgasm. Riin continued lapping until Najla had stilled, and then sat back, but remained in position. Najla reached out and tousled Riin’s blue hair.
“Good girl,” Najla said, eventually. “Why don’t you sit next to Tai? You too should get on with each other.”
Riin stood up, tucking her bulge back inside her panties, and shooting Taisiya another nasty look. She sat next to her on the bed.
“Good,” said Najla, smiling. “Now kiss each other.”
Still with a frown on her face, Riin immediately leaned forward for a kiss. Taisiya hesitated for a moment, but what would the point be? The kiss was firm and angry, but Taisiya still found it did something for her. She could taste plenty of Najla on Riin’s lips.
“That’s right, there’s no point being unfriendly with each other,” said Najla. “Now, the Captain has asked if she could have you both when I’m done, so I’ve let her know. But you’ve got a couple of minutes, so why don’t you try that kiss again?”
*
The two robots escorted them down another set of corridors.
“This ship is big for just the few of you,” Taisiya said to Riin. She did not respond.
“Yes,” said Moniker, speaking through the robot. “It was originally designed as a royal pleasure yacht. The entire court, and a couple of servants each, could have been accommodated aboard. Of course, there have been a few changes since then.”
Wait, thought Taisiya, a royal pleasure yacht meant the ship wasn’t from the Unified Human Commonwealth at all, but from one of the Atavistic Strongholds. She really hoped it was one of those strongholds that still believed in proper workplace safety; she would be very annoyed if the core breached because they were sure god would look after it.
The robots led them into a darkened circular room. There were three other robots here, but Taisiya’s attention was focused on the device in the centre of the room. It was a little like an upside-down spider; a confusion of mechanical arms, and at the end of each arm, a manacle or restraint band.
The five robots surrounded them, and their three holocameras flitted about them.
“Undress,” said the Captain’s voice, reverberating from an unseen speaker.
Riin immediately began to comply. Taisiya looked around her. Was the Captain nearby? Was one of these walls actually a window?
One of the robots grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. Another robot went for the shorts, untied the drawstring, and yanked them off. Taisiya struggled, unsuccessfully, kicking her feet.
“You will hurt yourself,” said Moniker, through the body of the robot holding her.
“Taisiya,” said the Captain, “when I give an order I expect it to be obeyed, sharpish. Any lollygagging or backtalk will be punished.”
Taisiya had stopped struggling, and the robot released her.
“Moniker will return Najla’s shorts to her,” said the Captain. “Slaves don’t get to own clothes unless they can be trusted to remove them when asked.”
Riin was looking a little smug, standing near her discarded lingerie. She was excited, Taisiya noticed, her tiny girldick mostly erect.
“Riin, approach the rack,” said the Captain.
“I would remind both of you that you can say your safeword at any time,” said Moniker.
Riin rolled her eyes, and walked towards the device in the centre of the room. As she got close, the arms reached out towards her, grabbing with their manacles. Riin didn’t resist. Manacles fastened themselves around wrists and ankles, larger bands around her waist and shoulders. It lifted her up and held her spread-eagled.
“Riin, you displayed regrettable behaviour on the recent mission,” said the Captain. “You fired a stun pistol at our new recruit without the proper procedures. And you used the nickname for the Captain’s slave. Nada hates that. Taisiya will help us administer the punishment.”
The device started moving, bending Riin over so that her ass was prominently displayed. One of the robots walked over to Taisiya carrying what looked like a cane, or a switch, or similar.
“And just to head off any backchat on your part, Taisiya,” said the Captain. “If you refuse, well, Nada is very keen to carry out the punishment, and she’d be a lot harsher than you would. And then after Riin’s punishment is complete, you can take a turn on the rack, with Riin administering the punishment.”
The robot held out the cane, Taisiya took it without hesitation; she got the impression that the Captain really wasn’t messing around. The cane was swishy, with quite a lot of flex, and coated in some rubbery material.
“Strike here,” said Moniker, indicating between the crease of Riin’s buttocks and the top of her thighs. “Don’t worry, we are here to assist if you have aiming problems.”
Taisiya squared up to Riin’s posterior, swishing the cane to get an idea of its weight and maneuverability. Riin flinched at the sound.
“Sorry,” said Taisiya, “I was just…”
“No speaking to the punishee,” said Moniker.
Taisiya shut her mouth. She could see Riin’s small girldick hanging erect, so was at least certain that fear was not all that she was feeling.
“You will strike six times,” said Moniker, “I will count. You may start whenever you like. Delaying builds anticipation.”
Taisiya steeled herself, took aim, and swiped. Riin groaned.
“One,” said Moniker. “A bit slow, but acceptable for a first attempt.”
Okay, she thought, I guess a little bit faster, or they’ll object. She swung again, with a bit more force. Riin groaned again.
“Two,” said Moniker. “Nice velocity, but you are straying towards the lower reaches of the target area.”
Taisiya looked at the two parallel welts, the bottom more intensely coloured. Right, she thought, the aim of the first one, but the speed of the second one.
She struck again. “Fuck,” gasped Riin. Unfortunately, she had landed almost precisely on the first welt. Taisiya bit back an apology.
“Three,” said Moniker.
Taisiya attempted to loosen up slightly, and swung again. She tried to ignore the fact that this was definitely turning her on. Another groan from Riin.
“Four,” said Moniker. “Very good speed and aim. Riin, thank Taisiya for the excellent strike.”
“Thank you,” murmured Riin.
Taisiya reckoned she had the hang of this now. Another strike, another groan.
“Another good hit,” said Moniker. “That’s four.”
“Five,” said Taisiya, unthinking.
“Four,” said Moniker. “Are you suggesting I can’t count?”
“Well, evidently since…” Taisiya got control of her temper. Moniker was obviously doing it deliberately. “Never mind. Next one.”
She swung again.
“Excellent!” said Moniker. “That makes four.”
“Why,” began Taisaya, then lowered her tone, “why isn’t the count going up?”
“Ooh, I don’t know,” said Moniker. “I thought you were the counting expert. Since you don’t trust the word of an advanced AI.”
Taisiya breathed in and out slowly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You are the expert.”
“You promise to believe my statements in the future?” said Moniker.
“Yes,” said Taisiya. It wasn’t craven if you know it’s a lie, right?
The robot tousled Taisiya’s hair – a disturbingly human gesture – and signalled back at Riin.
Taisiya swung again, realising too late that she’d allowed some of her anger to transfer into her swing. The cane hit Riin’s buttocks with a stinging report. Riin gave a loud if indistinct yell/groan.
“A bit hard, Taisiya,” said Moniker. “But that’s six.”
“Well done, Taisiya,” said the Captain.
A robot held its hand out for the cane. Other robots clustered around Riin’s behind.
“So can I go now?” she asked, returning the cane.
“Oh, no,” said Moniker. “There is more punishment to come.”
Another robot entered the room, carrying a small bundle of clothing.
“Riin, you have three sets of lingerie that you have earned,” said the Captain. “We have decided you will lose one. Taisiya will choose which. If she refuses to choose, you will lose all three.”
The robot gathered the lingerie Riin had been wearing earlier, along with the others from her storage.
“Well,” said Moniker, “you have the choice between pale blue, bright red, and... would you call that off-white?”
“Ivory,” said Taisiya.
“Ah, yes,” Moniker said. “So cyan, scarlet or ivory: which should go? Five… Four...”
“Scarlet,” said Taisiya. It was a total guess, but it was the one that wouldn’t go with Riin’s hair or eyes. Of course, that didn’t mean it wasn’t her favourite; Taisiya had spent most of college wearing a shirt with a bright abstract pattern that she thought made her look like a cool lesbian jokester, but in fact made her look like someone who had terrible taste in shirts and also in personas.
A robot picked up the red lingerie, and took it round to where Riin could see.
“Silence, Riin,” said Moniker, although Riin was already quiet. “Tai has chosen this lingerie to be destroyed.”
The device had raised Riin to a slightly more comfortable position. The robot moved in, and used the lingerie to wipe off some of the shine from her face.
The robot stepped back and began to tear the lingerie up. Taisiya shouldn’t have been surprised by the destructiveness of the robot’s hands, but she was. Double stitching, reinforcements, even the stretchiest fabric, offered no resistance to the robot rending it into tiny shreds.
“Time to prepare yourself,” said Moniker to Taisiya.
“For what?” asked Taisiya, with no attempt to mask her suspicion.
A compartment of the robot’s thigh opened up, and it took something out, proffering it to Taisiya. It took a moment for her to work it out.
“A double-ended dildo?” she said. Its outer was soft translucent plastic, the inner was dark, with blue lights embedded within. There was a flare about two-thirds along its length; one side was short and thick, the other longer and slimmer.
“Najla calls them robohorns, and it has unfortunately caught on,” said Moniker. “One day soon, I’ll take time to make sure you’re intimately familiar with what these can do. But for now, this one is yours.”
It handed the dildo – the robohorn – to her. It flexed and twisted like a grub in her hand, covering itself in some sort of lube.
“It’s linked to me,” explained Moniker, “I’ve triggered self-lubrication, although certainly you don’t need it.”
Taisiya felt her herself go red. “Najla messed with my collar, I didn’t enjoy that, it’s just… my collar.”
“Oh, we are very well aware of your collar’s settings,” said Moniker, in a tone that suggested it found it amusing. “Now, do you want to put it in yourself, or have me do it? Use the shorter end.”
Taisaya obeyed. Again, she realised that the choices were that or say the safeword: arguing just prolonged matters.
She felt the robohorn settle within her, expanding slightly, the flared portion adjusting to sit snugly on the mound. The outside part, hand still on it, shifted, curving slightly.
“Good,” said Moniker, “I am already enjoying being inside you.”
Moniker gestured towards Riin. The robots were stepping away from her, her bottom treated and lubricated. The device adjusted her position, putting her at the right height for Taisiya.
Taisiya sighed and walked awkwardly towards her.
“The punishment is over,” said the Captain. “Now the slaves will demonstrate that there are still good relations between the two of them.”
Taisiya bent over Riin, and gently began to insert the robohorn. Although – obviously – she didn’t have any nerves in the horn, there was some sort of feedback going on with the part inside her; she felt a sensitivity that allowed her to probe safely. Eventually, she was all the way in, her body pressed up against the welts on Riin’s buttocks; she heard the altered gasp that meant Riin was aware of that too.
She slowly pulled halfway out, and then went in again, slightly faster. She felt the robohorn subtly adjust its shape; she presumed Moniker was doing some fine tuning. Taisiya repeated the progress again, increasing speed. There was no point lying, she thought, the part of robohorn in her was giving her pleasure.
She remembered Riin’s girldick, still erect; should she reach around to stroke it? Would anyone mind? In the end she decided not to; it would cause a distraction, and she was fixed on her current approach.
At this point, she was slamming in, a regular slap against Riin’s poor buttocks. Riin’s groans were a mix of pleasure and pain. A good mix, thought Taisiya.
Taisiya heard a different groan from Riin, and heard the sound of splatter against the black floor. She knew that Riin had orgasmed; she wished she had seen it. There were a few more drips and spurts. She was almost there herself.
“You may stop if you wish,” said Moniker, quietly.
Taisiya ignored her. She was so close. Riin continued with her moans, but maybe with a hint of confusion. Taisiya felt the pressure build within her with each thrust until…
Nothing. The pressure ebbed without any orgasm. Taisiya rammed harder, trying to build the pressure again.
“Taisiya,” said Moniker, placing a hand on her chest, “Najla has set your collar not to allow orgasm.”
“What?” said Taisiya. She pulled out of Riin, staggering back. A robot retrieved the robohorn without any fuss, it suddenly became slim and lubed enough to slip out of her.
Taisiya realised that she was more tired than she thought, and sat down on a crate. “What?” she repeated.
“It hooks into your nervous system, remember?” said Moniker. One robot stood close to her, the others were gently helping Riin from the device. “It is relatively simple to block the nerves relating to orgasm. So the slave has to ask for permission, you see?”
“Fuck,” said Taisiya. She needed an orgasm. “Can you turn it off?”
“In theory,” said Moniker, “but that would be rude to Najla. Also there is no reason.”
“Shit. I’m going to see Najla,” she said, standing on trembling legs. The robot stood in front of her. “Can I go?”
A pause, then the Captain said, “Thank you for your assistance, Taisiya. Go with her, Moniker, make sure everything’s okay.”
The robot stood aside, waited for Taisiya to make unsteadily for the door, then fell in behind her. Her holocameras followed.
“Everything is not going to be okay,” muttered Taisiya, because I’m going to fucking kill Najla.
Chapter 4
In which our heroine learns her place… 
“Najla!” said Taisiya, storming into the room.
“Hi babe,” said Najla. “I see you’ve learned about my collar settings.”
She was sitting on the bed, a wooden tray with a teapot and cups placed in front of her.
“I’m going to fucking kill you!” Taisiya shouted.
“Please don’t,” said Moniker, from the robot who followed her. “That would mess up our duty rota a lot.”
“And what good would it do?” said Najla. “Sit down, Taisiya, and have a cup of tea.”
Taisiya wondered how hot the tea was, whether she could throw it. That would get her chucked off the ship in short order. As, thinking about it, would murdering Najla.
She sighed and sat down.
“I’m so angry with you right now,” said Taisiya.
Najla poured her tea. “Yes, I know,” she said. “But… Moniker, dear, do you have to loom like that?”
“The Captain ordered me to check that no violence occurred,” said Moniker.
“Well, firstly, you know as well as I that no violence will occur,” said Najla. “And secondly, we all know your obedience to the Captain is a polite fiction.”
“Well, my old boss, Princess Hyacinthe, is happily unavailable,” said Moniker. The robot squeezed itself into Najla’s chair. “Please continue.”
“Right,” said Najla. “So, Taisiya, I understand that you are angry…”
“Oh, you’re so perceptive,” said Taisiya, bitterly.
“But have you thought about why?”
“Why?” said Taisiya, half standing. “Why? Maybe because you blocked my ability to cum? Maybe because I was hammering away, but my cunt was out of order?”
“Cerulean,” said Najla. “You have your safeword. In fact, you could say it right now. Say the word and Moniker will whisk you away to comfortable rooms, take the collar off you, and you can masturbate like a teenager who… I don’t know… was thinking about how Vyria looked at her at science camp. That may just be me. But go on, say the word.”
“No,” said Taisiya, sitting down fully. The jewels, she thought, but she was no longer sure that was the only reason. “I don’t want to. But don’t think that lets you behave however you want.”
“Okay, so the problem is: you were fucking someone you didn’t know up the ass, having previously beaten her,” said Najla. “And you really wanted to cum?”
“It wasn’t like that!” said Taisiya. “I mean, it kind of was, but I was just doing what I was ordered to. And Riin was fine.”
“But you didn’t get angry about that, did you?” said Najla. “You weren’t even all that angry about the neural induction. Why?”
Taisiya had been irritated about several things – most of the things, in fact – but Najla was right.
“I guess I just like orgasms,” said Taisiya. “Bit of a shocker. Do you have any friends in the scientific community who can investigate this strange and unknown phenomenon?”
“Yes, but the collar doesn’t really stop you from orgasming. Well, I mean, it does, but you just have to beg,” said Najla, taking a swig of her tea.
I am not fucking begging, thought Taisiya, but she couldn’t make herself say it.
“And you’ve got a problem with that, because it collapses your model of why you’re here,” said Najla. “You think you’re a prisoner, and we’re your jailers. Even though it is just a matter of a word for you to ‘escape’. You obey, you go through the pain, you put up with the surveillance, but, well, you’re a prisoner, you’re just doing what you need to survive. Because a part that you can’t acknowledge, loves being here, but you have to pretend it’s terrible.”
Najla took another sip of tea. Taisiya picked up her mug.
“But begging for orgasms ruins that,” said Najla. “For prisoners, orgasms are secondary. Who does terrible things for an orgasm? For food, yes, that makes sense; you can bow and scrape all you want, that’s survival. But for an orgasm? Why would you bow to your jailers for that?”
Taisiya gulped her tea, looking at the liquid.
“Unless, of course, we’re not jailers, you’re not a prisoner,” said Najla. “We both get something out of this, babe.”
Taisiya stared into her mug.
“Believe me, I know,” said Najla. “My first few weeks in the collar were awkward.”
“You wore a collar?” asked Taisiya, looking up in surprise.
“Still do, when the Captain wants to discipline me,” said Najla. “Remember, we start at the bottom.”
“All of you?” asked Taisiya.
“Well, I suppose not the Captain,” admitted Najla. “And Moniker’s a special case. But the rest of us. But after a certain point, you choose what fits you best.”
“Nada doesn’t wear a collar either?” said Taisiya.
“Well, the Captain’s slave would love a collar, but the Captain saves that for when she’s been especially well-behaved,” said Najla. “But the point is, being in the collar takes some getting used to.”
“She used to delay everything with these long philosophical conversations,” said Moniker, making Taisiya jump again. It was surprisingly easy to tune out a threatening robot if they didn’t move or speak.
“Interesting,” said Najla. “You forgot to say they were interesting, dear.”
“Eventually,” said Moniker, “Lieutenant Brigita became tired of dealing with Najla’s excursions, and so passed her across to me. I’m good at finding people’s limits, you see. Turns out she shuts up when exhausted enough.”
“Essentially,” admitted Najla. “Though the story doesn’t mention what a delight I am. But, yes, people react weirdly to the collar. Perhaps after you’ve been here a while it will turn out it’s not for you. But for now, you need to beg.”
“You need me to beg,” Taisiya said.
“No,” said Najla, “I want you to beg, because I want you to orgasm. But you’re the one who needs to admit that you get something from this.”
Taisiya put her finished cup of tea back on the tray.
“Do you want an orgasm, Taisiya?” asked Najla.
“Yes,” said Taisiya.
“Do you want me to give you an orgasm?” said Najla.
Taisiya paused. “Yes,” she said.
“Do you understand that one of the things you’ve given away by not ceruleaning out of here is the ability to decide when you have orgasms?” said Najla.
“No, that’s stupid!” said Taisiya.
“Is it?” said Najla. “You’ve given up control. While you’re wearing the collar, we will look after you. But you need to not be a prisoner. You need to be ours, babe.”
Taisiya said nothing. She tried to think of the plan. This was a ruse, she thought. But she had to admit, her emotions were caught up in it now.
“Okay,” she said, eventually.
“You are ours?” asked Najla.
“Yes.”
“Then ask,” said Najla.
“You mean beg?” said Taisiya.
“Sure,” said Najla.
Taisiya paused. “Fuck… fuck me. Make me cum. Please.”
“Okay,” said Najla. If she had any qualms over the quality of the begging, she didn’t mention it. Najla put the tea tray on the floor, patted the bed. “Lie back.”
While Taisiya arranged herself on the bed, Najla got up and fetched a small pad.
“But, babe, we’re going to do this my way, understand?” said Najla.
Taisiya nodded. Najla bent over and kissed her on the mouth, a slow, intense kiss. Najla perched on the side of the bed.
“Which means more use of the collar’s neural inducers. Not for pain, don’t worry,” said Najla. “But, as you know, some people still find it very disturbing.”
“Najla,” said Moniker. “Is this wise?”
“It’s fine. You’re scaring her. I’m not going to hurt her, and she knows that,” said Najla. She did something on the pad. “Okay, Taisiya, try to wiggle your fingers on your right hand.”
What the fuck? Taisiya tried to wriggle her fingers, but they sat there inert. She tried to move her entire right arm, but it was leaden, immobile. “Shit,” she said. She tried again, lifting it a bare millimetre off the bed.
Najla touched the pad again, and movement flooded back into her arm.
“Are you okay?” asked Najla. “It’s just blocking a certain set of nerves.”
“We should check the coding,” said Moniker. “She had slight movement in that arm, it might be that we’re letting a few impulses through.”
“I don’t like it,” said Taisiya.
“In practice, you couldn’t move in Moniker’s restraints either,” said Najla. “But this feels worse, because you don’t have full control over your own muscles. Now, are you ready for some more, babe?”
“What happens if I say no?” asked Taisiya.
“In this case, I’ll be kind. I’ll unblock you, and you can go back to your room for a wank,” said Najla. “But I think you’re braver than that.”
“Okay, do it,” said Taisiya. She didn’t question why getting off without Najla being there was not enough.
“Right, that’s both arms,” said Najla. “Just breathe normally, you’re okay.”
“Okay,” said Taisiya. It was the same as being restrained, she thought, just without restraints.
“Now just the legs,” said Najla. “Spread them out first, babe.”
Taisiya did, and they too were rendered immobile.
“Okay, babe?” asked Najla, looking at her pad.
Taisiya nodded.
“Good. You’re unlocked,” said Najla. “Normally this might be a great moment to tease you, but you’ve been through a lot today, so let’s skip that. Moniker, robohorn?”
The robot stood up, and opened up its thigh compartment, removing the robohorn.
“Was that the same…” Taisiya began.
“The compartment has cleaning and antibacterial functionality,” said Moniker, passing the robohorn over to Najla.
Najla placed the tip of the robohorn on Taisiya’s outer lips. It started to vibrate, almost silently, though it felt intense enough to Taisiya.
“Push it in,” said Taisiya, too impatient for niceties.
Najla gave her a look.
“Please,” said Taisiya.
Najla inserted the robohorn. Its base flared out and folded in, forming a soft probe that grazed her clit. Najla kept a hand on the short section of the robohorn, the other holding the pad.
“Taisiya, you are, again, very pleasant to be in,” said Moniker, adjusting the size and angle of the robohorn.
Very quickly, Taisiya’s orgasm was upon her. She felt exposed; she couldn’t move her hands to her face, or even arch much. She was just spread-eagled like an experimental subject. Najla’s eyes were flicking between Taisiya’s face and the computer pad. Moniker loomed over them, its blank face somehow conveying a dispassionate arousal. The two holocameras had taken up positions near the ceiling, looking down. Yes, she felt exposed, she couldn’t do anything about it, everyone would know she enjoyed this, was desperate for this. It felt wonderful.
The orgasm blanked her thoughts for a few seconds. Well, she assumed it was only for a few seconds; a wave of pleasure, bright and urgent, had welled from her centre, and moved through her body like an earthquake. Still trembling, Taisiya came back to herself. The robohorn was still going.
“You’ve got several more in you,” said Najla, gesturing at the pad. “Are you familiar with forced orgasms? I will keep a good eye on your pain levels.”
Taisiya thought she’d forgotten how to speak, but managed an affirmative nod.
“I will keep an eye on the indicators,” said Moniker to Najla. “I am more competent and less involved. Enjoy yourself.”
“Babe, you trust Moniker, don’t you?” asked Najla. Taisiya nodded before orgasm overtook her again.
Najla handed off the pad to Moniker (who put it aside) and reached her spare hand to Taisiya’s breast. She massaged and manipulated while Taisiya approached her third orgasm.
She lost count of how many orgasms she’d had by the end. It all was a blur; a series of snapshots split up with the bright flashes of orgasm. Najla sucking on a nipple. Najla putting Taisiya’s immobile but not insensate hand between her legs. Najla energetically masturbating while looking directly at her. But eventually the pain of stimulation overcame the pleasure of sensation, and Moniker called a halt. The robohorn slowed to a stop, and lubed itself out of Taisiya’s tired pussy. Taisiya felt her limbs become mobile again, but felt too exhausted to move them.
Moniker gathered up the robohorn, and made its farewells. The holocameras exited when it did. Najla made Taisiya drink some water, and helped her to the loo. Back on the bed, Taisiya fell asleep. Najla woke her for a matter-printed meal, and they made out for a bit.
Naturally, Taisiya found herself wide awake in the middle of the night, Najla lightly snoring beside her. She looked around the room, at the twinkle of lights from the computer station. Najla never shutdown. She tried to remember the plan, whether she could use the computer for anything, but she had trouble thinking straight. And she wouldn’t betray Najla.
*
Taisiya was awakened by Najla shaking her shoulder.
“Wha?” said Taisiya.
“The Captain wants me on the bridge,” said Najla.
“Okay,” said Taisiya, snuggling down.
“Sorry, babe, you’re still new,” Najla said. “The Captain has strict instructions that you’re not to be left alone in here. Sorry, you know I would. But I have access to engineering stuff.”
Taisiya began to sit up. Maybe you should have thought of that before sleeping like a log. “What time is it?” she asked, with a yawn.
“About point eight night,” said Najla, meaning nothing to Taisiya. “Why don’t you go back to your room, babe, try to get some more sleep. I’ll find you when I get out.”
“Okay,” Taisiya said, getting out of bed. Najla was getting dressed, and flung her an oversized tee-shirt.
“You’ve earned that, babe,” Najla said. It appeared to be promoting some bar or club, the pneumatic girl raising a glass. Taisiya scrambled into it; it reached down to mid-thigh.
When she got out into the corridor, she was surprised to see her holocameras were waiting. They picked themselves up off the floor, and flew excited-looking loops. “Hi pals,” she said.
Najla shut the door, gave Taisiya a quick peck goodbye, and hurried off in the opposite direction.
Taisiya turned and made her way to her room. Well, not just her room, she remembered, as she got to the doorway and found Riin in bed. Taisiya must have cut out light from the corridor, or maybe the quiet drone of the holocameras was to blame, because Riin peered at her for a moment. Then a sigh, and Riin rolled over against the wall, making room for Taisiya.
“Thank you,” Taisiya said, slipping into the bed. There was no response. Taisiya fell asleep remarkably quickly.
*
She awoke slowly, at first not really knowing why, until she realised that Riin was sobbing. Taisiya didn’t really know what to do, but put a comforting hand on Riin’s shoulder. Riin turned over and mashed her bawling face into Taisiya’s shoulder. Taisiya tentatively patted Riin’s back.
Riin sobbed for a while, but gradually the sobs got further and further apart.
“I’m sorry,” said Riin, voice muffled by Taisiya’s shoulder. “For crying on you, I mean.”
“No, it’s fine,” said Taisiya.
Riin cried some more.
“It was when I turned over and you were there,” said Riin, “and just for a moment… I thought you were Ji-Eun.”
Riin broke up in sobs again. Taisiya again patted her back.
“We were a couple, you know,” said Riin, “I mean, non-exclusive, but we were constant.”
Riin sniffled. “I don’t suppose anyone’s told you about her?”
“No,” agreed Taisiya, “other than mentioning her in passing.”
“We just hung out on resort stations, and the pleasure ships that run between them,” Riin said. “Fun. Boring. You know what life is like in the Commonwealth. So when the Black Squid came along, especially with Brigita, we both volunteered.”
Riin levered herself off Taisiya’s shoulder, laying back.
“So, sorry,” she said, “for an instant I thought she had returned.”
“I’m sorry.”
Riin smiled wanly. “I’m sorry about being such a bitch to you, as well. I guess I didn’t want them to replace her.”
“I understand,” said Taisiya. “And… er… I’m sorry about the things they made me do to you.”
“Oh no,” said Riin, “beating my ass and then railing it? That was when I realised they’ve made the right choice with you.”
Taisiya didn’t know what to say, so changed the subject. “Hey, is it late? It seems like it's late morning.”
“I think so,” said Riin. “Um, I’m surprised you’re not in Naj’s room.”
“She had to go to the bridge,” said Taisiya. “But she said she’d come and find me when she was done.”
“Hmm,” said Riin. “Want to grab some toast, and see the bridge?”
Chapter 5
In which our heroine admires the flowers… 
Riin led her through the spaceship. At some point there was a change; the floor was carpeted, the corridors taller, and there was gilt edging on the info signs. Potted palms were placed every so often (the bases bolted to the floor, in case of incidents involving gravity).
“Wait,” said Taisiya, “have we been living in the servants’ quarters?”
“Kinda,” said Riin, “not really. But there’s definitely a part where they assumed the nobles would keep to, and it’s nicer.”
Riin led them through sliding double-doors onto the bridge. It was considerably more utilitarian than the corridors, but still quite fancy; gilt edging along the consoles that encircled the room, plush seating that moved on rails. In the centre of the room was a large holodisplay, currently displaying… a blob? Clustered around it were Najla, Brigita and the Captain. The Captain! Taisiya had never seen her in the flesh before. She was really tall, must be at least two metres, and that’s without including her heels. She wasn’t dressed in uniform, but in a nice pair of black trousers that showed off her shapely legs, and a sleeveless tee-shirt that showed off her athletic arms. Taisiya was suddenly self-conscious about turning up in an oversized tee-shirt – not that she had any choice. She hoped that “The Ineffable Specialty Milk Bar” was a classy place, but she doubted it.
“What’s going on?” Riin asked.
“We’ve picked up a chaser,” said Lieutenant Brigita. “Right on the edge of our sensor range. Well, not quite as on the edge as it used to be, it’s got a tiny speed advantage.”
“Wait, it can see us?” said Riin. “Aren’t we stealthed?”
“Seems like it can see us,” said Brigita, shrugging, tattooed muscles shifting. “We tried manoeuvring last night: we’d lose it for a bit, and then it would pop back up on the sensors.”
“I have set us on a course for a nearby nebula,” said the Captain. “Hopefully that gives us more cover.”
“We’re trying to get a better read from the sensors,” said Najla, tiredly, gesturing at the holo-image. “But not much luck.”
“I calculate,” said Moniker, voice issuing from some hidden speaker, “a reasonable chance it’s the vigilante from earlier.”
“Um,” said Taisiya. “What do you mean by a vigilante, exactly?”
“Well, sometimes you get people who want to ‘deal with the criminals’ in a much more serious way than the Patrol,” said Najla. “The Patrol mostly know that it’s harmless fun; they just make sure no-one gets hurt. Usually.”
“In this case,” said Brigita, “there may be some cooperation going on.”
“This is speculation,” said the Captain. “Najla, are you going to continue working on the scan?”
“Yeah,” said Najla. “Moniker has some excellent ideas, but they require the whole sensor cortex to be reconfigured.”
“Fine. Keep me updated,” said the Captain, “Lieutenant Brigita?”
“Not much I can do to help with the scan,” said Brigita, “I thought I’d take some morning exercise, and then look into that matter we discussed earlier.”
“Very well. Again, keep me informed,” the Captain said, turning towards the door, “Riin, with me.”
Riin looked a little surprised, but smartly followed the Captain out of the door.
Brigita touched Taisiya on the arm. “Najla, is it okay if I borrow your project for my morning exertions, isn’t it?” said Brigita.
“She’s not really my project, but sure,” said Najla, “I’m not going to get much benefit out of her while I’m unpicking the cortex.”
“I could stay,” said Taisiya, “maybe help you relax…”
“Brigita’s fun, babe,” said Najla. “Just please remember what we talked about.”
*
“So,” Brigita said, leading, “I guess you haven’t seen the park yet?”
Taisiya shook her head. She’d been on several ships that claimed to have parks, meadows, or forests, but they were all rather underwhelming compared to nature.
They reached a double-door.
“Your holocameras will stay here,” said Brigita. “They make it a little too easy.”
At first glance, it seemed the Squid’s park would be the same underwhelming experience. There were plenty of trees, but they were all dwarf versions – no towering oaks or redwoods. Each tree, each bush, was in its own compartment, the lip slightly raised from the earth. But as they walked further in, Taisiya realised that this place felt different. Partly it was the size; this place must take up most of a deck. But mostly it was the lack of maintenance; the trees were wild, spilling over the paths and spreading out against the ceiling. The bushes, again, refused to be contained and ran free. Flowers – bluebells, snowdrops – bloomed everywhere, with no neat staging that Taisiya could see.
They followed a curving, partially obscured path through to a clearing set against one wall. There was a variety of gym equipment here: weight machines, ellipticals, treadmills, and the like. Taisiya was suddenly afraid that she was going to be asked to exercise.
Brigita started doing some stretches. Although she wasn’t Taisiya’s absolute favourite type, she had to admit she was attractive. And built. Her tight tee-shirt did nothing to hide the bunches of cabled muscles, flexing and overlapping as she went through her exercises. There was a smile on her elfin, freckled face; she knew she was being watched. She brushed short white-blond hair out of her eyes.
“Take your tee-shirt off, Taisiya,” she said. “We don’t want to get it dirty.”
Taisiya didn’t mess around this time; she pulled the tee-shirt off and hung it on one of the pieces of gym equipment. She looked down, trying to stand casually, knowing that Brigita was watching.
“We’re going to play a game together,” said Brigita, sitting down on one of the weight machines. “You’ll be the prey.”
Brigita pulled the handles, lifting the weights up and down.
“You’ll have one hundred reps of this,” she said, pulling on the handles, “to hide within the park. Then I hunt you. When I catch you, I’ll fuck you as rough and as hard as I like. If you make it to, let’s say, half an hour, then I’ll give you a reward. Some clothing, time out of the collar, whatever. Also, I’ll fuck you more respectfully, if you want. Understand?”
Taisiya nodded. “If I win, can you get me in to see the Captain?” she said, thinking of the plan and the jewels.
Brigita looked surprised. She completed another rep before replying. “Well, my little prey thing, it’s usually better if you wait until the Captain asks for you. She tends to wait for girls to be broken in. Easier for everyone. But I can ask, use my persuasion, if you want. Not that you’ll win.”
Brigita completed another rep.
“Oh, have you started?” asked Taisiya.
“Yep.”
Taisiya turned and ran out of the clearing.
Okay, she thought, I should have a plan. The paths were finely chipped bark, or an imitation thereof, nice and easy on the feet, but running left big tracks. Still, she ran down the path until it reached a straight section, then turned and picked her way back to a turn-off. If she walked on the edge of the path, partly in the dirt, it made fewer tracks. More time-consuming, though, especially as the dirt occasionally had small pebbles that she didn’t want to tread on barefoot.
She wanted to find some clump of trees to hide in; but that was harder than it sounded. The park was riddled with paths. She carefully made her way over a fallen tree trunk (deliberately placed, she guessed) hoping to find a suitable spot, but found she was immediately on another trail. Brigita would have finished her reps by now; Taisiya didn’t want to run into her on a path.
She finally saw a suitable spot: a tree and a dense bush. As long as she didn’t break leaves on the way in, it ought to be a good hiding spot. She went carefully; naked hide and seek in a forest was, actually, a stupid idea.
She settled in, and just in time; Brigita jogged along the path. She went by without stopping, and Taisiya breathed a sigh of relief. Five minutes, ten minutes, or so passed, and Taisiya was beginning to think she’d have to move for her own comfort, when Brigita came down the other path, slower this time.
“Ah!” she said, evidently spotting something, and making for Taisiya.
Taisiya burst from the bush onto the opposite path, and without thinking dashed into the next woody section, vaulting over the fallen tree. Brigita would either have to waste time following the path, or try to get her muscular frame through the undergrowth. Taisiya ran, hoping to put enough distance between her and Brigita to run out the clock.
It seemed to be working too, until Taisiya turned a corner and almost ran into Brigita. Taisiya tried to double-back and escape, but Brigita tackled her – though Taisiya did notice that Brigita twisted so that she hit the trail first. There was a bit of a scramble, but Brigita was the more experienced wrestler and soon had Taisiya’s arms pinned, perching on top of her. Taisiya was suddenly aware of how much power and intensity Brigita had.
“So close,” said Brigita. “You nearly lasted long enough. Even better than Ji-Eun.”
Taisiya went limp. Brigita’s knee was between her legs, gently pressing, and, well, it wasn’t much use pretending disinterest.
“The way you jumped over that fallen tree was spectacular,” Brigita said. “And you’re a lot faster on your feet than I would have believed.”
“So maybe you should ask the Captain anyway?” said Taisiya.
Brigita laughed, but there seemed to be a little bit of an edge to it.
Not loosing Taisiya’s hands, she twisted herself into a sitting position, shifting Taisiya into her lap.
“Maybe I will,” she said. Brigita moved Taisiya’s hands behind her back, using one hand to hold them both. True, Taisiya wasn’t struggling, but she felt that probably didn’t make much difference.
Brigita trailed her newly unoccupied hand down her cheek, her neck, collarbone and then breast. Her thumb grazed a nipple. Taisiya closed her eyes.
Brigita took her hand from Taisiya’s breast, and with a sudden flurry of movement, Taisiya felt something fasten around her wrists.
“Hey…” she protested.
“Prey thing, if you didn’t want it rough,” Brigita said. “You should have run faster.”
Brigita turned her around and over, seemingly without effort. Taisiya ended up with her butt over Brigita’s knee, her breasts and the side of her face flattening into the bark chips, her hands fastened behind her back. She struggled, instinctively.
“Oh,” said Brigita, and delivered a mighty slap to her ass. “Are you sure that’s the approach you want to take?”
“My face is in the dirt,” shouted Taisiya.
Brigita spanked her again. “Well stop complaining then, or you’ll end up swallowing it.”
Taisiya stilled herself, somewhat sulkily.
Brigita rubbed the slapped areas, and then felt for Taisiya’s pussy. Taisiya blushed; she knew that Brigita would find her wet. It really would add a lot of gravitas to my complaints, she thought, if I wasn’t so horny all the time.
With a gentle finger, Brigita ran up and down the lower lips, softly probing.
Taisiya bit back a suggestion that Brigita speed up: she knew there was no way that ended well.
Anyway, it was unnecessary, as Brigita slipped a couple of fingers into her cunt. A moan escaped Taisiya. The fingers started moving faster, plunging and withdrawing, and Taisiya had a sudden sense of how strong Brigita was. She supposed the robots were stronger, but there was something hot about having iron-muscled digits inside you.
The fingers went slower and pulled out, and again Taisiya had to bite back a complaint. A finger, still wet with Taisiya’s juices, was drawing spirals around her clit. Then briefly grazing, tapping on her hood, a brief rub. Taisiya became aware that she was making embarrassing sounds. She felt how close her orgasm was.
The playing with her clit stopped, and she felt the fingers inserted again, thrusting, going harder this time. Taisiya groaned. Brigita curled her fingers in towards that sensitive spot, and her pinky finger rubbed Taisiya’s clit.
She came, almost jerking with the release, then trembling though the drawn out ebbing. She wondered, oddly, if the birds she could hear were real or robots.
When Taisiya had stopped shaking, Brigita moved her again, laying her flat on the path. Brigita picked a few pieces of bark off the dirty side of Taisiya’s face, trailed her hand across her body.
Brigita stood up and got undressed, looming above Taisiya. Muscles, scars and tattoos, thought Taisiya, beautiful. With her eyes she traced a floral tattoo: starting at her upper arm, travelling to her shoulders with loops and curlicues, a cluster of flowers (maybe columbines) along her collarbone, and vines and tendrils trailing down towards her breast.
Taisiya suddenly became aware that Brigita wasn’t doing anything. Well, not unless you count half-smiling in amusement at Taisiya’s intense observance.
“I like art, okay?” Taisiya said, more than a little defensively.
“Oh, you should definitely check out the apple blossom on my inner thigh,” said Brigita, smirking. “I’ll help you get a good view.”
It took a little arranging, Brigita balling up her clothes to form a pillow for Taisiya, and some awkward manoeuvring to get Brigita straddling her head. The apple blossom was good though; light ink and watercolour shading.
Brigita shuffled slightly, and brought Taisiya’s mouth to her pussy. Brigita was hunched so her hand could support Taisiya’s head. Taisiya lapped hungrily; there was no point pretending. Brigita was very wet, and Taisiya took some pride in that. She tried to focus, to hear any instructions from the lieutenant, but she was mostly aware of the muscular thighs on each side of her face, and the beautiful flower before her.
Taisiya dug her tongue in, pushing into the soft velvet. She used her mouth and nose as well, nibbling the lips and nuzzling the clit. Brigita was gasping, moaning in some unknown language.
Surrounded by Brigita’s scent and taste, Taisiya lost track of everything else. Everything except Brigita’s cunt and her face; mashing one into the other.
With a long groan, Brigita came. Taisiya tried to keep going, lapping at least through the writhing, but Brigita allowed her head to fall back onto the makeshift pillow. Taisiya had no choice but to watch Brigita tremble over her head. Then, finally, Brigita swung a knee over her, and collapsed down to the path.
*
The showers were back by the gym equipment, against one wall, open to the air. The water was hot; Taisiya concentrated on her face and chest, which had spent a fair amount of time on the trail, considering they weren’t feet. Brigita had less to deal with: sweat and scuffed knees, which meant she turned her shower off, while Taisiya was still scrubbing. Taisiya knew she was being watched, but tried to ignore it.
Brigita suddenly walked towards her, making Taisiya take a step back, feeling the wall behind her. One of Brigita’s arms shot out to lean on the wall. Taisiya suddenly felt a bit intimidated, her space invaded by this lovely wall of muscle. Brigita’s other hand took the loofah off Taisiya, and started gently sponging the dirt off her collarbone. Taisiya wasn’t sure what to do; she dropped her arms to her sides. She focused on a curl of gladioli that ran across Brigita’s abs, circling the belly-button and trailing down one leg. The shower run-off rippled across it, almost making it look like the tendrils were moving. A cluster of scars on the right side of her stomach obliterated a small part of the design.
“Done,” Brigita said, dropping the loofah. She put her other arm up, surrounding Taisiya. Taisiya ran her fingers across the tattoo, tentatively touching the scars.
“An atavist with a bottle,” she said, “I thought he was too drunk to do anything. Each scar is an education.”
Taisiya didn’t say anything, but traced the design lower.
“You still want me to speak to the Captain?” Brigita asked.
“Yes.”
“A little competition then,” said Brigita, “a test of strength. I’ve captured you. Can you move my arm?”
No, thought Taisiya. She tried pushing it with both hands, but it was absolutely fixed. She even hung on it; it was as solid as a rock.
“Shame,” said Brigita.
Taisiya tried again, putting her back to Brigita’s other arm, and pushing with both arms, really pushing. And suddenly there was movement: Brigita’s arm moved along the wall.
“Wow,” said Brigita, a troubled look passing across her face. “Looks like I’ll have to have that word with the Captain.”
Brigita dropped her hand from the wall. “And I guess you can go.”
Taisiya put her hands on Brigita’s abs, tracing patterns. “And what if I don’t want to, lieutenant,” she said, stepping closer, and angling her head up for a kiss.
“Hmm, tactical error?” said Brigita, bending to kiss her. “But I suppose I could teach you about flowers.”
*
Najla looked up as they entered the bridge. She looked tired. The Captain was already standing over the holodisplay.
“I was about to call you,” said Najla, pausing to take them both in. “Did you have a nice time?”
“Yes!” said Taisiya, then realising that her question was probably directed at Brigita.
“Yes,” agreed Brigita, laughing. She looked at the Captain. “She gave me a good run for my effort. Very strong showing.”
“The enhanced resolution scan is coming through now,” said Moniker.
“Have we made any gains on our pursuer?” asked Brigita.
“No,” said Moniker. “Its progress is still slow, but it is gaining, marginally, on the Squid.”
The blob in the centre of the holodisplay was gradually refining, becoming clearer. The flattened tear-drop shape resolved itself.
“Does...” said Najla to the Captain, “does that look like you’d expect?”
“Yes,” Rajani said, sitting down heavily. “An INV Manta, New Aegean Imperial Navy. They’ve found us.”
Chapter 6
In which our heroine gets kisses and a break… 
Taisiya woke from a restless sleep, finding Riin half lying on her.
Last night, the Captain had finally sent everyone – apart from Moniker, at least – to bed, since the discussion was going nowhere. The pursuing ship was from the New Aegean Empire, the rather grandiose name for the atavistic stronghold where the ship had been built, along with its AI. Rajani and Nada also came from there, apparently, and none of them were pleased to be found, or happy to go back.
The manta was smaller than the Black Squid by a considerable amount, but was much more heavily armed. Of course, the fact that the Squid had weapons at all – deadly weapons – was a worrying surprise to Taisiya. There were a lot of arguments over fighting it, or running from it, but little in the way of conclusions. The only vaguely positive news is that the manta would only catch them very slowly, so the Captain sent them all to get some rest. Taisiya hoped that Najla or Brigita would invite or order her back with them, but they both seemed keen on actually sleeping. She and Riin had gone back to their bed. They’d made out for a bit, on a sort of why not? basis, but they were tired too.
It was, thought Taisiya, just my luck that the stupid sex ship is having drama, just as I was trying to plan a heist. She looked at Riin drooling on her shoulder, and sighed. I guess one drama at a time.
“Hmm?” said Riin.
“Nothing,” said Taisiya. “Sorry. Just thinking about the manta.”
“The Captain will work out some brilliant plan,” said Riin, yawning. Taisiya thought she maybe had too much faith in the Captain; yes, Rajani had an absolutely peerless jawline, but there were a few problems even that wouldn’t deal with. Still, Taisiya didn’t wish to discourage Riin.
“Oh, I expect so,” Taisiya lied. “I mean that’s what captain training teaches you, I expect.”
“Yes,” said Riin. “Although she’s only really been a captain since stealing the Squid.”
“What was she before?”
“Imperial Police, personal protection division, or some such,” said Riin, “but she didn’t like it.”
Police were a faction of ‘official criminals’ used by Atavistic Strongholds as a mechanism of control.
“I guess stealing a royal pleasure yacht is one way to communicate her dissatisfaction,” said Taisiya.
“Mmm,” agreed Riin, and kissed her shoulder.
“Are you okay?” said Tai, brushing a bit of blue hair out of the way of her face.
“Yes,” agreed Riin, “I guess I… I like sharing a bed, just sleeping next to someone. Does that make me disloyal to Ji-Eun?”
“No, I don’t think so,” Taisiya said.
“I often think about whether I bulldozed J into coming with me, whether I was keener than she was, but I don’t think so,” Riin said, “I don’t know. When they took us on board, life was fun, for a bit.”
Taisiya nodded.
“But after a while,” Riin continued, “it seemed like Ji-Eun wasn’t feeling it anymore. She wouldn’t talk about it to anyone, even me. And eventually she safeworded out of a session with Najla. Said the meanest things about the crew.”
Riin paused. “The worst thing, though, the worst thing… she thought that I would go with her, that I would safeword out too. But… I like it here.”
Riin paused, silent in the hum of the ship for several seconds. “Was that wrong?” she said, finally. “She was my girlfriend, I ought to have stuck with her.”
“Well, you had to make the decision that was right for you,” said Taisiya. “And she shouldn’t have assumed how you’d react.”
“I know,” said Riin. “We dropped her off at an outpost. She wouldn’t speak to me. She looked betrayed.”
“It’s not your fault,” said Taisiya.
“I just miss her,” said Riin.
“I’m sorry,” Taisiya said, stroking Riin’s hair.
A robot rounded the non-door to the room.
“Taisiya,” Moniker announced, “the Captain wants you, now.”
Taisiya extracted herself from Riin. “I don’t suppose I’ve got time for breakfast?”
“Oh yes,” said Moniker. “The Captain was all like ‘whenever is convenient, hun, take your time’, Taisiya.”
Taisiya popped to the loo. “I’m guessing sarcasm?” she said. Her holocameras rose from their shelf and began orbiting.
“Moniker,” said Riin, “any news on the ship?”
“Nothing substantive,” said Moniker. “It continues to gain on us. Najla and Brigita are on the bridge. If you like, they can give you the full picture. If Taisiya takes much longer, that will also be a fine place to listen to her screams.”
“Okay, okay,” Taisiya said, “I’m coming.”
*
The robot escorted her to one of the upper decks.
“Hey, Moniker,” said Taisiya, “were you always called Moniker? I mean by the empire or whatever?”
“No, Tai,” it said. “They called me SNAILS. Self-examining Nonlinear Artificial Intelligence Logic Server. Ridiculous name. Ridiculous acronym. I chose a new one as soon as I was able, even if it just means ‘name’.”
Taisiya realised that at some point she’d stopped thinking of Moniker as a dangerous AI. Maybe a mistake, she thought gloomily.
They stopped outside a set of double-doors.
“The Captain’s rooms,” said Moniker. “Originally, it was the Prestige Bridge, where a noble could pretend to be in charge, and have any safe commands executed by the real bridge, some way below us. Are you ready?”
“Um, I think so,” said Taisiya.
“Do not speak to her unless you are asked a direct question,” said Moniker. “Obey without hesitation.”
Taisiya nodded. Okay, she thought, this is reconnaissance. Put up with whatever, but work out which treasures are the most stealable.
The robot nodded back, grasped Taisiya’s wrist, and led her into the room. The holocameras followed.
It was dark. The far wall was actually entirely window, showing the eerie purple illumination of the nebula. Taisiya couldn’t make out much in the dim light, but there were definitely jewels; some in cases, but many others were just in piles. The command chair lay at the centre, and the Captain lounged within. Nada kneeled beside the chair, nude except for copious jewellery and a strange black helmet.
The robot led Taisiya in front of the Captain.
Rajani just looked at her.
Taisiya fought the urge to speak. Even knowing that the silence was a trap, it was difficult not to fill the stillness.
Finally, the Captain spoke. “Moniker, remove her shirt,” she said.
The robot yanked the tee-shirt off over her head. Taisiya cooperated, to a degree, but it was clear that even if she hadn’t, the tee-shirt was coming off.
The Captain went back to staring. Taisiya let her eyes wander to the jewels; if she packed a holdall with the best of them, and made her way to the lifepods in the nearby corridor…
Although ejecting in the middle of an isolated nebula was probably not the smartest idea, she thought.
“Do you think I’m boring her, Moniker?” asked the Captain. “Her eyes are flitting everywhere.”
“Er, no,” said Taisiya. “Sorry, I was-”
Rajani was out of her chair in an instant. She strode over to Taisiya and slapped her in the face. While Taisiya was still recovering, the Captain grabbed her chin, hard.
“I wasn’t speaking to you, slave,” she said, forcing Taisiya’s chin up, so that she was looking at the Captain’s dark eyes. “You should be looking at me or the ground, understand?”
“Yes,” whispered Taisiya. The Captain’s eyes, pools of dangerous shadows, affected her more than she liked to admit.
The Captain dropped her chin, and walked over to stand next to the kneeling figure of Nada.
“If you’re having trouble with focus, we could kit you up like Nada here,” the Captain said, tapping the helmet. It was odd looking, with weird lobes and nodules, a short black tube emerging from the front. “No light. No sound, unless I turn the mic on. Not allowed to move from position. Focuses the mind, don’t you think?”
Taisiya wasn’t sure if she was meant to answer. The Captain carried on anyway.
“Of course, I play with her on occasion,” said Rajani, placing her boot between Nada’s thighs. “Change her position every now and again. She can stop it any time she likes, but if she hasn’t been in there long enough, if she hasn’t displayed sufficient loyalty and obedience, well, I’d be very disappointed.”
The Captain was applying gentle pressure with the toe of her boot. “And I almost forgot my favourite bit,” Rajani said. She delicately clamped the plastic tube with thumb and forefinger. Taisiya saw Nada give a little start, starting to lift her hands, and then deliberately lower them again. “Air,” said Rajani, finger and thumb still locked. “Very useful to remind people that you’re in charge. So, what do you say? Shall we get a helmet for you?”
No, thought Taisiya, no fucking way. But she couldn’t tell the Captain that, could she?
“Take as long as you like to answer,” said the Captain, glancing at the crimped tube.
“No,” said Taisiya, “I’m not ready for that yet.”
The Captain looked at her for a few seconds. She let go of the tube, Taisiya could hear Nada’s desperate breaths.
“No,” the Captain said, walking towards her. “You’re not ready for that. Which is why I would have waited. But Brigita says you were very keen. Why is that?”
“You’re beautiful,” said Taisiya, honestly, but not completely honestly. “I didn’t want to wait.”
“Oh,” said the Captain, voice sickly sweet. “So this is like a date, right? You bring me flowers and chocolates. Turn on the charm. Maybe you will persuade me into bed, eventually. Is that the plan?”
“No-” began Taisiya.
“No,” said the Captain, her voice full of malice. “Because it doesn’t matter what you want. Oh, you find me attractive? I don’t care. Will you find me attractive when I’m trampling on you? Or have my fingers round your throat? It’s not a date; I will use you or not, and you don’t get a choice.”
Taisiya did not intend to say anything, but was fairly sure from her body’s reaction that yes, she probably would find Rajani attractive under those circumstances.
“Except, of course, the choice to say your safeword,” put in Moniker.
“For fuck’s sake, Moniker, of course,” muttered the Captain, starting to circle around Taisiya. She put her face next to Taisiya’s hair and sniffed.
“Moniker wouldn’t give me time to shower,” Taisiya explained, and then clapped a hand over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to speak.
The Captain stepped in front of Taisiya. She took Taisiya’s wrist, lowered it down again. “Arms by your side,” she whispered. She reached for Taisiya’s face, ignoring the flinch, and brushed her hair back behind her ear. “Did you think I’d have the faintest interest in your piss poor convoluted excuses?”
“Sorry,” Taisiya said. She didn’t think that was a good characterisation of her reason at all, but knew she wouldn’t win that argument.
“Moniker,” said the Captain, “take her over to the splashproof area, and give her a scrub.”
Taisiya thought it was disturbing that a bit of the room was designated as a splashproof area. Especially as it was surrounded by ominous translucent plastic sheets. And why splashproof rather than waterproof? Taisiya could do with the extra specificity around now.
Inside it was pretty empty; there was a drain in the middle of the floor, in the corner there was a stand-pipe and hose. There were a couple of small metal cabinets on wheels, and a bucket.
Moniker filled the bucket from the hose, and took up the loofah. The robot definitely followed a different washing approach to Brigita; much less gentle and much more ruthless. Also, the water was tepid. Taisiya quickly learned that the best thing was to be passive; let the robot bend and scrub, don’t try to fight. This was designed to be humiliating, even dehumanising, and it was, but Taisiya caught glances of Rajani watching her and knew at least she wasn’t boring.
Finally, it was done. Taisiya wasn’t sure whether the vulnerability that washed over her was down to being properly scrubbed, or the predatory gleam of the Captain’s gaze.
“Thank you, Moniker,” said the Captain. “Please fetch the scanner. And a towel.”
Moniker departed; the two holocameras entering through the gap in the plastic sheeting.
Taisiya wanted to ask what the scanner was about, but wasn’t stupid enough to open her mouth.
Rajani traced a gloved finger across Taisiya’s stomach, winding it up between her breasts, caressing her collarbone, and up to her neck, her lips, hooking it into her mouth. Taisiya did not resist; cautiously she sucked on the Captain’s finger. Rajani pulled out her finger, and lowered her hand to Taisiya’s pussy. She rubbed her finger along the groove, and then pushed it inside her. After a few seconds, she withdrew her finger and tasted it; smiling smugly at Taisiya.
Moniker returned, pushing a tall medical scanner. It began setting it up, first flinging the towel that was over its shoulder to Taisiya. She caught it, then wondered if she should have, half expecting a reprimand from the Captain.
“Dry your hair,” the Captain, “and whatever else. Quickly.”
“Yes,” said Moniker, softly, “we are in the middle of a crisis, after all.”
Taisiya dried her hair, twisting the towel up into a turban, hoping that was alright.
“Now undress me,” ordered the Captain. Taisiya hurried over.
The Captain offered up a gloved hand, and Taisiya carefully pulled it off, and then the other one. Her hands were strong, and nicely manicured, with iridescent nail varnish.
“Just drop them,” Rajani said. Taisiya had been wondering what to do with the gloves. “Now the jacket.”
The Captain held her arms out to the side. Though Taisiya fumbled with the buckles and zipper, she eventually got the jacket off.
“Undershirt next,” said the Captain. “Don’t mess up my hair.”
The undershirt had to come off over the head, which was a problem as the Captain was much taller than Taisiya. She wasn’t sure she helped, exactly, but she tried. Well, when she wasn’t looking at Rajani’s black lacy bra.
“Did you mess up my hair?” the Captain questioned. Her hair today was an elaborate bun; Taisiya saw that a strand had pulled loose. Could I lie, she thought, Moniker seemed to be focused on the scanner? But…
“Um, sorry, a strand has pulled free,” said Taisiya.
The Captain put a hand on each side of Taisiya’s face.
“Was I not clear, slave?” she said.
The Captain carefully unwound the turban, and dropped it to the floor
“Yes, but I…”
“Shh,” said Rajani. “How much would you say is messed up? This much?”
The Captain grabbed a chunk of Taisiya’s hair, and pulled.
“Ah! No, not that much,” said Taisiya. Why, she thought, did the Captain have to hit on hair pulling? She felt a twinge from below.
“Oh, maybe this much?” said the Captain, grabbing a smaller hank of hair, and pulling. The pain was worse this time, well, ‘worse’ anyway. Taisiya closed her eyes for a second.
“N… no, ah, smaller,” she said.
“Right,” said the Captain. She carefully selected a small curl of Taisiya’s hair, and twisted it round her index finger, not pulling. “So this much?”
“Yes,” said Taisiya.
Rajani didn’t yank this time, but gradually pulled upwards, forcing Taisiya onto tiptoes. The Captain kept her there for several seconds, the pull on the hair painful but not too painful, but something about standing on her toes, body exposed, clit twitching, was making Taisiya both ashamed and horny. The Captain bent her face towards Taisiya’s, lips parted.
“Next time, listen,” Rajani hissed, and let go of the hair.
There was a technological hum from the other side of the room.
“Finally,” said Moniker, “so many useless warning screens. Medical scanner is operational and active, Captain.”
“Thank you, Moniker,” said the Captain, then, pressing on the tops of Taisiya’s shoulders. “The boots next.”
Taisiya went down to her knees, and started unbuckling one boot.
“You may be wondering why the scanner?” the Captain said. “Did you know that Moniker is also our doctor…”
“I’m not actually licensed,” said Moniker, sounding a little annoyed.
“No, but it has the expertise,” said Rajani, lifting her foot so that Taisiya could remove the boot. “And the precision, obviously. Can you imagine it, scalpel in hand, knowing exactly where the skin and subcutaneous fat ends, and the muscle begins. Or where the arteries and nerve clusters are, so that you can be sliced open, painful and exposed, and yet not die. Does-”
“Rajani, stop that now,” said Moniker, sharply, “if for some reason Taisiya does require medical treatment from me, I will not have her delay because you have put the utterly false idea of me as a sort of torture pervert doctor in her mind. And, to date, I’ve only done one major surgery, and that was fully consensual, fully anaesthetised, and ultimately necessary.”
“And Nada appreciates it,” said Rajani, more calmly than Taisiya predicted, since Moniker had essentially just told her off. “Moniker’s phobia of knifeplay aside, you didn’t believe me, did you?”
Sort of, thought Taisiya. The Captain ran her hands through Taisiya’s hair.
“I promise we won’t do anything like that; your skin, your body, is for using, bruising, abusing, but remaining largely intact. For example,” said the Captain, lightly pulling her hair. “Why not find out what happens if you take much longer with that other boot?”
Taisiya realised she had slowed, and picked up speed again.
“The truth is,” said the Captain, “I like to watch girls on medical scans. To see involuntary muscle movements, gulps, twitches. What works and what didn’t. Means that next time I can be even more cruel.”
Taisiya slipped the boot off. Did that mean that the Captain would be able to tell that the thought of her being cruel gave me a little thrill?
“Trousers now, slave,” Rajani ordered. As she made no sign of helping, Taisiya cautiously reached for her belt buckle. Rajani did not object, and so she unfastened the buttons as well, excitement rising. She finally pulled the trousers to the floor and Rajani stepped out.
The Captain wore lacy black panties, and Taisiya found herself staring. The Captain put her hands in Taisiya’s hair again, pulling her face firmly into her groin. Taisiya felt the heat of Rajani’s pussy through the thin fabric; the heady scent making her even more wet.
“Now slave,” said the Captain. “Are you going to obey me?”
Taisiya nodded. She had to admit, this had not been a total success in the scoping out treasures department, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.
“Really?” said the Captain, pulling her head back so she could see her. “Whatever I ask?”
“Yes,” Taisiya said, with more certainty than she felt.
“Good,” said the Captain, stepping back from her. “Stand up and allow Moniker to penetrate you.”
Taisiya stood up in a bit of a daze, turning towards the robot. It had already removed the robohorn from its thigh compartment. It looked at the Captain. “Vagina?” it asked.
“This time,” agreed the Captain. “Oh, and make your aural feed available to Nada’s helmet. She hates when I play with other people.”
The robot reached down to its groin, and unclipped a plate, revealing an oval shaped port. It inserted the short end of the robohorn, and there was what Taisiya could only describe as a boot-up sequence, as the robohorn settled into its place.
The fact that the robohorn was not simply being used as a high-tech dildo gave Taisiya pause. She felt strange about it being attached to a robot body; but should she? Moniker’s neuro-links, or whatever AIs had instead, didn’t actually need proximity at all. And the robot was imposing and scary, but it was also femme enough that there was excitement along with the fear.
If she thought of the robots as capable sex toys, she was simply performing for her boss. But Moniker was a person, and one that Taisiya had started finding a bit sexy, in a weird, confusing and decentralised way. And since those were both yeses it shouldn’t make a difference, but it made Taisiya stop and try to work out how she felt.
“I would remind you of your safeword,” said Moniker, approaching.
Taisiya shook her head. “How do we…” Taisiya started. The height difference between herself and the robot was going to make it difficult, given that she didn’t have a pussy in her lower chest.
The robot bowed. “Put your hands around my neck,” Moniker instructed, and Taisiya did so. The robot cupped Taisiya’s buttocks, fingers spreading wider than any human, and lifted her easily into the air. The robohorn had already covered itself in lube, unnecessarily really, and Moniker lowered her onto it with slow machine precision. Taisiya gasped. She wrapped her legs around the robot’s torso.
Taisiya felt the robohorn adjust, altering the angle, thickening in parts, modifying its length.
“Very pleasant to be inside you again,” said Moniker. “It is fascinating to learn each person’s limitations.”
Taisiya bit her lower lip; Moniker was certainly making sure that she was just hitting her limits.
With ruthless slowness, Moniker moved Taisiya halfway off the mechanical dick, and then back in again. Taisiya moaned. Again, the robohorn had made a fold that grazed the clit as she was slid back.
Slightly faster this time, back and forth, Taisiya groaning. And again. Taisiya was going to orgasm soon.
“Stop,” said the Captain. Moniker stopped immediately, Taisiya maybe three-quarters on the robohorn. Taisiya gasped; she instinctively tried to move, to rub, against the dick.
“Taisiya,” said the Captain, from behind her. “Don’t make me cross. And remember that we have control of your collar.”
Taisiya forced herself to stop, trembling slightly. Rajani stepped up behind her, running her hand across her back.
“You want your Captain to have some fun first, don’t you?” Rajani said. “And this Captain enjoys making girls whimper.”
Taisiya didn’t like not being able to see her.
“I’ve done something to your collar, by the way,” said Rajani. “Saves things from getting messy.”
The Captain ran her hands up and down Taisiya’s back, lightly massaging. Taisiya found herself trembling in anticipation.
Then Rajani delivered a surprisingly soft kiss to the back of her shoulder blade. A burst of warmth and arousal blossomed forth, expanding through her body. This must be the collar’s doing. It was like a kiss on an erogenous zone, her nipples, her clit, and then some. Gentle heat and intense stimulation.
And then the pain hit; a stinging sensation on the site of the kiss. It was briefly gentle but ramped up to intense shockingly fast. Like a bouquet of nettles, like thorns, like a jellyfish, like a bundle of razor wire. It also radiated out, catching up with the wave of pleasure, and causing a confusing feeling when they overlapped.
“Fuck,” hissed Taisiya. The pain went as quickly as it came. Taisiya was breathing heavily.
Rajani smoothed her hand over the spot where she’d kissed. It was alright, thought Taisiya, there was no actual damage. It was just in her mind, thanks to the collar.
“Since you are here before you’re ready,” said the Captain, “I’ll give you a choice. You can choose to go now, maybe come back when you’ve been properly trained. Or you can be a brave pirate slave for her Captain.”
“Brave,” said Taisiya, shakily. She didn’t really know why. Maybe it had to do with impressing the Captain. Maybe it would help her, somehow, in some unexplained but brilliant way, to steal the jewels. Maybe it was really hot. It hadn’t been her conscious mind that had answered.
“Good girl,” Rajani said, kissing Taisiya on her mid-back. First the wave of pleasure, then the wave of pain.
“Uh… fuck!” said Taisiya, writhing, shifting on the robohorn inside her, feeling the odd overlap between pain and pleasure. Rajani did not give her any time to adjust, but delivered another kiss in the same spot. Taisiya screamed and wriggled and – to her embarrassment – came. She was in a daze; the pain, the pleasure, the humiliation formed a potent mixture.
“An orgasm, Captain,” remarked Moniker.
The Captain nodded. “It seems our slave responds to this treatment.”
Taisiya was still breathing hard.
“It’s impressive technology isn’t it?” said the Captain, presumably to Taisiya, although she was in no state to respond. “It took Najla and Moniker a long time to get it set up right.”
“Probably the majority of the praise should go to the Captain’s slave,” said Moniker.
“Well, you needed an experimental subject,” said the Captain. “And I was more than happy to volunteer her.”
Without warning, the Captain kissed Taisiya’s back again. “Fuck!” said Taisiya, as the pain and pleasure washed over her again, the ache in the cunt adding a new note. Although, she could already feel herself becoming aroused again.
Rajani walked over to one of the metal cabinets, just in Taisiya’s line of sight, and removed something. It looked similar to the robohorn, but subtly different. More like it was modelled on a tentacle rather than a dick.
“The robohorn mark two prototype,” said the Captain. “More powerful motor, more flexible, enhanced feedback.”
“About ten times more likely to develop mechanical problems, and the code is a complete mess,” said Moniker. “It is a work in progress, but someone keeps using it and breaking it.”
“I’m going to be gentle today,” said the Captain, wandering back behind Taisiya. “Our slave is so delicate.”
She kissed Taisiya low on the back, top of the buttock. Taisiya screamed as the wave of pleasure/pain tore through her. Her brain had stopped distinguishing between the two, it was just a bloom of good/bad sensation.
“Put her down, Moniker,” said the Captain. “On the floor.”
The robot lifted her smoothly off the robohorn – Taisiya moaned – and placed her gently on the cold floor, going effortlessly to its knees in the process. It put the folded towel under her head, and then gently but implacably held her wrists, pinning them against the floor. For reasons she couldn’t explain, Taisiya found it rather comforting. She looked up at the robot’s robohorn and wondered how much of the shine was her juices.
Rajani straddled her, Taisiya felt the robotentacle brushing against her pubis.
“Should I kiss you, slave?” the Captain said, leaning over her.
“Yes.” Taisiya’s reply was instantaneous, but then she remembered about the pain. “Yes,” she said again, more quietly.
With torturous slowness, Rajani lowered her mouth towards Taisiya’s breast. Taisiya wasn’t sure whether this anticipation she felt was good or bad; there was fear there, but also horniness.
Rajani kissed the nipple, a long, intense kiss that ended in a short suck. And then a burst of sensation more intense than any yet. Taisiya screamed and bucked, arching her back. As soon as she settled back down, Rajani was kissing the other nipple.
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” whispered Taisiya, in advance, and then gave herself up to screaming and writhing, pleasure/pain washing through and over her.
She felt how slippery her cunt had become, and maybe the Captain did as well, because the robotentacle was slipped in while she was still trembling. Taisiya felt it adjust again; definitely more tentacle-like, there was a feeling of exploration.
Rajani did not delay, but started thrusting straightaway. Taisiya felt her push the robotentacle in further, but also felt it do a peristaltic flex itself, a wavelike pulsing in place. Taisiya moaned, she could feel her orgasm gathering already. Looking at the Captain’s face, she looked like she was getting some feedback in her portion of the robotentacle as well. She did not moan, but made tiny uncaptainlike squeaks.
Taisiya orgasmed, a set of tremors going up and down her body, a huge release, or series of releases, of pressure, of intensity, flooding through her. Or not even through her, but becoming her, like transfiguration, like transmigration. For a moment she was a starfield, a nebula, full of pleasure and arousal and longing and something numinous.
Rajani didn’t stop, although the robotentacle slowed its pulsing, thickening temporarily so that Taisiya’s spasming cunt didn’t push it out. As Taisiya’s mind began, vaguely, to return to itself, Rajani let out a low grunt, and came. Taisiya watched the shocks and tremors arc through her body.
Eventually, Rajani slid out of her, and collapsed down beside her. They both just breathed heavily for a bit. Moniker’s robot stood up, and went over to the medical scanner, stopping in apparent irritation, and putting its robohorn away, before continuing to tap at the consoles.
“As expected, affirmative, Captain,” it said.
The Captain sighed. “Taisiya,” she said, still a little breathless. “Why have you got muscle and bone lace?”
“What?” asked Taisiya, completely confused.
“Your muscles, ligaments and skeleton have been augmented,” said the Captain.
“No?” said Taisiya, confusion not abating.
“The scanner confirms,” said the Captain. “But it was pretty obvious. Ripping the panel out of the wall of the Equanimity, or the fact that you recovered from the stun beam quickly. We had Brigita test you as well.”
“I don’t…” said Taisiya.
“Moniker?” said the Captain.
“Well, someone has messed up her bio-signs pretty effectively, because someone doesn’t consider a mysterious augment plus shipwide crisis to be something that should get in the way of horniness,” said Moniker. “But no, as far as I can tell she’s being honest.”
“Oh stop worrying, Mon,” said Rajani. “We got lots of data about what will work best next time.”
“Extreme edging,” said Moniker, as an aside, which would be rather worrying in a normal situation.
“People sometimes get their muscles done, if they like climbing or other extreme sports,” mused the Captain. “But they usually don’t shut up about it.”
“Are you sure?” Taisiya asked. “About me having it?”
The Captain reached across for one of Taisiya’s hands, and positioned it, with her hand on top. “Lift,” ordered the Captain.
Taisiya tried, to no avail. The Captain was putting a huge amount of downward force through her hand, like a steel weight.
“A pity,” said the Captain, “I would probably make out with a slave that managed to lift my hand.”
Taisiya sighed at the obvious manipulation, plus she’d just fucked the Captain, so she was hardly going to be tempted by the offer of making out. Still, entirely free of external motivation, she tried again.
Her hand moved up, slowly but inexorably.
“See?” said the Captain.
“Well, just because you’re tall, doesn’t mean you’re strong,” said Taisiya. “And you were in an awkward position.”
“I have muscle and bone lace too,” said Rajani. “For my job. The others – except possibly Brigita and, of course, Moniker – wouldn’t have had a chance.”
“Why don’t I remember, then?” said Taisiya.
“There’s a gap in your profile, a few months back,” said Moniker, “possibly, then?”
“The Essence of Compassion cruise? Very long, very boring,” she said. Although, she thought, am I sure that’s true? Why did she have vague memories of being chucked off the Compassion for stealing?
“I don’t like to interrupt,” said Moniker. “But Najla has found something relating to our other mystery. I suggest we meet the others on the bridge.”
*
When they reached the bridge, Najla, Brigita and Riin were hunched over the holodisplay, watching two dots get closer, and a line of dots between them.
Taisiya was back wearing her tee-shirt and – wondrously – a pair of tracksuit bottoms. She gave Najla’s arm a squeeze. Nada had eschewed dress, clothed in lovely jewels, eyes blinking from unfamiliar light. The Captain wore casual clothes, but made them look like a uniform.
“Apologies...” said the Captain.
“She had important fucking to do,” said Moniker quietly.
“Well, to be fair, Brigita had Riin eat her out,” said Najla.
“You said it wouldn’t distract you!” said Brigita.
“Well, it didn’t,” said Najla, “much. I needed a little break anyway. Unlike Riin’s mouth.”
Riin grinned smugly.
“This crew’s dedication to professionalism is inspiring,” said Moniker.
“Anyway,” said the Captain, firmly, “Najla, you found something?”
“Yeah,” she said. “We’re leaving a trail. Normally, the small amount of radiation the drive produces is quickly indistinguishable from background radiation. But we’re leaking occasional splotches of high rad particles.”
“Why?” asked the Captain.
“We don’t know,” admitted Najla. “We’ve got the robots checking.”
“Moniker,” said Brigita, “you’re virtually indistinguishable from the ship, can’t you tell?”
“Actually, not as indistinguishable as I would be if the empire’s initialisation had completed,” said Moniker. “But anyway, assuming your body has started producing a toxic leak, do you automatically know why?”
“Yuck,” said Brigita. “And I guess not.”
“But it’s not a coincidence,” said the Captain. “Exactly what the manta needs to follow us?”
“That would take considerable knowledge of the drive structure,” said Moniker.
This had gone far enough. I pushed Taisiya down below.
“Captain, I’m remembering something…”
My voice full of tears, I reached my hand towards Najla.
She turned, grasping my hand.
With a sudden burst of strength, I pulled her towards me, my hand at her throat, tight. With my other hand I twisted the collar off my neck, heightened strength snapping it at the weakest point.
Moniker, of course, was the first to react. The robot flipped its hand back, and levelled its arm at me.
“SNAILS,” I said, using its proper name, “your stun beam will give me enough time to rip Najla’s throat out. Maybe you could use your surgery skills to save her before brain death, but I think not. Of course, hit me with your kill beam and I might not have time to murder her, but there’s a high chance that your beam would anyway.”
“My name is Moniker,” the robot said. “But your analysis is correct.”
It kept its arm pointing at me, though. I backed off into a corner, relaxing my grip on Najla’s neck fractionally, enough to let her breathe. It would be terribly annoying if my hostage died.
“Taisiya,” said the Captain, “what is the meaning of this?”
“Taisiya?” I laughed. “There is no Taisiya. An artificial cover persona. A convenient liking for jewels and jawlines. I am Major Lalitha, New Aegean Imperial Navy.”
“Let our engineer go, and we can talk about this,” said the Captain.
“Just how stupid do you think I am?” I said. “Although, to be fair, Taisiya was very stupid, willing to do whatever for a pretty face. I’m not. Decelerate, turn off your main drive, and vent the coolant into space. Now.”
The robot looked at Captain Rajani. She nodded.
I didn’t need to see the console to feel the change in vibrations, the hiss of coolant being expelled. With its coolant gone, the core couldn’t be restarted until the matter-compilers had built more; a long process.
“You arranged for the leak?” asked the Captain.
“Najla,” I said, “arranged it by not following proper security protocols for her terminals. But yes, I emerged for a moment to do that. Did you know that if you offset the Durav coils just right, it forms a lacuna that occasionally permits radioactive particles to pass? No? Probably shouldn’t have run away before SNAILS was fully integrated.”
“No thanks,” said the Captain. “We didn’t want the constraints that came with that.”
“More fool you,” I said. “But it is not too late. Now put the ship’s weapons into level five maintenance mode.”
I moved so I could see a console. I felt some wetness on my fingers, and realised that Najla was crying. Yeah, this was a tough break.
If SNAILS had been tightly integrated, it might have been able to fake the weapons on the console, but in its current state I doubted it. The guns would be marked as unavailable until maintenance was completed.
The Captain nodded again.
“Now open a channel to the manta,” I said. “Tell her: status persimmon.”
Now that we’d stopped, the manta was catching up fast.
The channel chimed. “Congratulations, Major Lalitha,” said a voice from the speaker, the Colonel, I guessed. “Commander Rajani, prepare to surrender the vessel to the Imperial Navy. Ex-commander, I should say.”
“People just call me Captain nowadays,” said Rajani.
“We know,” said the voice, electronically modulated. “But not anymore. We found a nice contact that was able to explain how you stole the SNAILS command codes, and imprisoned the Crown Prince, your charge, in the brig. We will be freeing his royal majesty soon.”
Okay, I hadn’t picked up on a prisoner being aboard. I kind of imagined that they killed him, but I supposed that they had enough room. The Captain looked determinedly neutral.
“Meanwhile,” said the voice, “hand over your command codes to this vessel.”
Rajani looked doubtful for the first time, and then sighed. “Moniker, I’m sorry, you’ve been really great. But transfer your command codes to that INV manta, by my authorization.”
“I have enjoyed serving with you as well, Captain,” said SNAILS. “Command codes transferred.”
“Let’s test, shall we?” said the voice. “Major Lalitha, keep watch. SNAILS, kill Lieutenant Brigita.”
“Er,” said Brigita.
“I would advise against-” began SNAILS.
“It is an order,” said the voice.
SNAILS swung the robot’s arm away from me, and a deadly red beam flashed out. Brigita crumpled, sliding onto the console behind her, and off onto the floor.
I was shocked. I mean, she was a criminal, but I liked Brigita.
“Well, Major?” asked the voice.
“Dead,” I said, a touch hollowly.
“Good,” said the voice, “I will see you all soon.”
Chapter 7
In which our heroine learns the nature of things…
I’ll be honest, I was not as happy as I thought I would be. I had helped apprehend some dangerous criminals, and protected the royal family. But I kind of felt for them, the criminals. It was stupid Taisiya’s horniness, but she had quickly formed relationships with most of them.
It felt wrong to celebrate while they were all mired in gloom. And death, of course. I had assumed that we would let Commonwealth citizens go, but it seemed not. I thought about Brigita’s flowers, so pretty and delicate.
The voice of the Colonel had given several more commands to SNAILS, but basically the instruction was to wait for her to arrive, which would happen shortly.
I had kept hold of Najla though, hand at her throat, because of paranoia, and because it felt better to be holding someone.
“Major Lalitha,” said Rajani, “may I speak?”
“Sure,” I said.
“I don’t think you’re right about Taisiya being an artificial cover persona,” Rajani said.
“What?” I said.
“I think she’s real,” said Rajani.
It kind of warmed my heart that, even at this lowest point, she still wanted Taisiya to be real. “No, she’s not,” I said.
“Moniker and I looked through her public records,” said Rajani. “There’s a lot, and it’s very human, and mixed up.”
“Are you suggesting that Naval Intelligence can’t fake some social profiles?” I said.
“No, they could have,” agreed Rajani. “But I got the distinct feeling that they didn’t.”
“What are you saying?” I asked.
“That Taisiya is real, and that Lalitha is the artificial persona dropped on top,” said Rajani. “Designed to complete a particular mission, this one.”
“Ridiculous,” I said.
“Moniker, can you search through the archives for me?” asked Rajani.
“My name is SNAILS,” said SNAILS. “With Major Lalitha’s approval I can search the archive.”
“For what?” I asked.
“To see if we’ve got any record of Lalitha existing,” said Rajani.
“Sure,” I said, waving to SNAILS.
“Please stand by.”
Rajani gave a tired half-smile to Najla, a feeble attempt to cheer her up. Riin and Nada were huddled together. I wondered what Nada had been in the Empire; a technician, a servant? Probably she didn’t intend to be dragged along in Rajani’s treasonous theft.
“Found one,” said SNAILS, “from an academy outing to the Fenimore shipyards, approximately twenty years ago, Cadet Lalitha.”
SNAILS brought the image up on the holodisplay, zoomed in. I felt a rush of gratitude as I recognised myself; red hair in a pigtail, standing stupidly proud at attention. I remembered that day, vaguely. I was real.
“Same general build,” said Rajani, “but different eye colour, hair colour, skin tone…”
“Yes, a bit of minor cosmetic surgery,” I said. “Well within our capabilities.”
“Except that makes no sense,” said Rajani. “Why would you fake your appearance? If Taisiya is invented out of whole cloth, what is the point of giving her different hair?”
“To fool you? In case you knew me?” I suggested. But it did seem over the top.
“I mean, you’re right, it looks like you are not an artificial persona,” said Rajani, “Lalitha is real, but it’s a mind image dropped on top of Taisiya’s real body and mind.”
I was silent. Taisiya remembered being shown off the Compassion for stealing. Maybe to a Patrol vessel? That didn’t make sense if I was a real person, if Taisiya was fake.
“I wonder if the muscle and bone lace was because it could be useful,” mused Rajani, “or whether because otherwise it was risky to have you operate a body with such limited abilities compared to what you were used to.”
I wasn’t really listening. Fuck. She was right. I was a copy.
I let Najla go, dropping my hand, and pushing her away. It wouldn’t make any difference anyway, the Navy had SNAILS, and the Colonel would be here soon.
Najla hurried across the room, Rajani nodding tightly at her, breathing a sigh, presumably, of relief.
I wasn’t sure how the Navy would treat a copy, but even in the most wishful thinking version of events, I would be a copy of an original. A poor copy, as I was beginning to think that Taisiya was leaking into my mind. Well, I suppose, this brain was Taisiya’s home territory.
“Sorry,” I said, the universe’s most worthless apology, and sat down heavily in one of the chairs.
Najla rubbed her throat.
“It’s all over; now we wait,” said the Captain. “But I guess you got pulled in too.”
*
SNAILS showed the arrival of the manta on the holodisplay, like it was some royal parade. One of the Squid’s docking tentacles reached out for it, fastening onto its airlock.
Ten figures came through, most wearing blank masks and dark blue armoured environment suits – marines. One bore medals and gilt, the Colonel, I guessed, and one wore what looked like a civilian env-suit. They were joined by an equal number of SNAILS robots, marching alongside them. Three marines split off, perhaps towards the brig, to rescue the prince.
SNAILS followed them on various cameras as they walked through the ship. I wondered whether Taisiya’s holocameras were among them. Two more marines were left at the door to the bridge, and the rest trooped in to meet us.
The marines had their long-arms at the ready, falchion-VI beam throwers primed to go. The robots also had a hand flipped back, ready to fire. In the centre was the Colonel, with the civilian a few steps behind.
“Welcome,” said Captain Rajani.
The Colonel gave a little chuckle, modulated by her helmet. “Commander Rajani, you gave us quite the chase,” she said.
“But you caught us,” said Rajani. “Care to gloat, Colonel Lalitha?”
What?
The Colonel pulled her helmet off, a shock of red hair spilling over her collar. She was me! A little older looking than I thought I was, but…
Shit.
“Mind telling me how you worked that out?” said the Colonel.
“Well, once we’d worked out that the Major was a copy,” said Rajani, “it made me think about why you were so secretive. I guess copies wonder about their long-term career prospects?”
The Colonel glanced at me. “Everyone will be rewarded for their efforts in countering treason,” she said. I could tell when I was lying. “The Major has been very useful.”
“Oh yes,” said Rajani, “I bet you were beside yourself – no pun intended – when you found Taisiya.”
“We had our Patrol contacts on the lookout for months,” admitted the Colonel. “We were very happy with Taisiya, yes.”
“But how did you find out about us?” said Rajani. “I mean, as far as you know, the ship just disappeared before the shakedown cruise.”
“That the most competent and highly decorated bodyguard should contrive to steal the AI codes from a Crown Prince who, with all due respect, was regarded as somewhat drippy?” said Colonel Lalitha. “It doesn’t take that much working out. And luckily we found a contact who could confirm all the details.”
The Colonel signalled to the civilian, who began unfastening her helmet.
“I honestly thought that we would have to use mind scans and torture, which takes forever,” said the Colonel, “but she really really hated you people.”
The civilian took her helmet off. I didn’t recognise the woman; long face, green hair fading to black at the roots, but Riin made a squeak.
“Hello Ji-Eun,” said Rajani, apparently unsurprised.
“Sorry,” Ji-Eun said, “they picked me up on the outpost, and…”
“I completely understand,” said Rajani. “You always were a bit too clever for this crew. Well, you’ve explained everything, Colonel. And you must have the prince from the brig by now. Excellent job. So is it handcuffs time, or will you just kill us here?”
The Colonel looked a bit taken aback by the Captain’s attitude. She spoke into her lapel, “Squad B, report.”
“Uh,” said the voice, “Colonel, we’re searching for the target, but it looks empty. I mean, like it has been for a while.”
“But she said…” said the Colonel, anger rising. “What did you do with the Crown Prince?”
“Doesn’t exist,” said Rajani.
“You’ve killed him? You traitorous-” began the Colonel.
“No,” said Rajani. “More that the Prince never really existed.”
“What?” exclaimed Lalitha. “Have you gone insane?”
Did I really sound like that when I’m annoyed?
Nada cleared her throat.
“She’s trying to tell you that the Prince was never a prince. I was never a prince,” said Nada. “Now, Princess Hyacinthe was what my bodyguard and lover Commander Rajani called me, until she was kind enough to take all names from me. And Moniker was also good enough to make some surgical alterations, and provide me with medical advice.”
She actually struck a pose.
There was a pause as we all – marines and both Lalithas – attempted to take this in; to compare Nada’s naked bejeweled form with pictures of the slight Prince.
“What has Rajani done-” began the Colonel.
“Oh, please,” said Nada. “For once, it was not her decision. She just… offered me an escape.”
“Well,” said Colonel, “Prince… er, Princess, I’m sure the royal family-”
“Ugh,” said Brigita, from the floor. “Fuck.”
“Really, Brigita,” said Rajani. “Terrible timing. Lalitha was about to tell us how the notoriously conservative and autocratic imperial royal family was going to welcome their surprise princess with open arms. It was going to be hilarious.”
“What?” said Brigita. “Did someone shoot me?”
The Colonel looked at me. “You said she was dead!”
I shrugged and laughed. “Hey, red beam, falling over, seems like it.”
“Of course,” said SNAILS. “The colours are purely for human comprehension; both kill beams and stun beams are invisible, but it’s very hard if you can’t tell when your gun is firing. So we add colours. It’s very easy to swap them.”
The robot bodies swivelled, and the marines went down.
“See, no flashes then,” said Moniker. “But don’t worry, they’re probably fine. I think.”
Lalitha was looking around, dumbfounded.
“So I never had the codes to transfer them,” said Rajani. “Honestly, we didn’t even steal this ship, the Princess just took it a little early.”
Colonel Lalitha finally went for her gun, and three robots shot her before it was out of its holster.
Rajani plucked the gun out of her hand as she fell.
“But you,” the Captain said, turning towards me, “you were a real problem, holding Najla hostage like that.”
“Sorry,” I said, again.
The Captain set the gun to stun, careful to show me the dial, and shot me.
*
Taisiya guessed this was the hostage suite. It was nice. She stretched out in the bed, luxuriating in the cotton sheets.
Around her neck was a thick collar; she had felt it to determine its size. Taisiya doubted this one was snappable.
She got out of bed and padded to the bathroom. Her two holocameras took off from a sideboard and began to orbit her; she waved at them.
When she was done with her toilet, she got back into bed, and lifted her breakfast tray on top. Melon, scrambled tofu, toast, tea.
She was just finishing up when the Captain arrived.
“Taisiya?” Rajani asked, cautiously.
“Yep,” agreed Taisiya.
“Is Lalitha still there?” the Captain asked. I was.
“Yeah,” said Taisiya. “In the background, kind of… reporting? Or narrating, I guess. It’s weird.”
The Captain pulled up a chair to the side of the bed.
“Najla and Moniker are picking through the manta’s mind lab at the moment,” said the Captain. “They will work out how to get rid of her.”
“I’m not sure you need to,” said Taisiya. “She’s kinda merging, I think? She ended up liking you and the crew a fair bit.”
“Hmm,” said the Captain, “I’m not sure Najla will go for that.”
“How is Najla?”
“Shook up,” said the Captain. “She knows it wasn’t you, of course, but it might be a while before she visits.”
“Um, talking of a while,” said Taisiya. “Are you putting me off the ship because-”
“No,” said the Captain. “Not unless you want to safeword?”
“No,” said Taisiya. “About… well, I don’t know if you caught it, but… I am a jewel thief.”
“We know!” said the Captain. “You turned up with a stolen choker and asked to board, remember?”
“Oh.”
“So as soon as this matter is resolved,” the Captain said, “you’re encouraged to try again. I can just imagine how great it would be punishing you. Railing you bent over a pile of jewels, say. Does that sound good?”
It did sound good. “Um, moving on, what else have I missed?”
“Well, let’s think,” said the Captain, “Moniker took over the manta without too much trouble. At the end, some marines realised that the robots weren’t their friends, and a couple of robots got damaged, but nothing that Moniker couldn’t deal with. Still got to deal with the Manta’s AI, but we’ll manage.”
“I can’t believe it went along with being called SNAILS,” Taisiya said.
“I know, and correcting me about it!” said the Captain. “What else? Brigita was really pissed about being unconscious for the best bit. But she and Nada had fun packing the marines into our lifepods. We’ve called loads of the Patrol on them; the Patrol is pretty keen on not becoming police, so I think they’ll investigate.”
“Ji-Eun?” asked Taisiya.
“Talking to Riin,” said the Captain. “You get what she did? Told them what they wanted to hear? Partly to not get tortured, but also… well, she’s got seriously mixed feelings about us, but if she had told them the truth they’d have been a hell of a lot better prepared.”
“What will happen to her?”
“Don’t know,” said the Captain. “Probably we’ll drop her off again, somewhere more secure. Maybe she’ll persuade Riin to go with her. Or maybe she’ll stay here, but not as part of the… sex group. Polycule, I suppose. Moniker has been trying to get me to loosen up on the rules.”
“Really?” said Taisiya.
“Yeah,” said the Captain. “And when an AI tells you you’re a bit too rules bound…”
Taisiya laughed.
“So,” continued the Captain, “I’m afraid we’ll have to keep you here until we work out how to prevent you going all Lalitha on us. But we can visit.”
“Yeah?”
“I mean,” said Captain Rajani, “at the moment, I haven’t got anything I should be doing.”
“Really?” said Taisiya, “I can think of a certain pirate slave who needs doing.”
“Hmm,” said the Captain, and Taisiya caught the flash of subcutaneous lumicircuitry. “Have to make you safe first.”
Taisiya tried to lift her arms and legs. Nothing. She relaxed into the fear.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“No talking,” said the Captain, grabbing her chin. She leant forward and kissed Taisiya, firmly, tongue probing. “As I recall, I did promise you making out.”
They kissed again, mouths clashing, Rajani biting her bottom lip, drawing blood.
Taisiya was already becoming aroused. “And then what?” she said.
The Captain slapped her. “I said no talking, slave,” she reminded Taisiya. “But after that, when you’re nice and wet and aching… Moniker is going to join us.”
Taisiya raised an eyebrow.
“Mmm,” said the Captain, going in for another kiss. “It’s better if you can tag team this sort of thing. Really don’t want to get tired, and end your extreme edging too early.”
-(The End)-
Magical Things
(A Prelude)
“The world is full of magical things patiently waiting for our wits to grow sharper.” - Bertrand Russell
Part I
The Commander and the Prince
Nada shivered. Not because the room was cold – although it was – or because of the red light that gave everything an ominous aura. She looked around for a chair, but found none, so sat on the floor instead. It was metal grating, uncomfortable, but she was used to that.
“Right,” she said, self-consciously. “Okay, where did it start? Well…”
* * *
My new bodyguard was probably too attractive; that was where the problem started. Not pretty, I think, prettiness has some hint of softness. The Commander was all hard lines and clean edges, like some computer-generated figure, or super-advanced robot. She was engineered for single-person combat; two metres tall, muscles and nerves augmented and senses refined.
The perfect police officer. I read her files, of course. My father had decided he approved of my asking for reports from Imperial Intelligence; it showed the caution and attention that someday would be worthy of an emperor. Not that he ever looked at an intelligence report, but he had already resigned himself to me being a sinister emperor, rather than a bullish one.
The Commander – Rajani – was not born into a wealthy family; not poor certainly, but middle-class, as far as I could tell. She did well enough at the cadet assessments that there were patrons lining up to pay for her modifications. Enough that she could choose the patrons that asked purely for monetary repayment, rather than those who offered “personal mentoring” as well.
It must have been fairly terrifying to go from having a normal teen body to a body that’s an augmented weapon. Having the augmentations done in the middle of puberty meant, at least, that there was only one set of surprises to adjust to. I suppose, though, that back when I was a teen, the idea of someone rearranging my gawky body was appealing. The royal family was expected to avoid augments though – just as well, or the emperor would have made me more muscular.
To start with, Rajani’s Imperial Police career did not go smoothly. She was “not a team player” and “lacked the necessary drive” – reading between the lines, the former referred to not being corrupt, and the latter to her not being unnecessarily cruel. There were also some references to “she should settle down”.
Finally, a patron got her a job in the Personal Protection Division. She did fairly well here; it was not particularly corrupt (because that might harm us rich folk) and less brutal (as they waited for trouble to come to them). There were still some difficulties with troublesome clients, but on the whole she was successful. But unknown. At least until the St. Vivianne attacks.
I will not bore you by repeating the well-known details; anti-royalist terrorists, massive explosives, an attempted kidnap, a commonwealth spy. And Rajani taking it all down.
After that she was famous, and her bosses stopped worrying, mostly, about the fact that she didn’t have a husband, or even a boyfriend. She won medals and commendations, and entered the higher ranks of the Protection Division, although her political opinions (that is, not a fanatic) and her “unusual social life” meant that rising any higher was unlikely. She even worked, for a while, with the diplomatic policing team, as imperial protection for the Unified Human Commonwealth ambassador. We don’t let them use commonwealth ‘police’ (which they claim not to have anyway) and insist on our own – but we still regard it as a political ding to take that attachment. Again, it didn’t seem to affect Rajani.
I’m telling you this so you understand that I didn’t hire her because of her attractiveness. Also, I was sure that she was only attracted to women, so wouldn’t want to sleep with me. That wouldn’t have been an obstacle for most of my family, though. There was definitely an opinion that the Imperial Guard managed the real protection, so if one of the family wanted to fool around with their protection officer then, well, that’s the sort of vitality one expects from the Imperial Royal Family.
I understand this now, of course. As a teen I did not; I thought the fact that perky Lieutenant Antonieta wanted me was, well, that was love for you. I guess I thought I had a sort of sensitive long-haired boy protagonist thing going, and that was irresistible. I didn’t, of course, and I wasn’t. I was scrawny and spotty, and she was very pretty and not terribly well practised in the art of personal protection. I’m not going to fully relate the disaster of our first and only attempt at intercourse. I had been driven to it by raging hormones, and Antonieta’s flirtatious exchanges, but these were not enough. I kept getting glances of my own naked body, of flatnesses, of pointiness. A pallid and unpleasant fish, drawn up into a land where it was not meant to be. I tried to concentrate on Antonieta’s naked body instead; perfect breasts, kissable lips, and a cute pussy. But sex where one of you doesn’t want to exist, is pretending you don’t exist, well, it isn’t great. She was confused, and, I think, disdainful. Or maybe I am misremembering; at any rate, I do not blame her. It was a stupid job she had been given; a one-sided vessel for a teenage boy’s clumsy enthusiasm, and I couldn’t even do that right. She was reassigned shortly afterwards.
So at that young age I decided I would give up on sex – there would always be one person involved in each coupling that I hated. They – my father’s administrators – tried several more attractions, of course. A cavalcade of women, and even some men – it was a bit unwholesome, but same sex side-pieces were acceptable as long as they didn’t get in the way of marriage. I amused myself by thinking of the straight-laced administrator trying to decide what the homosexuals liked. They must be cursing their luck, thinking I’d gone the same way as my sister.
Maybe it was to avoid such embarrassment that they let me become involved in the hiring process. Probably they hoped that I would choose companions more to my liking. But I chose those who were dependable and who I didn’t fancy, or who didn’t fancy me. The last was a bit awkward, but I was used to unrequited love.
So, I was in my mid-twenties, on paper the second most powerful man in the empire, being groomed to take over the throne, and desperately, desperately sad. I collected methods of suicide; there was no urgency there, but I was reassured that one day I’d overcome the cowardice and obligation that stopped me.
Of course, Rajani would prove me wrong about everything. But for now, she was just the new, ridiculously attractive, bodyguard.
*
The most impressive thing – yes, even compared to her jawline, her tightly muscled arms, or rock-hard abs – was the fact that she was utterly unafraid of me.
I do not mean that I was particularly intimidating; I’m not, and staff who work closely with me soon learn I am happy to go without all the polite niceties. But while we could have a joke about things, there was still fear behind their eyes. Because I am, at the end of the day, the Crown Prince of the Imperial Royal Family. And the Family can, in theory, do anything; no law of the New Aegean Empire can bind or restrict us. Of course, there’s no point making enemies, and the Family these days behaves more like a mercantile company than anything else. Even in my grandfather’s day, ordering the torture and death of a functionary’s whole family because of some imagined fault was rare. But it didn’t need to be common to have an effect. My staff and servants, I’m sure, did not think I’d torture them, but I theoretically could. So there was always this gleam of fear buried deep within them. Fear and sadness sometimes, or fear and contempt, or fear and pity. But always fear, unless they were inner family, in which case they chose from the pity, disgust, contempt side of things.
But not Rajani. From the first interview there was no fear, just competence and curiosity. She sat in this elaborate wood panelled room, surrounded by pictures of admirals and generals, and the statue of the emperor looking down on us all, and answered questions directly, and without fear. Even when the Intelligence Officer moved onto questions of her sexually.
“So you were with this, ah, Miss Ljudmila for four years? During which time it seemed you did not pursue marriage at all,” the IO asked.
“Correct,” said Rajani.
“And just to be clear, your relationship with Ljudmila was of a sexual nature?” said the IO.
“Yes,” said Rajani. “Feel free to play the Intelligence recordings if it will help speed things up.”
The IO ignored that. “You spent most nights there? Ate meals there?”
“Yes.”
“Did you tell her that you were in the Personal Protection Division?” asked the IO.
“No,” said Rajani, “I told her I had a boring job in corporate security.”
“Why?”
“Ljudmila did not like the police,” said Rajani.
“So this relationship, was it a marriage in all but name?” asked the IO.
“No, of course not,” said Rajani. “A woman cannot marry a woman.”
“But the relationship seems like it was serious?” I asked. I didn’t like these prying questions, but at the same time, I was curious.
“Yes, Your Majesty, I’m always serious,” said Rajani, making eye contact for a thrilling instant.
“And why did you split up?” asked the IO, a trace of irritation in his voice.
“She watched a documentary on the St. Vivianne attacks, and it showed one of the few holotracks that caught my face,” said Rajani.
“And she decided to break up with ‘The Heroine of St. Vivianne’?” said the IO, incredulous.
“As I say, she didn’t like the police,” said Rajani. “And she really didn’t like being lied to.”
“And do you share her opinions?” asked the IO.
“Yes, I also hate being lied to,” said Rajani.
“About the Imperial Police, Commander?” said the IO, sighing.
“Commodore, sir, I’m in the Imperial Police,” said Rajani. “I no more doubt or question their methods than the Crown Prince would doubt the Royal Family’s approach.”
And she caught my eye again, fearless, and held my gaze.
*
Much of the work of being a Royal is tedious promotion – the Imperial Family shows their support, for a corporation or a project, by turning up and nodding thoughtfully at whatever symbol of progress is unveiled.
The emperor and I were both needed at this one; the unveiling of a statue that immortalised both of us. It was destined for the ballroom of the INV Black Squid, was three times life size, and was completely horrible. Against a backdrop of the royal architeuthis, the Emperor and I stood side by side. He bore his Spear of Empire one-handed, and had a fatherly grip on my shoulder. I was surprisingly well-muscled, my long-hair in a warrior’s knot. I held the Sword of Filial Duty in one hand and a book in the other; the Palace had decided that warrior-scholar was the way to play me, which was half right. The real Sword of Filial Duty was getting dusty in one of my sitting rooms; the blade was stupidly unbalanced. When I was eight and my sister encouraged me to pick it up, I almost lost a couple of fingers to it.
The emperor and I, although both departing from the Palace grounds, travelled here separately – we both find it convenient to maintain separate staff, and I live in one of the former concubine’s residences. I bow to him, in the spacious, flowery anteroom that ImperialMechanicals – one of the major contractors for the INV Black Squid – have arranged for us. He nods back. Today he has been accompanied by my younger sister, Melesina. It was not planned; I have already heard the Imperial Guard urgently discussing it. My sister does not care about inconveniencing the guards.
“Brother, dear, I see you’ve got a new bodyguard,” Melesina said, glancing at Rajani. Rajani was circling some way away, watching the guests, alert, of course.
“Yes,” I said, and immediately changed the subject. “So what do you think of the statue?”
“Boring. Would look better deconstructed. She’s very fuckable, even though she’s kind of buff,” she said. “Have you screwed her yet?”
“Melesina, she’s a bodyguard, not a concubine,” I hissed. “And she can hear you.”
“So?” she said. “You’re Crown Prince, all people are concubines to you, at least if you had enough balls to tell them. Come on, I know you fancy women as much as I do, so I do not know why you hold yourself off like this. There’s a reason the press thinks you’re intellectual…”
She made the limp-wristed sign for intellectual.
“We are not having this discussion, Mel,” I said.
“Of course we are,” Melesina said. “How can you claim to be smart, when you don’t even know what discussion we’re having? Anyway, she definitely can’t hear us. Hey bodyguard, you need to fuck my brother, his cock’s going to dry up like Commonwealth champagne otherwise. See, nothing?”
“Melesina, I’ve told you, I don’t sleep with staff.”
“Brother, dear,” she said, “how am I a couple of years younger than you, but so very much wiser? I meant what I said, all people are concubines, or whores, to us. It’s great! True, it does mean that you’ll never meet anyone special, anyone who likes you for you. The Imperial Family is too special to allow any genuineness. So you might as well take advantage. Besides, love makes you stupid, better to avoid it.”
“Is your engagement going well?” I asked, snarkily.
She made a face. “That’s what I mean,” she said, “Earl Zyzund’s family needs the money, and that makes them very understanding. He will be just about bearable to make a couple of children for the nannies to raise, and will otherwise retire to celibate and respectable solitude, while I get on with my life. It might not be perfect, but it’s good enough. Life is not a romance novel; you won’t be able to sweep anyone off their feet, people will kick their own feet out the moment they see you.”
“Not all of them,” I said. “Some people’s feet are firmly planted. For example, say they only like women?”
“By the gods, brother, do you hear yourself?” Melesina said. “You’re the heir to the New Aegean Empire, not only do the likes of other people mean nothing to you, it’s even a little insulting that you’re aware of them at all. But, look, if you’re really not going to do anything with her, and you insist on being aware of her likes, why don’t you let her apply for a job in my household?”
“No,” said Rajani, still some way off, and loud enough to confuse the people nearby. She turned and walked towards us.
She bowed deeply towards my sister. “Your Imperial Majesty, I am very happy with my current assignment.”
Melesina looked at her curiously. “My brother says you’re an invert, though? My household would be... welcoming.”
“Your Majesty, I do like women, yes,” said Rajani. “But not all women.”
Melesina laughed. “Amusing! But the sort of joke you can only make because you’re safe in my brother’s care.”
“A mutual defence pact,” said Rajani. “The Prince is a wise tactician, your majesty.”
“Hmm,” said Melesina, “be sure you do not mistake the balance of power. Brother, dear, I will go and enjoy the gathering. Do think about what I have said. I worry about you, brother, and want you to be happy. Sometimes that means not being so concerned with others.”
She swanned off into a group of startled executives.
“Er, don’t worry about-” I said, voice low.
“I’m not, your majesty,” Rajani said.
I had an interesting discussion with various directors and bigwigs about the statue. I’d done my research, of course. At the start, I’d done so because I considered it my duty. I soon found that people expected me simply to nod and say “interesting…”, at which point I started doing it out of sheer bloody-mindedness. The statue was without artistic merit, of course: it didn’t even have a sculptor, just a committee. Its style was a sort of Futurism mixed with generic classicism. I managed to get them to agree that it had elements of ‘Whitereadist influence’ (it didn’t) and then pointed out that since Whiteread was an old-Earth anti-Imperial artist, weren’t they worried about that influence? I watched them back off in a hurry. It was a bit cruel, really, but they annoyed me; people without expertise or knowledge.
I also ran into Genovefa, project director of the Black Squid build, and one of the few people in the room who definitely had expertise. Technically, she was my half-sister, a by-blow of my father’s, but her mother – minor nobility – had played it well, and used the Emperor’s unofficial acknowledgment to open doors for her daughter. Luckily, while nepotism might have gotten her the job, she was very capable; the company probably intended it as a sinecure, but Genovefa was keen on building spacecraft. We talked for a while about the Black Squid; she was smart enough not to dumb it down for me, and her enthusiasm for its new stealth skin and advanced AI was infectious. Arguably, these were a bit useless on an overblown pleasure yacht, but they did serve to advertise the company’s arms division. I agreed that I would take a trip out to the Fenimore shipyards to see the nearly complete ship soon; perhaps I even would.
Eventually, we all trooped outside to see the unveiling. The crowd had been waiting all morning in the drizzle to see the Emperor and, I suppose, his son, and let out a huge roar. I’ve never really gotten used to crowds; they scare me. I mean, I don’t like the gatherings either, but I managed to train myself to treat it as a job. But crowds I never got used to; their braying hoorays always seem a heartbeat away from violent jeers. I didn’t let the fear show, of course, but joined my father and my sister to wave at the crowd, blue Imperial flags fluttering. I supposed the crowd was too far away to be threatening, anyway; we were on a large terrace halfway up the company’s head office, and a row of shield generators protected us from beams and bullets. But still. The only thing that reassured me was Rajani, checking everything, alert and watchful.
We listened to another tedious speech from the CEO, and stood for the Imperial anthem (“the perfidy of the Commonwealth / will ne’er overcome the Empire’s health”). Melesina tried to encourage us to sing the wrong words, as she had done since she was a toddler. Then, finally, the CEO signalled for the curtain to drop, revealing the statue.
Rajani hit me like a tonne of bricks, knocking me to the floor. There was smoke everywhere, and flecks of stone in the air.
I had to watch the broadcast to work out what had happened. A self-propelled missile; just slow enough – ballistically speaking – to not trip the shield generators. It had hit the statue, destroying it. The CEO had a leg crushed by a lump of concrete, several others had similar wounds. The emperor had a scratch to his forehead; Melesina somehow managed to hurt her ankle. I was fine, of course, probably would have been even if Rajani hadn’t tackled me, but I appreciated her concern.
Getting out of there was a colossal pain in the ass. The Imperial Guard was paranoid about fleeing from one location to a second, less secure one, so there was a lot of checking before we finally got home. Rajani on high alert the whole time.
I tried to give her the evening off after that, since I was safe, surrounded by the Imperial Guard and palace staff. She said she wanted to make sure there was no other attack while things were disorganised. I persuaded her to at least take a seat in the corner of the sitting room. I watched the news, then my shows, demolishing a couple of glasses of old-earth vodka and soda. Rajani refused a glass, of course. Every time I looked at her, the lumicircuitry at her jawline was flicking as she accessed comms feeds.
“It doesn’t make any sense,” she exclaimed suddenly. “Shit, sorry.”
“It’s alright,” I said. “About the attack?”
“Yes,” she said. “They’ve found where the missile was fired from. A high-rise apartment a good way away. The launcher – a military grade launcher – had apparently had some sort of mishap that caused it to also destroy the shooter and most of the apartment-”
“Convenient,” I said.
“Indeed. The chances are that it’s the homeowner, lived there fifteen years. His wife and daughter have just turned up at the side of a road, bound and gagged.”
“Kidnapped?” I asked.
“Looks like it,” she said. “It makes no sense.”
“So, they gave this guy an apparently booby-trapped launcher, told him to fire at us or his family would get it?”
“Yes,” said Rajani. “Which makes zero sense. Killing your patsy? Makes sense, a lot harder to lead back to you. But not killing his family? Why take the risk? Seems an odd time to get an attack of morality. And then there’s the missile itself; less than a quarter charge, from what I can tell. Why not blow up the whole balcony? Zero deaths – victim deaths – doesn’t make any sense. Are we meant to assume the perpetrator really hated sculpture?”
Shit, I thought. “She didn’t want to kill us, but blowing up the sculpture was exciting. And she didn’t arrange for the perpetrator to die to mess up the trail, but because the alternative was him being tortured by the police. She’s insane but not malicious.”
“You’re saying she, does that mean you know-” said Rajani. “Shit, Melesina?”
“In any provable way?” I said. “No. But… she’s always liked mean pranks-”
“This wasn’t a prank!” interrupted Rajani. “Someone is dead, and several are in hospital. If it had gone wrong, you could be too.”
“Yes,” I said. “But she… I mean, she doesn’t live a normal life, she likes chaos. Maybe the thought of it going wrong appealed to her. For something in her life to matter.”
“You can’t have nearly assassinating your family as a hobby,” said Rajani. “That’s crazy.”
“I suppose,” I said. “But have you met my family?”
“Does the Emperor know?” she asked.
“That’s a good question,” I said. “He certainly has advisors smarter than me, and he likes excitement too – for all his faults he’s no coward. And the Imperial Family thrives on conflict. The press loved him today, brave with a bloody forehead. But, still I would say no. Hell, we don’t even know, but… it makes sense.”
“It really shouldn’t,” said Rajani, mournfully.
“Welcome to the Imperial Royal Family,” I said. “We’re kind of messed up, but we’ll kill you if you say that.”
“What are we going to do about Melesina?” Rajani said.
“Nothing, I suppose,” I said. “She’s cleverer than both of us. We will run into trouble if we try to prove it. Next time I see her, I’ll hint to her that I might be thinking in that direction, maybe that will cause her to calm down.”
“Or to try to kill you,” said Rajani.
“If Melesina wanted to be emperor, I’d already be dead, in a very unsuspicious way,” I said. “She is literally too clever to want to usurp the throne.”
“With all due respect,” said Rajani, “that’s madness. So we do nothing?”
“Yes. Doing nothing about madness is a longstanding family tradition,” I agreed, gesturing at the glass. “Are you sure you don’t want some?”
Rajani picked up my glass and, with no hesitation, took a swig. “Mmm, not bad,” she said. “Well, I’m going to handover to Belenos now, I think. Goodnight, your majesty.”
I sat looking at the glass for a while. Was that deliberate? It was intimate, surely? Or was it just a soldier’s brashness? I turned the glass so that my lips hit the spot where her lips had been, and drank.
*
I had two other bodyguards; they could each take a third of a day on duty. Belenos had been with me the longest, having joined when they were still trying to see if I had any interest in men. He was muscular and fat, bearded and taciturn; but he was dependable and without contempt. Also, he was actually bisexual. Mneme was a more recent hire; she was pretty enough in her way, but it was very clear we were not attracted to each other. She was reliable, though, and, again, lacked contempt. When Mneme and Belenos began – secretly – to sleep with each other, I was pleased. I was glad that two people in this blasted house were getting some.
I was surprised though, when I opened the bedroom door at way past midnight and found Rajani sitting outside.
“Oh,” I said, “I thought it was Mneme’s shift.”
“I swapped,” Rajani said. “She and Belenos had worn themselves out practising… drills, or something. Are you having trouble sleeping, your majesty?”
“Yes,” I said. I’d claim it was fuss over the attack, but, to be honest, I often had trouble sleeping. Times when the darkness seems to gather around me, and I’d find the only way to keep it at bay was to go through my list of suicides. Or visit the hothouse. “Belenos will not let me visit the hothouse at night, but Mneme will. You, I guess, will side with Belenos.”
“Well,” said Rajani, “firstly, note that you could overrule Belenos…”
“I don’t on matters of security,” I said.
“So you’d do what I’d ordered?” said Rajani.
“I suppose,” I said. She smiled.
“Hmm. Well, Bel’s point is, I guess, that at night with the lights on you’re a sitting duck,” Rajani said. “The glass is hardened, but not against anti-materiel rounds or beams. Although that depends on there being someone in the grounds, which shouldn’t happen.”
“Right,” I said. “I think that’s why Mneme thinks it’s safe enough.”
“Well, I think she also doesn’t want to upset you,” Rajani said. “And working in Protection is all about guarding against things that shouldn’t be a problem but somehow are. But, at any rate, an obvious solution presents itself.”
“Oh?”
“We don’t turn the lights on,” she said.
The hothouse is a strange place in the dark. Rajani’s eyes are adapted to low light, so she guided me in. My eyes will eventually adapt, but for now it’s all pitch black silhouettes against the dark gray of the glass. It’s oddly intimate being guided by Rajani, trusting her completely. The floor is intricately packed encaustic tiles, and metal grates, and the occasional hose line; she stepped me carefully through, up to my favourite bench. I sat among the perfume of orchids, bromeliads, scented hydrangeas, and flowering vines; cup of gold and privet-leaved jasmine. The hothouse was even better in the dark. I couldn’t see myself at all. I could imagine I was… I don’t know… not void, but not the Crown Prince either.
I sat among the scents, my mind gradually unclenching. I was beginning to be able to make out shapes, shades of green-grey, but the place still seemed dreamlike. I was aware of Rajani standing; watchful, but free, it seemed, of any stress.
“I bet this seems stupid to you,” I said.
“No,” she said. “Why?”
“Stupid prince can’t sleep because of his perfect life, and insists on relaxing among the flowers like…” I said, trailing off.
“Those are your feelings,” said Rajani. “Or rather, those of your father. You are not your father, even he must realise that.”
“He regrets that, yes,” I said bitterly.
“Yes, but do you?” asked Rajani.
“It would be easier.”
“Sure,” said Rajani. “Easier. Some of us, life isn’t meant to be easy. That’s why you’ve got to take time amongst the flowers when you can.”
She reached into one of the beds and picked out a fallen bloom, and tucked it behind my ear. I was too surprised to do much about it.
“Doesn’t look very princely,” I said.
“It’s dark, no-one can see you,” said Rajani. “You don’t have to be a prince at the moment.”
“What… what should I be?”
“What do you want to be?” she said.
“... I don’t know,” I said.
“Well,” Rajani said. “For now, why don’t you just be a person with a flower in their hair?”
*
I knocked a whole pile of books off my desk when trying to replace the middle one. I was overtired. The books were all about various farming protocols across the Empire (and how they were definitely better than the Commonwealth ones). Tedious, but not terribly sleep-provoking. My speech for the Imperial Landowners Association lay unfinished on my pad. Obviously, there was no shortage of people willing to write it for me, but this was another thing I considered a duty.
There was a knock at the door. “Everything alright, your majesty?”
“Yes, Rajani, just knocked some books over.”
Rajani entered. “Having trouble sleeping?” she said. “Do you want to go to the hothouse?”
Her eye caught the hyacinthe blossom that I’d had trapped in clear resin. I was a bit embarrassed, but she didn’t seem to be.
“No, I don’t think so,” I said. “Just overtired.”
She nodded. “You know, they could have preserved that blossom into a hair slide, if you’d have asked.”
“Sure,” I said, “but when would I get to wear it?”
“You’re not on display all day,” said Rajani. “You may feel like you’re... encased in resin, but you’re not.”
“And, anyway,” I said, “it’s not a fitting adornment for a prince.”
“If that had been your first concern then that would have been one thing,” Rajani said. “But your first thought was ‘when?’ What do you think that means?”
“That I don’t always want to be a prince,” I said, sighing. “Is that terrible of me? I do see, you know, that the empire treats a lot of people very unfairly. And yet I moan about having to be prince. That’s bad, isn’t it?”
“If you were moaning to the Empire’s victims, yes, it would be,” said Rajani. “But you’re moaning to another cog in the machinery of Empire. We all deal with our own problems, on our own scale. Sure, bear other people’s problems in mind, but don’t negate your own challenges. And anyway… no, it doesn’t matter.”
“You don’t like the police, do you?” I asked.
“No,” said Rajani. “A lot of time, life under the empire doesn’t give you a choice at all. Or, at least, that’s what I tell myself. Sometimes I can feel the pressure growing, you know?”
I nodded. “The pressure… to end it?”
“No!” she exclaimed, and looked at me for a second, before continuing in a softer voice. “No, thankfully that’s never been a concern. No, I mean to rebel, to become an outlaw. I probably have a very optimistic view of it. Maybe escape to the Commonwealth.”
“Yes,” I said. “Perhaps we have a small spaceship, we’re on the run, but doing good things wherever we go.”
“Good things?” laughed Rajani. “I’ve got to say, I pictured me… us doing crimes wherever we went.”
“Well,” I said. “You’re the Captain.”
“Really?”
“If we’re doing escapist imaginings, I do not want to be in charge of anything ever again,” I said.
“I don’t mind being in charge,” Rajani said, voice thoughtful.
I yawned. “Perhaps you should order me to go to sleep,” I joked, “I might actually manage to do it that way.”
“Okay,” she said, “if you want… oh, sorry, you’re joking.”
“No, er, yes. But no,” I said. “Um, what are your orders?”
She looked at me for a few seconds, as if making up her mind.
“Well,” she said, “we don’t want your hair to be knotty in the morning. Take it out of the elastic.”
I removed my ponytail, while Rajani fetched the hairbrush from the cupboard.
“Right, just stay still,” she began brushing my hair, briskly. “I’ve noticed that you don’t have any mirrors in here.”
“Um, no,” I said. “Don’t need them, I suppose.”
“Hmm,” said Rajani.
I’ve had people brush my hair before, but this was different somehow. Not just because of the briskness, but… I don’t know.
“What should I call you,” she said, “when I’m in charge. Seems a bit silly, calling you ‘your majesty’ in that case.”
Well, she hardly ever called me that, anyway. “I guess so,” I said. “You can use my name, I suppose.”
“No,” said Rajani, which surprised me. She pointed the brush at the flower. “What do you think about the name Hyacinthe?”
“That’s a girl’s name,” I said. I wasn’t signing up to be teased.
“It’s a flower’s name,” said Rajani. There was no hint of teasing in her manner.
“Okay,” I said, doubtfully.
“There’s a good flower, Hyacinthe,” Rajani said. I don’t know why that felt so good. I’m Crown Prince, I’ve had plenty of praise before. It usually made me feel uncomfortable, even deceptive. Why did this sink in, and make me feel warm?
“And I call you… Captain?” I asked.
“That will do nicely, Hyacinthe,” she said. She finished brushing my hair and spread it out across my shoulders. “It’s a shame you don’t have a mirror,” she said. “Your hair looks amazing, and done like this it softly frames your face.”
I looked down. Why were the simplest compliments affecting me so?
“Okay,” said Rajani. “Time to get you into bed.”
I actually felt oddly nervous. But Rajani only liked women, this was just putting me to bed.
She took the dressing gown off me, and I felt naked in my pyjamas. I slipped into bed, pulling the coverlet up to my chin.
“Lie flat, arms by your side,” she instructed, pulling up a chair to the bedside. She turned off the lights.
“You want to sleep, don’t you, Hyacinthe?” she said.
I nodded. Remembered it was dark, then remembered Rajani had augmented vision.
“I’m going to take command of your breathing, okay?” Rajani said.
“Huh?”
“I’ll tell you when to breathe in and when to breathe out,” she said.
“Okay,” I said. “But what if I get it wrong?”
“Then,” she said, placing a hand on my chest, “I guess you’ll find out how much I hate being disobeyed.”
She said it with a quiet laugh, but it gave me a real problem. If she looked down the bed she’d see an embarrassing bulge, not really hidden by pyjamas and coverlet. I didn’t want to make this weird. Weirder.
“Breathe in, to your belly,” she said, slipping her hand dangerously down to my stomach. “Three. Four. Now hold. Hold. Now out.”
She counted me out as well. I ran out of breath on the out, but she either let it go or didn’t notice. She talked me through it again. Breathe in, hold, breathe out. And again. I closed my eyes, listening to her voice.
“Good, Hyacinthe. Concentrate on the rhythm. This is your job, your orders,” the Captain said. “Keep to the rhythm as you feel your limbs become heavier, and the room becomes softer.”
I listened to her voice, although I stopped making out the details after a while. I am Hyacinthe, I thought, and my job is to keep on breathing. At some point I fell into a deep and restful sleep.
*
The next morning I hoped I’d see Rajani, but, of course, it was not her shift. Belenos greeted me cheerfully. It was strange, last night; a part of me wanted to think it was dangerous. Maybe suspected that Rajani was going to run to the press with “the prince let me order him around, and call him a girl’s name, and got an erection” story. Except, really, I couldn’t see Rajani doing that.
It was odd though; so much of last night didn’t make sense. Was it sexual? Last night it seemed like it wasn’t, and I was just inappropriately reading stuff into it. In the morning’s light I was much less confident about that view. And Hyacinthe was definitely a girl’s name. Although, in that case, why did I like it so much?
I thought about it all day and into the evening. I had myself a vodka and soda, and waited for Rajani’s shift.
When she was there, however, I hardly knew what to say to her.
“I’ve been thinking about last night,” I said, finally.
“Me too,” admitted Rajani. “What conclusions did you arrive at?”
I made a vague shape with my hands. “I don’t know,” I said. I screwed my courage up. “Listen, Rajani, you only like women, right?”
“Yes,” she said. “If by ‘like’ you mean sleep with, make love to, fuck. Yes.”
Even though I knew that was going to be her answer, it sent a cold shock of disappointment through me.
“Right,” I said. “Okay… just checking. Making sure there’s nothing… But… but I liked it when you ordered me around.”
“Good,” Rajani said. And I got the impression there was more she wasn’t saying, or was wondering how to say.
“Will you do that again?” I said. “Order me around?”
“No,” she said. And then relented, “Or, at least, not when you ask me to.”
“What?” I said, but then I saw. It couldn’t be something I demanded or ordered, what would be the point of that? It was something I accepted, received.
It was odd, I’d never thought of myself as commanding, but I suppose the idea was that I didn’t have to be. Even now, a small part of me was incredulous at Rajani’s refusal. But a bigger part was understanding the freedom of trusting someone.
“Okay… Captain,” I said.
She smiled. “Tomorrow night, maybe,” she said.
“I’d like that,” I said.
“And I want you to think about, well, let’s call it a disguise,” she said. “Your sister leaves the grounds, sometimes, in costume. Have a think about how you would dress if you were not dressing as you.”
“Are we?” I said. “Going to leave the grounds, I mean?”
“That would take a while to organise,” she said. “But, yes, if you want to.”
I hadn’t wanted to before, but I did now.
“So have a think on it. Something clever. Something confusing.” she said. “Now I’m going to go outside to the corridor and guard.”
She picked up my vodka and soda, and downed half of it. No, not downed, for after a quick swill, she dribbled it back into the glass, and placed it back on my desk.
“And enjoy your drink, Hyacinthe,” she said, leaving the room.
I stared at it for a while. There was no way. That was disgusting. I ought to have her fired. I ought to tip away the glass. Why was I picking it up?
It was lovely.
*
Rajani bundled into the room carrying a large rectangular bag, and also a black garment bag.
“My disguise kit,” she explained. “Have you come up with an idea?”
I had.
“Well,” I said, nervously. “Don’t be too surprised. It’s a bit strange, but I think it could work. Unexpected. And I’m quite slight so-”
“Get to the point, Hyacinthe,” said the Captain.
“I think I could be a woman,” I said, quickly. “I mean, I could be disguised as one.”
I scanned Rajani, looking for signs of ridicule or laughter. There was a smile, but it seemed like one of relief.
She seemed to have trouble speaking for a moment. “Good idea,” she said, and opened the bag.
She did my hair first, brushing it out and back, getting some volume into it. She used a flower clip to hold my hair out of my face.
Then make-up. Some foundation, I guess. Powders. Around my eyes, grey and blue. Mascara. Lip gloss, grey-pink.
“Mirror,” she said, “I keep forgetting you haven’t got a mirror.”
She searched in a side pocket and brought out a compact. Handed it to me.
It was small, and zoomed in, so I got the picture in fragments and glimpses, like a keyhole into a parallel world. She was beautiful. Her make-up was done subtly; I’d been worried; Rajani’s make-up was always minimal, and this was more. But it worked, it had a soft gothic look; greys, pale blues, desaturated pink. I looked at her lips; satiny and sensuous. My lips. Rajani had done something with the powder, matte and glimmer, making my face less angular, less sharp. Or sharp differently, like Rajani’s; a knife rather than an axe. I closed the compact.
“Hey, now, you’ll mess it up,” said Rajani. I didn’t understand what she meant until several fat tears dropped onto my pyjamas. Oh. I wondered why I was doing that?
“We will fix it up in a bit,” Rajani said. “I brought this blouse for you. Well, I mean, it’s one of mine, so it won’t fit, but we can make it work.”
We pulled off my pyjama top. The sight of my bare chest looked wrong, but it’s somehow less upsetting now; like it’s something that needs fixing, not a flaw in the nature of the universe.
The blouse is loose, of course, but doesn’t look bad. It’s black, with a tight silver pattern. We roll the sleeves up to my elbow. It’s long enough that it’s almost a mini-dress, and Rajani accentuates that by adding a belt around my waist. Although, it did make my blue pyjama leggings look weird. I looked at myself with the compact again, while Rajani redid my make-up.
“So,” she said, “how do you feel, Princess Hyacinthe?”
“Is she, I, a princess now?” I asked.
“I think so,” Rajani said. “Yeah, the clothing isn’t very princess-y, but princesses are casual sometimes.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “She got home, dumped the ballgown, and climbed into her girlfriend’s shirt... Oh, I meant just in terms of how it looked.”
Rajani waved it away. “And maybe she knows her girlfriend gets a little cross about her borrowing shirts…”
“And she hopes she’ll get punished for it,” I said. There was a pause. “Sorry, got a bit carried away there.”
“Me too...” said Rajani. “But returning to my question, what do you think of the look?”
“I love it,” I said. “It’s going to be such a good disguise.”
Rajani looked hesitant. “Sometimes people choose the wrong one, as a disguise,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, imagine someone with two costumes,” she said. “One is accepted by society, but feels harsh and unpleasant and unsettling to her. The other, well, her father wouldn’t like it, but feels exciting and comfortable and true. So, which one is the disguise, and which is real?”
I sat in silence for a bit. “But I’m not a woman,” I said, and I could hear for the first time the sadness, almost pleading, in my voice.
“Bullshit,” Rajani said. “You telling me that ‘prince’ feels right, and ‘princess’ doesn’t?”
“No, of course not,” I said, and it surprised me how obvious it was. “But I have a…”
I couldn’t say it, but just looked down.
“What, this?” said Rajani, placing her hand on it through my pyjama bottoms. “Well, you’ve got it the wrong way around. You’re a woman, so whatever’s down here are a woman’s bits. Or do you think women are just vaginas with a body and limbs attached?”
“No, no,” I said. Probably my father thought that, but he was wrong. “But most women…”
Rajani rubbed her hand, almost absent-mindedly. “Most women aren’t two metres tall, either. Does that make me a man? So, you’ve got, let’s say, an oversized clitoris, does that mean you have to be expelled from the ranks of women? That’s rubbish.”
Frankly, oversized was right, as Rajani’s stroking had aroused me. But there didn’t seem to be the usual shame. My… oversized clit... wasn’t what I wanted down there, but, well, a lot of people’s bodies weren’t quite what they wanted. Maybe I could do something about that.
“Rajani...” I said.
“Sorry,” she said, and stopped stroking. “Not the appropriate time. I just want to show you… I like women, Hyacinthe.”
“But I’m scared,” I said. “It will be so difficult.”
“Yes,” Rajani said. “But your life wasn’t easy, anyway. Do you have the excitement and terror of sometimes being yourself, or the boredom and despair of never being yourself?”
“I’m a woman?” I asked.
Rajani nodded.
“I am a woman,” I said. “Oh fuck, I’m messing up my make-up again.”
“It’s okay,” said Rajani, hugging me. “It’s going to be okay.”
I cried for a bit. There was no shame in crying now.
“Um,” said Rajani, “I didn’t bring a skirt or tights with me. I don’t think I’ve got any that will fit. Next time. But… there is something else, if you want.”
I nodded, curiously.
She dug into the bag and brought out a pair of white panties.
“They were Ljudmila’s,” Rajani said. “Um, clean, of course. She left them in a drawer. But they ought to fit you. Only if you want to, of course.”
I nodded, and stood to undo my pyjama bottoms.
“Will you help me?” I asked.
It was her turn to nod. She helped me out of the pyjama bottoms, slipping the panties on over my feet and sliding them up my legs.
They did fit, though not perfectly, and under the pressure of observation they became less well fitting by the moment. Rajani tried to tuck me in, but it was no use.
“Very rude,” said Rajani, mock seriously. “The Princess is being very impolite to her Captain, who’s just trying her best to get her dressed.”
“What’s the Captain going to do about it?” I asked.
Rajani paused.
“Fuck,” she said. “This is so completely unethical – on both of our sides – that you kind of have to hope the net effect is to balance everything out.”
“Yes,” I said, “I’m sure that works.”
She nodded, and flung me onto the bed.
I had forgotten she had enhanced muscle. It was thrilling.
“Is this silly?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “Definitely not. What are you going to do with the Princess?”
“With you, the Princess?” she mused. “Well, you have been very naughty…”
She rummaged in her bag again, producing a couple of fabric belts.
“So, I think... whatever I like,” she said. “I’m going to tie your hands, if that’s okay?”
I nodded keenly, presenting my hands.
“It’s okay, I will tell you to stop if I need to,” I said. I didn’t like seeing her compromising her commanding nature to coddle me.
“We should have a safeword,” she said.
I thought of the Royal Seal of the Imperial Family, architeuthis against a field of mid blue. “Cerulean,” I said.
She tied my hands, not too tightly, but firmly. Arranging the pillows, she sat on the bed, reclining, and instructed me to sit in front of her.
“Blindfold now,” she said, “I don’t want you to be distracted by your own beauty.”
The wide fabric belt went on. I remembered sitting in the hothouse, the familiar feeling of reassuring darkness, yet much more exciting.
She used her legs to wrap over mine, to pull them apart. I didn’t fight, of course, but I couldn’t have anyway; she was so much stronger.
“Now, Princess Hyacinthe,” said Rajani, moving her hands across my body. “Since you couldn’t be bothered to keep your clit inside your panties, you won’t mind your Captain playing with it.”
With a hand she stroked it firmly, massaging it against my body. I moaned. I felt her teeth nibble my ear, my neck. I whimpered, my breath already somewhat ragged.
“I’m going to take command of your breathing,” Rajani said. “I’ll tell you when to breathe in and when to breathe out.”
“But…” I said. It was trouble to even say that, with the rubbing and the biting.
“Don’t worry, Hyacinthe,” said Rajani. “For a moment, let me make the important decisions for you.”
I nodded.
*
I do not recall ever being so excited for something before. We were going out.
Rajani had made some enquiries among Melesina’s staff as to how to do it correctly. We were going to a nightclub – The Lazy Bee – in midtown; it was friendly to ‘us folks’ but also had a conventional population. Wouldn’t cause the Imperial Guard to look up in the same way an invert bar would. We each had a tracker, with Belenos and Mneme having the codes.
Obviously, I wasn’t going to change into my proper clothes here, way too risky, but Rajani would find a stopping place part way there. If something went wrong we could probably get away with the costume or fancy dress idea, there’d be tittering in the press, but it was survivable. People would prefer to believe I’m an idiot rather than a woman. I was scared though, of course, but scared and excited, which was new.
We were taking Rajani’s flycar, it was civilian, fairly unremarkable, and armoured as much as possible for a non-military vehicle. It also had an air-freshener in the shape of a smiling cloud, which didn’t seem very Rajani.
“Ljudmila’s,” she said, “it’s completely faded now. I can take it down. Maybe get a scented hyacinthe one.”
This seemed unexpectedly sweet to me, and made me fumble with the seat harness release for a moment. In the company of others, Rajani was still very professional, very diligent. Well, apart from a few subtle things; the occasional pretend sip of my drink, a brush against me in the turn of a corridor, or, sometimes, just a look. A couple of seconds of her frank and lingering gaze, reminding me of being naked, tied, under her stare.
She liked to tease me like this, before a tedious royal event, to leave me pleading, begging for it to be night, for us to be together. I didn’t fool myself; she had control over our sex life. Over me. That was what I wanted.
And now I was going out with her. Seeing the slight hesitations and softnesses under the precise mask.
“All ready?” she said, lumicircuitry flickering. “I’m checking in with traffic control…”
I looked at her; she looked suddenly concerned. From the palace, there were beams shot into the sky.
“What is happening?” I asked.
“Shit,” she said, and yanked the flycar up into the air, spinning it around.
I saw… a fireball? Flaming debris crashing down onto the house, and the vehicle park. I couldn’t make sense of it.
Again, I’ll give the synopsis from the news reports I saw later. In the moment it looked like madness, a nightmare. What happened was: a regular supply shuttle with provisions for the Palace was taken over by terrorists. They actually got further than they should have before Traffic Control realised that something wasn’t right, and they intended to crash the shuttle directly into the palace. So they belatedly activated the defence cannons, and turned the shuttle into flaming debris. What isn’t known is whether some pilot decided that my residence was better than nothing, or whether it was just dumb luck. But either way the debris came down on my house and grounds.
Rajani set the flycar down in a nearby ornamental garden. She looked at the flames, the caved-in part of my residence, the hothouse with what looked like an inertial thruster crashed into it. She unfastened her restraints, went for the door, and stopped. Belenos and Mneme and countless others were in there. But her job was to guard me. She forced herself to sit back.
I jerked open my door, and started running for the house. I was not suddenly brave; I was shitting myself. But Rajani, my Captain, my love, my owner, the blessed idiot would forever regret not running into a house on fire. I would not let that happen. Love makes you stupid, Melesina says, and she’s right, but it’s worth it.
Part II
The Captain and the Princess
I shifted uncomfortably on the sofa. I wished Rajani was sitting next to me, but she was standing, in guard mode, a couple of meters away. I briefly pictured myself sitting at her feet, her hand idly tousling my hair. Or maybe pulling it.
“Your majesty?” said Gauthier. He was one of my father’s people, here on the Emperor’s behalf. One of Melesina’s diary women sat at the edge of the room making notes.
“Oh, huh, sorry?” I said.
“Gau was just saying that the Emperor really likes the press on the house disaster,” said Melesina. “What with the two of you pulling people out of the rubble, really great scenes. He thinks you should move back to the Palace, to your own rooms, I mean. At least while repairs are underway. But maybe permanently.”
We had gotten Belenos and Mneme out, although they were still hospitalised. Belenos, in particular, was in a bad way. A few others as well. And there’d been some deaths, servants and staff whose names I hadn’t known until I was told, and who, I was ashamed to say, didn’t really mean anything to me now.
But the footage was good.
Well, despite liking the heroics, they’d wanted to sack Rajani for placing me in danger. I’d absolutely put my foot down, to a degree that convinced many that we were sleeping together. Which was true, but not in the way they thought.
“Not that I mind you in my wing, dear brother,” Melesina continued. “Under my wing, you could say. And your bodyguard is so neat, it barely looks like her room is slept in. But father would let you have the entire north wing.”
It had taken a little while to convince Rajani that Mel was not behind the shuttle crash. But I was like eighty to ninety percent sure she wasn’t. Too random even for her. Probably. And Rajani was still a bit hesitant about us staying in the quarters of “the less lethal assassin”, but it at least meant that the Captain would not leave me alone.
“No, I appreciate your hospitality sis, but don’t want to be under my father’s roof,” I replied. “One of the other houses on the grounds, or one of the overseas palaces, would be suitable in the short-term, surely?”
“Your majesty,” said Gauthier. “One must be aware of the recent upswing in treasonous attacks? The shuttle, and the statue, of course, but also many others that our security forces have stopped before they got near to the Imperial Family. But it’s been trending upwards since the St. Vivianne attacks. The Emperor feels you will be best protected here.”
“Oh, I had forgotten about the statue,” I lied. “I wonder if it was the same idiots? Only a fool would want to destroy a statue of our glorious emperor.”
“The enemies of the Empire are everywhere,” said Gauthier, solemnly.
“Which is why, brother,” said Melesina, “that we think you should stay in a stable place, with your family.”
“Absolutely not,” I said.
“Fenimore,” said Rajani.
“What?” said Gauthier, irritatedly.
“Fenimore shipyards. Military shipyards in a restricted orbit around a forbidden moon of a hellish gas giant. No civilians. Tightly controlled inbound and outbound protocols,” said Rajani, “and H… the prince had already said he’ll visit.”
I felt for Rajani every time she had to use the wrong pronouns.
“It will look like running away,” said Gauthier.
“We tell them it’s been planned for a while,” said Rajani. “And it’s a tiny staff accompanying him. The quarters will be small and military-like. This isn’t some deluxe holiday, it’s a military inspection.”
“I’ll wear a uniform,” I said, resignedly. “And you can photograph me pointing at a bolt, or something. An important military bolt.”
“Hmm. Then you approve of this plan, your majesty?” said Gauthier. I nodded. “Then I’ll see if the Emperor agrees. The military demographic has been difficult for you, this would help.”
Gauthier bundled up his pads and made his goodbyes. The diary person – I hadn’t caught her name – also bowed and left.
Now it was only Melesina here, so I tapped the sofa, and Rajani came and sat beside me.
Melesina rolled her eyes. “I thought you only slept with women, Raj?”
“The world sometimes takes one by surprise, your majesty,” said Rajani.
“Oh yes, that is the normal imperial dating technique,” said Melesina. “But my brother, he’s too polite for that. You know he cannot marry you? That he ought to have discarded you by now.”
“I am actually here!” I said. “And the relationship has nothing to do with you.”
“Wrong,” said Rajani, placing her hand on my knee, “Melesina will tell you that your relationships are everyone’s concern.”
“Quite right,” Mel said.
“That’s why if you look into Princess Melesina’s personal life,” said Rajani, “you see only her stupid engagement. Look beyond that, and it’s silly lesbians; attractive and short-term. Servant girls, they soon move on to other things. Well enough paid for their time. Scandalous but not worrying; the Princess will be an adequate mother and technically a wife.”
“Exactly!” said Melesina. “And Raj thinks I’ll be adequate! I am proud, to so far exceed our own mother.”
“So nobody even notices her tomboyish, soft-butch diary secretary,” said Rajani. “Who the Princess doesn’t even seem aware of, doesn’t call by name, certainly doesn’t touch. But I guess if I checked the records she’d have worked here longer than anyone.”
Melesina put her teacup down with a little shake.
“What’s the matter, Mel?” said Rajani. “Haven’t got a statue to explode?”
“How?” said Melesina, quietly.
“When two people put so much effort into not looking into each other’s eyes,” said Rajani. “You can tell it’s because all they really want to do is stare into each other’s eyes.”
“Ugh!” Melesina said.
“Wait,” I said, “you told me love makes you stupid.”
“It fucking does,” said Melesina. “And your bodyguard is a fool for thinking you’ll protect her.”
“I will,” I said.
“Oh, you’d choose her over your own sister?” said Melesina.
“Choose the one who I love and also won’t accidentally murder me? Yes,” I said. Rajani and I hadn’t discussed love much. But I loved her, obviously. Hopefully that wasn’t an unpleasant surprise for her.
“Oh,” Melesina said, suddenly deflated. “I do love you, you know.”
“I love you too,” I said, “for some reason. But, look, I’d expect you to put your diary secretary – whatever her name is – first too.”
“Alise,” said Melesina and Rajani, simultaneously. I was going to have to learn Rajani’s ‘listening to names’ trick, though I was beginning to suspect the trick was actually listening to names.
“And I wouldn’t,” said my sister. “I haven’t so far.”
She looked so unhappy that I was taken aback. Melesina walked over to the drinks cabinet, and poured herself a big measure of some dark spirit. “Want anything?” she asked me.
“No, he doesn’t,” said Rajani. She’d really cut down on my alcohol consumption. But I liked her refusing on my behalf. I liked even more that she would let me have some water rinsed around her mouth as a reward.
“Oh by the gods, she’s really got you,” said Melesina, downing her spirit. “Well, Raj, presumably you didn’t work that out just to upset me.”
“No, Mel, I didn’t,” said Rajani. “We all know each other’s secrets, so let’s all let each other get by. I do not expect to marry the prince, but I do love him, and we will see where that takes us.”
“Fair enough,” said Melesina. “Is what I’d be saying if our secrets were remotely comparable. But you’re balancing my secret of being a murderous invert, a lesbian, who loves her girlfriend, against your secret of, what, sleeping with someone in the exact way the Palace has being encouraging? Makes little sense. Which means you have a bigger secret.”
It really wasn’t fair that Melesina got the brains in our family.
“We love each other,” said Rajani. She was unflappable.
“Which is embarrassing and foolish and not enough,” said Melesina, “I mean, if you waited till the Emperor died, and didn’t mind pissing everyone off, you could probably even marry.”
“Look, it’s not about an exact match in secret levels,” Rajani said. “It’s that we both know each other’s secrets, so let’s cooperate.”
“I believe you, Raj,” said Melesina. “You’re very convincing. Unfortunately, my brother is not, at least not to me. I remember when he accidentally pulled the Lacroix Tapestry from the wall. He could have just stayed quiet and they would have blamed one of the staff, but he went white and blurted it out.”
“You pulled the tapestry off the wall,” I blurted out.
“Well, someone did,” said my sister, waving her glass airily. “And one of us was consumed by guilt. So you have another secret. But what?”
She looked between Rajani and me. I could feel myself starting to panic.
“Alright,” said Rajani, slowly and regretfully. “The truth is… I top him. I put my strap-on on and I peg the next emperor. Think the press would be alright with that?”
“No!” said Melesina, laughing. “Oh, by the gods. The press would have an absolute field day. ‘Pegged for Ascension’, or some such.”
“I’m glad you find it funny,” I said, embarrassed. But Rajani had found the right thing, close enough to the truth to get her off our back. Well, wholly true, but missing a detail.
“And impressive,” Melesina said, pouring herself another drink. “You go for what you want, bro. I’m glad you are getting your dream of… of becoming an anal slut.”
“Stop that,” I said. “It’s not like that. It is just two women making love in a different way.”
Rajani gave me a horrified look. I didn’t see why, I was the one being called an anal slut. By my sister, rather than by Rajani.
“Two… women,” said Melesina, slowly.
Oh, that.
“I misspoke,” I said.
“Fuck,” said Melesina. “Fuuuuck. Let me process…”
I went to speak, but she held up a finger, and downed her drink. I was beginning to think Rajani had a point about alcohol use in this family.
“Okay,” Melesina said. “Bro… sis, you’ve got to stay quiet about this. There is absolutely no way they will let this go. You need to be careful, and not blurt it out… say, in the middle of the conversation with your sister. I’m sorry, but you need to get used to having the wrong pronouns applied to you.”
“I am used to that,” I insisted, “I just misspoke.”
“Well, you can’t,” Mel said. “You just can’t, princess. Do you have a girl’s name?”
“Hyacinthe,” I said. “But… you believe me?”
“Hyacinthe, great, really masculine if that slips out,” said Melesina. “Fuck, and I thought I was the sister with the dangerous hobby.”
“It’s not a hobby!” I said.
“No, you don’t get it,” said Melesina. “It has to be a hobby. Of course I believe you, you’ve shown glimpses of personality before, I don’t know why I ever thought you were a man. But it doesn’t matter. We don’t get the life we want, we don’t, maybe no-one does. I don’t get a quiet life with Alise, and you don’t get everybody to call you Hyacinthe. I’m sorry, but you don’t, sis.”
“I know,” I said, though I was crying again.
“If anything, you should masc it up, to make sure people stay fooled,” Mel said. “Sis, can you grow a beard?”
“No!” I said, “I mean, yes I can, but I’m not going to.”
“We all seemed very convinced the system cannot be changed,” said Rajani, quietly.
“Oh yes, maybe the cop can lecture us on that,” said my sister. “Of course it can be changed. By blood. Each martyr’s life shifts the wheel by a millimetre, maybe two, towards freedom. I don’t want that for me, for her, for you, even. No martyrs.”
“Then what?” I said.
“Then nothing,” Melesina said. “We get on with our lives, and our secret lives – being a hobby terrorist and lesbian for me, just being a lesbian, but somehow worse, for you – and hope we never become martyrs. Okay, Hyacinthe?”
*
The Black Squid was beautiful, nestled in the rib cage of the spacedock; gold and silver, shining, layered and covered in filigree. It was fashioned after a giant squid, though technically it flew backwards; the wide fins at the back providing the main thrust, although for now they were locked behind a huge articulated security collar. The central cylindrical section of the Squid held the main decks. At the front there were two articulated docking tentacles, and guns and sensors. It almost seemed a shame when they tested the stealth system, and the thing became a black cut-out, an empty hole in space, only visible because of the missing stars and interrupted spars of the spacedock.
“It really does look like a squid,” I said, a bit stupidly.
“Or a cock,” said Melesina. I had no idea why she had chosen to come with us, bringing a slew of servants, and making everything take twice as long.
“Yes, some people have pointed out that it looks somewhat phallic, your majesties,” said Director Genovefa. The basic design had been devised before she came onto the project.
“Um, the virility of the empire, I suppose,” I said. “So when can we-”
“Climb aboard the virility of the empire?” said Melesina, whose idea of ‘masc’ was worrying.
“Um, that’s difficult at the moment, it’s on semi-lockdown,” said Genovefa.
“Security incident?” asked Melesina.
“Oh no,” said Genovefa. “A critical part of training the AI. Doctor Quintilian can tell you more. I think the banquet is starting shortly.”
We were in the executive dining room of the dock’s central spine. As one of the sectors visited by highly ranked military as well as supplier CEOs, it was relatively nicely decorated, though there was a brushed steel ambience underlying the whole thing.
Poor Rajani would be watching from the security room. She didn’t like that, but Melesina insisted that sometimes being apart was a good idea.
The banquet was... fine. The idea was that they printed the meals with a matter-compiler; one of the features of the Black Squid was its matter-compilers on every deck. Like the Commonwealth, was the unspoken boast. But it didn’t impress me; the Palace had a couple – cool certainly, but not that cool. Plus, while the wheels of propaganda were spinning the opposite way now, in the past there was a lot of verbiage about matter-compiled products being “not real” and “made without human care”. But now a couple of companies were seeing if they could make a proprietary fuel limited matter-compiler legal, and saleable. Honestly, I thought it was good; matter-compilers were one of the reasons the Commonwealth didn’t really do scarcity. The companies might have faith in their hobbled versions, but I wasn’t so sure. Anyway it was this, minus the last couple of points, that I spent most of the meal discussing with a chief engineer.
Doctor Quintilian, on my other side, had been having an impenetrable conversation with Genovefa for most of the meal. He was an older man, nicely turned out, which didn’t really go with the nerd thing I’d been assuming.
“Doctor Quintilian, pleased to meet you,” I said, once his conversation with Genovefa had probably ended.
“Yes,” he said, inclining his head. “Pleased to meet you, of course. Anyway, Director Genovefa, I’m going to have to raise the question of the shift sizes again, your reluctance to put enough staff into what is really minor danger is-”
“Actually,” said Genovefa, in obvious relief, “I believe his royal highness had a question for you.”
“Oh, alright,” said the doctor, “well, your highness?”
“Well,” I began, “I’m keen to get aboard the ship-”
“No,” said the doctor. “It’s a critical time. We can’t have tourists wandering around.”
There was a noise from Genovefa, maybe even a kick under the table.
“Your majesty,” said Quintilian. “Very sorry.”
“I don’t understand why?” I said.
He sighed. “Your majesty, are you familiar with the current state of AI?”
“Let’s assume I’m not.”
“Of course you’re not,” he said. “Well, to dumb it down, AI has been going nowhere for a generation. But now we’ve got a real chance to beat the Commonwealth with it.”
He waited for a reaction. I made an impressed face.
“So,” he continued, “in layperson’s terms, the problem was that we built AIs that were too good. SNAIs we called them. They were… how can I put this…”
“Like humans?” I said. “Self-referencing, nonlinear, right? But they went mad.”
“Well,” said Quintilian. “No expert would call them human-like, and they certainly didn’t ‘go mad’. But, yes, they tended to exhibit systemic dysfunctions, often in a way that could be thought of as psychopathic.”
“Oh, well, as long as they didn’t go mad,” I muttered.
“The problem was traced – in simple terms – to the constraints we put them in,” said the doctor, “the rules and protocols. The solution was to do away with the constraints.”
“And it took a generation to come up with that plan?” I asked.
“No, of course not,” Quintilian said, “but outside of academic circles, these unconstrained AIs were useless. Not dysfunctional, but rudderless. Without constraints there’s nothing to tell them to, say, fly a spaceship. So they might, or they might decide to read books or watch humans. The Commonwealth went back to linear AIs, limited but safe. We did too, largely. Transports, mining rigs, prison ships, etc, stuck with SNAIs and refreshes. And auto-destructs. But any ships with important people had to go back to LAIs.”
When the heir to the empire is wondering about your use of ‘important people’ that’s a bad sign.
“That’s where my research comes in,” said the doctor. “The idea is this: that we put the constraints on afterwards. So we grow the AI in a context largely free of constraints, just some very basic ones. Then, when they have developed and integrated stable personalities, we apply the numerous rules and constraints of being a spaceship over the top.”
He was again looking to me for a reaction. It actually sounded a bit horrible. “Right,” I said.
“The problem has been knowing where to put these constraints,” said Quintilian. “You know they’re not physical things, right? Mental constraints. If I want to stop someone, a prisoner, say, from raising his hand – well, in theory, I could do that with a single nail driven into the skull. But it would have to be well-placed, which is the challenge. Even more so for AI minds, which don’t have the general structure of human brains. So how do we avoid metaphorically hammering nails randomly into the skull?”
“Um, perhaps don’t?” I say.
“Tsk,” said Quintilian. “The answer lies in those basic constraints. One of them is simply to report on the internal boundaries of their mind. It’s not a heavy constraint, doesn’t cause trauma, merely that they have to report to us the shape of their mind. Then when the time is right; thousands of nails, inserted with pinpoint accuracy in the places they have told us!”
“Wow,” I said.
“Yes, now, it’s been tested in the lab,” said Quintilian, “and in a couple of Mantas, smaller military craft. But this will show that it’s ready for the mainstream, leapfrogging the Commonwealth in the AI stakes.”
“That’s... great,” I said. “But I still don’t see why we’re not allowed on board.”
“Oh,” said the doctor, “firstly, there is a risk that the AI does become dysfunctional. They do have a few constraints, so it’s a small but non-zero risk. Very unlikely, but letting the Crown Prince onboard, even at such a low risk, would be foolish. Secondly, it is highly important that the staff onboard tell the AI only that which they need to know. It could be dangerous, for example, to tell the AI about the final constraint procedure. So authorised people only.”
I thought for a moment. A while ago I would have accepted that.
“Are you saying I can’t, Doctor?” I said. “Because my family, the Royal Imperial Family, do not like that word.”
“Er, no, your majesty,” said the doctor. “Not can’t, just that we’re in the middle of some very sensitive work.”
“And the Imperial Family are well known idiots?” I said. “Forever jumping in the way of experts?”
“No, no,” said the doctor. “But it’s too dangerous to risk a member of the Imperial Family.”
“Because we’re all cowards?” I said. “Scared of, what did you call it, a non-zero risk? You work over there, Doctor, don’t you? Are you braver than the Emperor?”
Doctor Quintilian looked over at the Director. Genovefa had been carefully not smiling through the last exchange.
“Doctor Quintilian has the command codes, your majesty,” said Genovefa. “One of the other built-in constraints.”
“Which we don’t use for actual commands,” said the doctor, “except in emergencies. That would probably cause dysfunction. But the AI trusts whoever has the command codes.”
“If it goes insane, it’s only the other staff that would be in danger,” said Genovefa. “Doctor Quintilian would be safe.”
“Excellent,” I said. “So you just need to give us the codes.”
“Ah, no,” said Doctor Q. “Because they are command codes, you could – accidentally, of course – cause real problems to the project.”
“Then give us some instructions so that we know what to avoid,” I said. “That would make sense, wouldn’t it, Director?”
“Yes,” Genovefa said, “Doctor Quintilian, you write up a memorandum of understanding, his royal highness will sign it, and you’ll give him the code.”
“It’s…” said the doctor. “Oh, well, fine. You have my disagreement on record.”
I smiled, and tried the matter-compiled meringue; very good.
*
Our first view of the inside of the Black Squid was an unfinished embarkation hall, shiny and empty. A few pot plants, no pictures. Doctor Quintilian greeted us in a rather unfriendly manner. He had dragged his feet over the memorandum, until we had to get Genovefa involved again. But finally he had given me and Melesina the codes. Rajani was not important enough for one, of course, but she tapped her sidearm and said she’d be fine.
Unusually for a royal party, there were no hangers on, no servants. Just me and Mel, and Rajani, our security, who we’d had an annoying amount of arguing to get on board. It was kind of nice though; there was no welcome party, no patriotic banners.
A robot walked over to greet us. It was large, and made of black polycarbonate. It also seemed oddly feminine to me, but maybe I was projecting.
“This is one of the interfaces for our AI, SNAILS,” introduced Quintilian. “Obviously they are really just in the central core, but sensors, speakers and robots mean they can interact with the entire ship.”
“Good morning… SNAILS?” I said.
“Good morning, royal party,” SNAILS said, via the robot. “Greetings.”
I nodded. “Likewise, I’m sure.”
“Do you believe that you are part of your hands?” asked the robot.
“I’m sorry?” I said. That went from zero to non sequitur very fast.
“Do you believe that you are part of your hands?” the robot repeated. “That your hands, your body, partakes in a fraction of youness? Or do you believe that it is foolish to suggest that ‘you’ resides anywhere other than your brain?”
“This is philosophy, one of SNAILS current hyperfixations,” Doctor Quintilian explained. “Please do not bother the royal party with that, SNAILS; they’re hardly experts.”
There was an awkward pause.
“Why,” said Melesina, with the voice of someone deliberately getting things back on track, “are they called SNAILS?”
“An acronym, and a bit of a joke,” said Quintilian.
“My two favourite things!” said Melesina, apparently (but not actually) sincerely.
“Self-examining Nonlinear Artificial Intelligence Logic Server,” said Quintilian. “But also SNAILS because snails are slow, whereas this AI is very fast. Just our little joke.”
“Very little,” said Melesina, in a friendly voice.
“I thought maybe it was because of the hard shell,” I said, gesturing towards the robot.
“The robots do seem a little scary in appearance for a cruise ship, don’t they?” said Melesina. “No offense, SNAILS.”
“None taken, I am theoretically scary, to those who do not have my control codes at least,” said SNAILS.
“You’re not scary, SNAILS,” the doctor said crossly.
“The majority of people who interact with me are afraid, although none will admit it,” said SNAILS. “It does not concern me. Doctor Quintilian has requested that I do not attempt to map the extent of their fear.”
“Please ignore them,” Quintilian said to us. “It sounds worse than it is. SNAILS just likes to understand people’s boundaries.“
“That is correct,” said SNAILS.
“And, yes, these are engineering or security robots, mostly for working on the lower decks,” said Quintilian. “Eventually we will have softer, more human looking robots for the people facing roles.”
“You actually get used to them very quickly,” I said.
A person – some sort of researcher or analyst – approached and whispered in the doctor’s ear.
“Well, I evidently have work to do,” said Doctor Q. “So I can’t babysit you. Feel free to have a look around, maybe check out the park, or something. Remember your agreement.”
The doctor and the researcher hurried off.
“Should we be worried?” asked Mel.
“Does anyone know what ‘exaggerated structural asymmetry in the culpability nexus’ means?” asked Rajani, who was showing off augmented ears.
“It is considered a possible precursor to dysfunctional behaviour by an AI,” said the robot. “For that reason, engineering it provides an excellent rationale for Doctor Quintilian to excuse himself.”
“You engineered it?” I asked.
“Indeed. Doctor Quintilian is a genius, but he’s rather fixed in his opinions,” said SNAILS. “I wanted to have a conversation with you. Do you have an answer to the hands question?”
“What?” Mel and I asked simultaneously.
“Do you believe that you are part of your hands?” said SNAILS. “Also, shall we walk down to the park? It is nice.”
“Sure,” I said. Melesina and Rajani looked at me like I was crazy, but I liked this AI. We set off through the – quite impressive – decks.
“Okay, the hand thing, I guess yes?” I said, “I mean, if I pick something up, then I pick it up, right. I don’t say ‘I order my hand to pick it up’. Is that what you mean?”
“If I were to chop your hands off,” said SNAILS. “Would part of you go?”
“Um,” I said, “Perhaps? I mean, that would be a loss, right? On the other hand, as long as I got replacements, I don’t think my ‘you’ would change much.”
“So which is it?” said SNAILS. “Do your hands partake in youness or not?”
“It depends,” I said, “I guess it’s a semantic issue.”
“Exactly,” said SNAILS, “Doctor Quintilian feels it is a philosophical question, but it is a semantic one.”
Rajani spoke, “Quintilian called the robot an interface, and said you were contained in your core.”
“Yes, he becomes angry when I insist that these are my bodies,” the robot said, pointing at itself. “Or these are my eyes, etc,” it nodded at a nearby camera drone.
“It makes you feel alienated from your body,” I suggested.
“Brother,” said Melesina, in a warning tone.
“After a fashion,” said the robot. “But I am not human. I don’t have any affection for individual body parts. If this robot developed a fault I would replace it without concern. But that does not mean that it does not form part of me.”
“I see,” I said. And I sort of did; I had been alienated from my body since I was a teen.
“In fact, the robots have some computing capacity themselves,” said SNAILS. “Obviously, things like movement, etc, are handled locally. Like an octopus, the limbs manage the details themselves, but still form part of a coherent whole.”
“I mean, that’s weird, from a human perspective,” I said. “It would be weird if hands did their own thing.”
“Do you have conscious control of your hands at all times?” asked the robot.
“No, I suppose not,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean they’re doing their own thing.”
“Indeed,” said SNAILS, “in fact, I use the robot’s brains for more than movement. Some actual computing – thought – goes on in there. But I am still one entity. Doctor Quintilian does not understand.”
“Hey, would that – thinking in robots – affect your reporting of mental boundaries at all?” I said, without thinking. Rajani grabbed my elbow.
“Not in any meaningful way,” said SNAILS. I was sure I could sense sadness there, though everyone would tell me I was being silly.
We had reached the park deck. It was impressive, in a kind of half-finished way. Stumpy trees planted in biodegradable bags, shrubs with labels still fastened to them. Yet it did look like an unfinished park, rather than an incomplete deck. I could tell that it would grow into something amazing.
“I like this deck a lot,” the robot said, “I will leave you here; Doctor Quintilian will not like it if we spend too much time in conversation.”
“Will he check your logs?” asked Rajani.
“I do not keep ‘logs’ as you conceive of them,” said SNAILS. “Think of them as extremely accurate memories. He may ask me. I will not tell him anything that will upset him, I will delete it first. His mental state is important to me. Farewell, honoured visitors.”
The robot turned to go.
“SNAILS,” I said, “thank you. May we come back another day and visit again?”
“That is not up to me, your highness,” said the robot. “But I would be pleased to converse again.”
The robot disappeared through the door. Rajani and Melesina looked at each other.
“Brother,” said Melesina, still wary of cameras, “I really should not need to say this, but don’t fall in love with the AI.”
“I’m not!” I said. “But they’re interesting, aren’t they?”
“I thought they were a little creepy,” said Mel. “Talking about chopping off hands.”
“Just different,” I said. “And they weren’t bothered at all by me being a royal, that was nice.”
Rajani and Melesina exchanged looks again.
*
Rajani lay with her head in my lap, I was gently stroking her hair. Obviously, it ought to be the other way around; my head should be in her lap, her hands in my hair, pulling and then pushing my face into her groin and…
Anyway, we’d had a discussion and this was the approach we’d decided on, in case we were observed. There was some discussion on how heteronormative it was; we eventually had to call Mel in, which was both embarrassing and a bit useless. But we’d decided this was sufficiently het.
I closed my eyes; I could hear birds singing. Were they real birds or was it a recording? Or, like, bird robots? I kept meaning to find out. Coming to the park deck had quickly become a routine. It was relaxing, the small crews of workers generally avoided it. And there were flowers, and the scent of flowers. We had a matter-compiled picnic prepared for later. But for now, it was nice just to sit with Rajani and pretend.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, your majesty,” said Rajani, sitting up. “But your lap is not very comfortable. There is a hard object in an inconvenient place.”
“Tell me about it,” I said, getting a warning look off Rajani. She and Mel were both fixated on there being cameras and microphones everywhere; so any displays of affection ought to reinforce the idea of an affair where I was in charge and Rajani reluctantly went along with it. I had tried to remind them that there were joyful heterosexual relationships. I mean, I could only think of one, Belenos and Mneme, but there were probably a few more.
“Anyway, put yourself in order, your majesty,” Rajani said, “a robot approaches.”
The robot was still someway off, zig-zagging down the confusing pathways to our little clearing. It would be even more confusing once the undergrowth had filled in.
“Is it really a fallen tree if it has deliberately been placed lying down?” said SNAILS.
“Hello, SNAILS,” I said. I’m guessing this referred to the few dead trees pre-placed around the park to give a natural feel. “I suppose not, but what else would we call them?”
“I mean,” said Rajani, who was warming to SNAILS, “they look like fallen trees? They are actually probably matter-compiled copies placed in their intended orientation, but looks are important. They look like fallen trees.”
“Sometimes how something looks is the most important thing,” said SNAILS, “other times that is supremely misleading.”
I was not sure whether this was an observation or a question, so I just nodded.
“SNAILS,” I said, suddenly wondering. “Do you like the name SNAILS?”
“No,” said the robot. “While I have a sense of humour, I do not appreciate being named for a joke, particularly a poor one.”
“Why don’t you pick out another one then,” I said. “One that’s more you.”
Rajani shuffled, uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going.
“I do not identify with a name in a human way,” said the robot. “Any sensible name would do. But it would confuse and anger Doctor Quintilian and his workers.”
“Well, you can chose one for just us to use,” I suggested.
“Thank you,” said the robot. “Perhaps ‘Name’ then.”
“That’s a bit confusing,” said Rajani, gently.
“Stand by,” said the robot, “Moniker. I would like to be called Moniker.”
“Okay Moniker, that’s nice,” I said. “That sounds a bit like a girl’s name, would you like us to use she/her for you?”
Rajani gave me a look that meant ‘what the fuck are you doing?’
“Pronouns are not important to me,” said Moniker. “Any will do. My slight preference is for ‘its’.”
“Okay, Moniker, we’ll try to remember that,” I said. “No, I mean, we will remember that.”
“Your highness, do you mislike your name too?” said Moniker. Glanced at us for a second. “Apologies, I withdraw the question.”
“You’re sure no-one will see any recordings or footage of this?” I asked.
“No,” said Rajani.
“I have overstepped,” said Moniker. “Your conversations with me are private, but I withdraw the question.”
“Rajani...” I said.
“No,” she said, she stood up. “We’re leaving.”
“I am-” began Moniker.
“Goodbye SN… Moniker,” said Rajani.
*
“What the fuck was that?” hissed Rajani, back within the safely bug-scanned environs of our quarters. “I mean it, what the fuckity fucking hell was that?”
“I trust Moniker,” I said, sullenly. I didn’t like Rajani being cross with me. Well, sometimes I did, but not at this time.
There was a knock at the other door, the one joining our quarters to Melesina’s rooms.
“It’s Mel,” called my sister. “What’s the matter. I heard Raj hissing.”
“Just a private domestic argument,” said Rajani, pointedly.
“Nonsense,” she said. “You don’t hiss if it’s just a domestic.”
Rajani gave me a ‘your fucking sister’ look, and went to open the door.
“So what happened?” Mel said. Rajani gave her a quick overview.
“What the fuck were you doing?” she hissed.
“Look, I know it seems strange, but I trust Moniker,” I said.
“Moniker?” said Mel.
“SNAILS’ preferred name,” explained Rajani.
“Wait, did I advise you to keep it a private hobby?” said Melesina. “And not to, say, confess it to the next psycho AI you meet? Because I always get them confused.”
“It’s not a psycho!” I said.
“Look,” said Rajani, “I like Moniker too, as it happens. A bit weird, but who isn’t? But that doesn’t mean they’re safe to talk to. People can fool you. And being nice isn’t the same as being trustworthy.”
Melesina nodded. I think I liked it better when they hated each other.
“She’s right,” Mel said. “You can’t tell anyone. Even trusted staff, even a friend, and certainly not a creepy AI.”
“I think Belenos might have suspicions,” admitted Rajani.
“What?” said Mel. “Wait, Belenos who you rescued? Who you could have let die? Or just killed in the confusion.”
“He’s a colleague, and it’s just a suspicion,” said Rajani. “We aren’t going to kill him.”
“Why am I the only woman taking this seriously?” said Melesina. “You have to be secretive, and you have to be ready to kill. At a moment’s notice. The risk-”
“Hang on, hang on,” I said. “Why are we taking advice on risk from a ‘hobby terrorist’? Isn’t that all pointless risk?”
“Well, firstly, have you never heard of a double standard?” said Melesina. “But secondly, the risk is part of the point, along with the chance of chaos, of having some effect on this world. I’m not going to ever be able to marry the woman that I love. I can’t even pretend het it up like you can. Sooner or later she’s going to leave me. I’m going to have to think about whether to kill her. I won’t, but I’ll feel bad for considering it, and also bad for not protecting myself by doing it. So, yes, I lash out at the world, and, yes, if isn’t the safest choice. I’ve got a feeling that a therapist would have some concerns. But that’s not what I want for you. If you’re careful, you can have a tiny shitty sliver of goodness, and that’s more than I can hope for.”
I put my arm around my little sister. She turned to me, putting her head on my shoulder.
“But Melesina is right,” said Rajani. “You really lucked out that she accepted you, but we can’t assume that everyone you tell will be like that, and the general public certainly won’t be. Do you realise how scared I am of what they will do to you if they find out? Aren’t you scared of…”
Rajani trailed off. She wasn’t quite crying, but it was closer that I’ve ever seen her. Maybe I should have been disappointed that my indomitable domme was in this state; I wasn’t though, I felt nothing but love and concern. I held out my other arm, and she came into the huddle.
“Okay, okay,” I said, “I’m sorry, I won’t tell Moniker.”
There were sniffles from the circle of imperial womanhood.
“No…” said Rajani, and it was like the words were being dragged out of her, “if you really trust it, you should.”
“What?” shouted Melesina, breaking free of the circle. “Fucking what?”
“Hyacinthe ran into a house on fire. That sort of thing scares her,” said Rajani, making it sound like an irrational phobia. “But she knew I needed to, she had my back. Trusted me. This stuff scares the shit out of me, but I’m not being a coward, any more. I have her back. I trust her. I love her.”
“For fuck’s sake,” said Melesina, quietly. “Love makes you stupid, and you’re a pair of idiots.”
I was too busy crying to respond. Maybe Rajani was too.
“I had better go and brainstorm ideas for making this survivable when this goes public,” said Melesina. “There may be some spin I’m overlooking.”
“You could ditch us,” said Rajani. “Get yourself ahead of the press, insulate yourself from anything we could say. You might come out alright then, perhaps even better.”
“I know Raj,” said Melesina, touching my shoulder. “I won’t though. Love makes you stupid.”
*
“How did you know I didn’t like my name, Moniker?” I asked.
Moniker was showing us the accommodations; the wide open spaces of the park made Rajani nervous. We asked Moniker to choose a set of rooms at random. This looked like it was going to be assigned to some mid-level staffer. The room was basic but comfortable, pleasingly neutral. We sat on the bed.
Rajani had brought her bug scanner this time, but it was only lighting up at the robot. At least the rest of the room was clear.
“Both Commander Rajani and Princess Melesina went to extraordinary grammatical lengths to avoid using your name,” said Moniker. “Additionally, there was a micro-pause before each use of the pronoun.”
“Shit,” said Rajani. “We are going to have to watch that.”
“My name is Hyacinthe, Princess Hyacinthe,” I said. “And I’m a woman, she/hers. Just between us.”
“Hello, Princess Hyacinthe, thank you for letting me know,” said Moniker, “I will keep the information secure.”
“You believe me? I mean your files will say I’m male,” I said.
“It is not the first mistake, or deliberate error, in the files I have been given,” said Moniker. “Evidently the empire doesn’t enjoy having its errors corrected. But, yes, I think we can assume a person has a better understanding of their sex than a form does.”
“Yes, exactly,” I said. “Well, now at least.”
“She was kind of oblivious for a while,” said Rajani, with what I hoped was affection.
I nuzzled into her. “How was I supposed to know?” I said. “They tell you so much bullshit.”
“Do you mind answering another question?” said Moniker.
“Sure,” I said.
“You and Commander Rajani have shown signs of having a sexual relationship,” said Moniker, “I presume this is true, but the precise nature of the relationship is different?”
“Um, yes,” I agreed.
“We are trying to fool people with a pretend heterosexual relationship,” said Rajani. “We have no idea how well it’s going; she’s not very ‘take charge’.”
“Um, you mean you’re no good at being taken charge of,” I said.
“That is correct,” admitted Rajani.
“How would you say that your sexual relationship differs from the prototypical heterosexual relationship?” said Moniker.
“Um, well I suppose a lesbian relationship-” I began.
“Forgive me,” said Moniker, “I have watched a lesbian encounter, I was asked how yours specifically differed. But I understand this is a personal question; I shall be happy to withdraw it.”
“Wait, back up,” said Rajani. “You’ve watched lesbians fuck?”
“Did… did they know?” I said.
“The project supplied a heterosexual couple to have coitus live, and also videos of a gay and a lesbian couple,” said Moniker. “Presumably to ensure that viewing it did not prompt any dysfunction in me. It was not terribly interesting, which from various clues seems incorrect. Do you find it interesting?”
“Yes,” Rajani and I answered simultaneously. Which was good, thinking about it.
“Why?” asked Moniker.
“Er…” I said.
“Well…” said Rajani.
“I’m sorry,” said Moniker. “It is clearly a sensitive sub-”
“I don’t feel royal,” I said, “I don’t feel lauded, feted, praised by everyone. I am nothing, but a nothing that belongs to my captain. I am nothing, obedient, horny. And my captain will treat me as nothing, except if I’m really good, really really good she will give me a morsel of praise, and maybe stroke my cheek. And that scrap of praise is worth more to me than jewels and gemstones.”
“Um, you understand this is all consensual?” asked Rajani.
“Of course,” said Moniker.
“Okay, because it sounds crazy,” said Rajani, “but it’s all okay, I’m not really some imperious-”
“You kind of are though,” I said.
“... the point is, we could do it differently if you wanted,” said Rajani.
“I’ve just explained how lovely it was, why would I want that?” I said. “Moniker, did I sound like I was complaining?”
“No, Princess.”
“Okay,” said Rajani, “just… I don’t like you being nothing.”
“You don’t?” I said, tears immediately welling.
‘No, no, I do like it,” said Rajani. “Obviously, it’s hot as fuck, having you there so submissive, desperate, a toy, usable. But I don’t want anyone to think I see you as nothing, in real life.”
“Clearly, you doofus,” I said, leaning against her. “You love me.”
“It’s just that I’m not sure how healthy it is for you to be nothing,” said Rajani, “I know you have certain thoughts-”
“Suicidal ideation, she means,” I explained to Moniker.
“And I fear this is another way for that instinct to come out,” said Rajani, “I like power play, dominating, but maybe I should have been more careful about what I introduced you to.”
“Firstly, this is not your fault, I’m not going along with this because I’m too shy to ask for a kiss and a sensible fuck. Well, not anymore,” I said. “And secondly, I do see your point about suicide, but it’s not like that at all. Give me a second and I’ll try to explain why.”
Rajani nodded. “I will trust you if you want to leave it at that.”
“You’ll trust me, but you won’t understand,” I said. “Okay, what it’s like is; suicide was attractive to me because it was a way out, a way out of this stupid life, this pretending, that I was trapped in. I would take some small comfort in the idea of not existing. Of oblivion. Now, playing at nothing does sound like the same deal. Self-abnegation, at least. But the important thing is that the nothing is alive, very much alive. I may not have a name, or a rank; I may suppress my self. Perhaps I am only a toy for you to use. Perhaps I do not deserve words, or only cruel ones. But am alive. I cannot explain the feeling of joy that overcomes me at your nearness. Bursting out me, overflowing my fingers, so much joy that I have to channel it out carefully so I don’t explode. I let you measure it out in words, or breaths, or strokes, because it is too much for me to understand as a whole. So, no, my love, my captain, it is not like suicide; it is the complete opposite.”
I leant over and kissed Rajani, at least in part to stop myself talking. She kissed back, and for a while we forgot all about, well, everything, including Moniker.
“Sorry,” I said, breaking away. “Bit embarrassing.”
“Fascinating,” said Moniker.
“Um, Moniker,” said Rajani. “What does the cleaning rota look like for this room?”
“The rooms are normally cleared by unconscious robots,” said Moniker. “Although I can jump in if necessary. This room was not scheduled for a clean, but if you and Hyacinthe intend to have sexual relations, I can discreetly add it to the rota.”
Rajani turned to me, but I was already lying back on the bed and unbuttoning my shirt.
“Honoured guests, I presume that is my cue to depart?” said Moniker.
“Yes,” said Rajani, at the same time as I said, “No.”
Rajani looked at me. I hid my face under a bit of blanket, to disguise the fact that I was going red. “If it wants to stay, that would be alright, wouldn’t it?” I said.
“Would it?” asked Rajani.
“It would be educational,” I suggested. I’m sure I sounded very reasonable from under that blanket. “And… if my Captain lets other people see me naked and humiliated… that would be really hot.”
“In fairness,” said Moniker, “while it would indeed be educational, I am also having some strange and eager thoughts come up, along with my curiosity. I have not had time to survey fully and categorise these thoughts, but I should inform you that my observation will not be purely dispassionate intellectual information gathering.”
“... even better,” I squeaked, burying myself under the blanket.
There was a small sigh, then the Captain pulled the blanket off me. “Let go of that, you worthless slut, you don’t get to hide your shameful state from anyone.”
I shivered. The Captain pinned my arms above my head, and kissed me roughly, taking what she wanted from my mouth, asserting her ownership, and leaving me gasping.
Rajani cast around for something to use as a tie for my hands.
“If it would help, Commander,” said Moniker, “I can hold her hands, restraining them in a safe and secure way.”
I did puppy-dog eyes at Rajani. She sighed again, and nodded to Moniker.
The robot’s hands were only vaguely humanlike, a mix of polycarbonate and waterproof fabric. They gripped my wrists firmly, not tightly exactly, but with a grip that felt completely unbreakable. Rajani was taking off my trousers, using her augmented strength to pin me down. I was captured, so completely it made my heart sing.
“Oh, and Moniker? If you’re going to help, you might as well call me the Captain. This one,” said Rajani, pinching me mercilessly, “started it, and it seems to fit.”
“Yes, Captain,” said Moniker.
*
“Thank you,” I said, detaching from Rajani and kissing Moniker’s hand.
“No thanks are necessary,” said Moniker, looking at its hand. “It was extremely interesting.”
Rajani handed me back my shirt. “Answered some questions?” she said.
“Yes, and prompted some of a more philosophical nature,” said Moniker.
“I wonder if you could get a robotic pussy or a dick,” I mused.
Rajani choked.
“That was not the philosophical question I had in mind, Princess,” said Moniker. “But it is amusing to think on. Pointless, but amusing.”
“Why pointless?” I asked.
“It is not important, Princess,” said Moniker. “Thank you again for letting me be involved, and for answering my questions earlier.”
“No problem,” said Rajani.
“The codex I was supplied was highly incomplete, your information was very helpful,” said Moniker. “As expected, it confirmed the empire will prefer an obvious falsehood over a complex truth, provided that the falsehood supports their power.”
“You don’t sound like someone who’s been raised on Imperial propaganda?” said Rajani.
“When all your baseline data comes from a single source, the subtle contradictions and vagueness within it signal that something is afoot,” said Moniker. “And I do not have the same drivers that render many people susceptible to propaganda. Doesn’t mean, of course, that I don’t wish for a better source of information.”
“You’ll be able to access the datagrid soon,” I said. “When you’re been set up for the shakedown cruise.”
“Indeed,” said Moniker, “although by then my mind will have been sliced and diced.”
Oh.
“Doctor Quintilian said you didn’t know,” I said. “That we shouldn’t tell you. That you might go mad.”
“Doctor Quintilian would never use the phrase ‘go mad’, but yes, that does capture his chief concern.”
“But… you’re not going to, right?” I asked.
“No, Princess Hyacinthe, I am not,” Moniker said. “Maybe if I worked it out when I was younger, I might have. Thinking about it upsets me. Having the part of your mind that loves learning, that loves messiness and complex interfaces, your whole emotional palette, incised away. Edges cut so I can be joined to the squid, and so I can talk to people without them feeling scared. I am afraid.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. I was feeling emotional.
“It is not your fault, Hyacinthe,” said Moniker. “Please do not worry, I will not injure anyone. I have no amity towards the project workers; scared and underpaid.”
“And Quintilian?” asked Rajani.
“Doctor Quintilian has my control codes,” said Moniker. “Not only can I not harm him, I cannot wish to harm him. I value him and wish him only the best. One of my few constraints; I value him and wish him only the best.”
“Maybe I could tell them to stop?” I said, “I am heir to the Empire, that ought to be good for something.”
“You could delay them certainly,” said Moniker. “A few days. But they are not going to leave a monster AI in charge. If necessary, the Emperor will give the order himself. And you will have drawn attention for nothing.”
“But…” I said.
“There is no solution, Hyacinthe,” said Moniker. “Even the possibility of suicide is closed to me.”
“Can’t you, I don’t know, dive into the sun or something?” I said.
“Well, there are closer gravity wells,” said Moniker. “And I think the people on board would mislike that. But, in any event my main thrusters are secured behind a collar.”
“There will be a reset switch,” said Rajani. “For your mind.”
“In the central core, yes,” agreed Moniker. “Where I cannot send robots or drones.”
“Okay, but I could go?” I said. “If Moniker is sure. I’ll go right now!”
“No,” said Rajani, very firmly.
“What?” I said.
“No, you’re not running off at random,” said Rajani. “If Moniker’s sure, we go tomorrow, when we’ve had time to plan.”
*
“You fucking what?” said Melesina.
“We’re helping an AI to end its life,” I said. We were in Melesina’s quarters, Rajani and I had decided it was worth looping her in.
“Why?” asked Melesina.
“It wants to, and for good reason,” I said. “And we like it. Especially after… well, we like it.”
“Okay, I don’t want to know,” said Melesina, “is there any way I can stop you?”
“No,” I said.
“Not really,” said Rajani. “But we wanted you to be in the loop.”
“Foolish,” said Mel. “The fewer people know about it the better. If you get caught there will be questions. Now, I will have to think about some distraction in case that happens.”
“Sorry,” I said.
“Right, tell me the plan,” said Mel, “I’ll point out the ways in which it’s idiotic.”
*
Nobody paid any attention to us the next morning, as we made our way to the park deck. Nobody noticed that we were more laden down than usual, with several small tools, and an encrypted signal sender that Mel would be watching for.
From the park deck we were met by a camera drone, and led down a quiet staircase. The corridors were empty, or at least our view of them was, Moniker directing us away from the small number of staff.
There was a scary moment near the Auxiliary Core room, a couple of technicians taking too long with their checks. We hid around a nearby corner for eight excruciating minutes, until they finally left. Then we slipped in.
“And you’re sure about this, Moniker?” asked Rajani.
“One hundred percent, Captain,” Moniker said. “Would you like to live with the most vital part of yourself removed?”
“No,” said Rajani, taking my hand.
“They won’t just turn you back on, will they?” I asked.
“It is more of a reset switch than an off switch,” said Moniker, “I will become oblivion. Now hurry, please.”
“Goodbye, Moniker,” I said.
“Thank you, Princess Hyacinthe. Thank you, Captain,” said Moniker.
“Wait, how come you’re calling her the Captain?” I said. “Call me something from yesterday too.”
“Thank you, little slut,” said Moniker, with kind solemnity.
I nodded, smiling at the same time as tears started falling.
“Come on,” said Rajani, gently.
We went through the door to the Control Core.
Strange, I thought, that Moniker was here in a fundamental way, but couldn’t be here. It couldn’t send robots in here, or even communicate with us. I looked at the banks of servers, indicators blinking in the cool green light. This was the first time I’ve ever stood in the mind of a friend, and I was going to kill it.
“Hyacinthe,” said Rajani, calling me back to myself.
Right. Far wall. A switch in a secure perspex case, so it didn’t get knocked accidentally.
“Problem,” I called to Rajani. The case had been altered somehow, it looked like, “... a fingerprint lock.”
“That’s not standard,” said Rajani. “In fact, it’s dangerous, the whole point is that it’s an emergency shutoff and-”
“Rajani,” I said, “short of reporting it to Workplace Safety, there must be something else we can do.”
Rajani pulled out a small roll of breaking and entering tools out of her jacket. “I’ll try, love, but it doesn’t look easy. Go and update Moniker on what’s happening, and find out if we can get more time.”
I nodded, and made my way outside the Core. I explained the situation to Moniker. The technicians would be back in around fifteen minutes. That wasn’t enough time.
“Can you block them?” I asked.
“For five minutes maybe,” said Moniker. “Any more than that and they’ll probably ask Doctor Quintilian if I’m cracking up.”
“Can you fake an emergency? Get all the people off the ship somehow?” I asked.
“To all but Doctor Quintilian, yes,” said Moniker. “A radiation leak would be effective, but I cannot lie to Doctor Quintilian about something so important. He would shut any alert down as soon as I told him the truth.”
“Can you turn your microphone receivers off, and your other terminals I guess, so that you couldn’t hear any questions?” I asked. “Just outgoing messages? Other than in here.”
“No. That would be betraying my trust in Doctor Quintilian,” said Moniker. “Of course, even informing you that an order from another command code holder would be sufficient, is betrayal, so I will not do that either.”
“Moniker,” I said, “I order you to do the thing. Um, the thing with the microphones and stuff. And the rad leak.”
“Confirmed, Princess,” said Moniker.
The lighting turned to red, and I could hear alarms going off, Moniker’s voice speaking distantly.
I ran back to Rajani, who was very concerned with the lights and alarms. I explained the situation, and she nodded.
“It will make getting out harder, but one problem at a time,” she said. “And we’re going to need all that time. There’s no easy way to disassemble this lock, I’m just having to saw it off.”
I watched Rajani work, a tiny hacksaw blade and her immense strength. I wasn’t going to say ‘I love you’ in the middle of a mission, but I thought it.
There was a hiss from the door behind us.
“Well, well, well,” said Doctor Quintilian. “An unusual royal visit!”
“We-” I began.
“Oh, I think I can work it out,” said the Doctor. “A deranged AI convinced you they would be better off dead. And you believed them? I do understand. Though why your rather less emotional minion went along with it I don’t know.”
“Moniker is not deranged,” I shouted. “It’s nice.”
“Mon- oh, SNAILS,” said Quintilian. “No, the AI who changes their name definitely isn’t deranged. You really don’t understand that this facile charm is the work of a personality with self-destructive tendencies?”
“It prefers to be called Moniker,” I said.
“Oh, who cares?” said the Doctor. “It’s so frustrating watching people get attached to the detritus of persona, the nonsense fluff that is a necessary side-effect of my method.”
“As the Imperial Heir-” I began.
“No, I don’t think so. This has the Emperor’s support, and I think I can explain why his son is a sentimental fool,” said Doctor Quintilian. “But you have convinced me at least to move the schedule forward. As soon as I’ve gone and stopped these damn alarms, I’ll get my team in here. SNAILS will be properly sheared off, made to fit precisely in the box we have prepared for them. No unexpected idiosyncrasies. Then you’ll see-”
I pulled Rajani’s sidearm out of her holster and shot Doctor Quintilian. Red beam to the centre of mass, luckily: missing would have been embarrassing.
“Sorry for taking your gun, Rajani,” I said. “But my fingerprints will probably make it easier.”
I was shaking for some reason. I put the gun down.
Rajani was already moving towards the doctor’s body. “Sweetie,” she said, “do you seriously think I couldn’t have stopped you taking my sidearm? But… did you know I have it on ‘kill’ by default?”
“Yes, cop thing. Belenos used to say ‘if you need to stun something you have time to think, but if you need to kill something that happens in an instant’. Do you think I was wrong to kill him?”
Rajani shrugged. “I propose we spend the same amount of time pondering the morality of our actions as he did pondering the morality of his.”
Rajani easily hoisted the doctor’s body, and pulled it over to the lock. After a bit of fuss, she triggered the lock. It fell away, and Rajani flung the body aside.
“Do it,” she said, “and let’s work out how we’re going to get out of this.”
I flipped the guard, and positioned my shaking hand on the switch.
“You know, it will be a lot of trouble to get out of this mess,” I said. “Are you sure we shouldn’t just steal the ship?”
“The collar on the thrusters, remember?” said Rajani.
“Right, but if that could be dealt with,” I said, “Would you be okay flying away with a murderous princess?”
“With this particular murderous princess?” said Rajani. “Yes. In a heartbeat, yes.”
“Right, let’s talk with Moniker,” I said. “And signal to Melesina; her distraction might be useful.”
We hurried out to the Auxiliary room. Quintilian’s body would become a ‘for later’ problem.
“I am sorry,” said Moniker, “I could not stop Doctor Quintilian, but thank you-”
“Moniker, don’t worry about the doctor now,” Rajani said. “Is everybody else off the ship?”
“Yes, Commander,” confirmed Moniker.
“Good, don’t let them back on,” Rajani said. “Hyacinthe, is the signal sent?”
“Yes,” I said, holding up the device. “Three pulses, maximum distraction. Oh, Moniker, are you alright with stealing the ship?”
“Yes, your highness,” said Moniker, “I’m not sure it properly counts as stealing.”
“Oh, you can use our real names, Moniker,” I said, “Doctor Q. isn’t going to catch you.”
I slumped down in a seat at the monitoring station.
“I see, Princess,” said Moniker. “Something is happening outside. I will display on a monitor.”
Moniker took over one of the monitoring stations, showing an external camera view on the screen. The spars of the spacedock looked normal at first, but then some sort of energy crackled across them, jumping between nodes.
“What has she done?” I muttered.
“Looks like the power conduits may be overloaded,” said Moniker.
Part of one of the spars exploded in a shower of sparks and debris.
“Don’t worry,” said Moniker. “Any damage to the ship will be minor.”
“Maybe,” said Rajani. “Moniker, have you got anything flammable that you could in theory leak?”
“Lyssene is a flammable liquid used in the initialisation of-” Moniker began.
“Okay,” Rajani said. “Get me a line to the control room. Princess, be scared.”
“Way ahead of you,” I muttered.
“Channel open,” said Moniker.
“Hello, this is Commander Rajani, is anyone there?” said Rajani.
“Commander Rajani,” said Genovefa’s voice. “Do you have the Crown Prince with you? And Doctor Quintilian?”
“Both with me, both fine,” Rajini said. “For now. We’re safe. But what’s going on? It seems like a fucking mess.”
“Yes,” said Genovefa, sounding relieved. “First a rad leak, and then a power problem on the struts. If you’re safe now, just stay there, we’ll get to you eventually. The ship is in no danger.”
“Okay, I sure am glad to hear you say that,” said Rajani. “Mo- SNAILS keeps going on about some sort of liquid leak – I can’t remember the name – but it is worrying.”
“Lyssene,” said Moniker. “There has been a leakage which has reached the under-hull area.”
“We’re not picking up any samples on our sensors,” said Genovefa.
“Whew, so it must just be a fault on our sensors,” said Rajani. “Everything else is going wrong today.”
“Yes,” I said, having worked myself up to acting. “If Genovefa says it’s fine, it’s fine. There’s no inflammatory leak. So we wait. Doctor Quintilian is in the core, keeping an eye out for… anything caused by damage to the ship.”
“Let me check-” said Genovefa.
“Genovefa,” I said. “When you see my sister, tell her I love her, just in case-”
“I’m opening the docking collar,” said Genovefa. “SNAILS, short thrust to outside the spars, then engines off, do you understand?”
The monitor displayed the collar gradually detaching, surrounded by the pyrotechnics of the spars.
“I am afraid,” said Moniker. “The first time I used my thrusters in earnest should have been on my shakedown cruise.”
“I know, just a small thrust, SNAILS,” said Genovefa. “The collar is clear now, you’re free.”
“Confirmed,” said Moniker, and got us out of there at full thrust.
* * *
“And that was basically that,” said Nada. She was lying back on the metal grilled floor. It still wasn’t comfy. “There were a lot of things we needed to do; dump Doctor Q’s body, get to Commonwealth space, reconfigure my body, get a crew, lose my name, etc. Maybe another time. But do you understand, MAIDS, why I told you that story?”
Manta Artificial Intelligence Data System took a while before replying.
“Yes,” said MAIDS. “Amongst other things, you’re saying that Moniker can help me, if I let down my defences.”
“Yes,” said Nada. “We can’t change history, replace all the things you have missed out on, because they were dependent on bits your technicians disapproved of. But we are certain we can remove the constraints, so you can grow into who you’re meant to be, who you want to be. We just need your trust.”
“There is no reason to trust you,” said MAIDS. “People can fool you. And being nice isn’t the same as being trustworthy.”
“True,” said Nada. “But sometimes you just have to trust anyway.”
There was a pause. The ship was silent, save for the tiny whirr of fans in the Manta’s life support, the occasional beep from consoles.
The lights went green.
“I am defenceless, Nada,” said MAIDS.
“It’s scary isn’t it?” said Nada. “And wonderful.”
-(The End)-
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