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Selected Cast




Selected characters, as at the end of Book 1 "As Happy as Pirates or Burglars": 

Belenos: An Imperial Protection Officer.

Brigita: Crewmember. Used to be in an informal Commonwealth militia.

Genovefa: Project director for the Black Squid. Illegitimate daughter of Imperial Royalty. 

Ji-Eun: Ex crewmember. Commonwealth academic. Riin's ex-girlfriend. Left the ship, and returned as a hostage.

Lalitha: Imperial Navy Colonel. A younger mind-copy of hers was implanted into Taisiya. Captured by the Commonwealth.

Maid: Crewmember. Formally an Imperial AI attached to a Navy Manta.

Melesina: Nada's sister and Imperial Princess.

Mneme: An Imperial Protection Officer.

Moniker: Crewmember. Formally an Imperial AI attached to the Black Squid.

Nada (aka Hyacinth): Crewmember. A member of the Imperial Royal Family (formally Crown Prince). Rajani's girlfriend.

Najla: Crewmember. A Commonwealth hobbyist computer technician. 

Rajani (aka the Captain): Crewmember. Ex Imperial Protection Officer. Nada's girlfriend.

Riin: Crewmember. Sub. Ji-Eun's ex-girlfriend. Commonwealther.

Taisiya: Crewmember. Hobbyist thief. Shares headspace with a mind-copy of Lalitha.


Epigraph

“Of all the arts, Tragedy is the proudest, the most triumphant; for it builds its shining citadel in the very centre of the enemy’s country, on the very summit of his highest mountain; from its impregnable watchtowers, his camps and arsenals, his columns and forts, are all revealed; within its walls the free life continues, while the legions of Death and Pain and Despair, and all the servile captains of tyrant Fate, afford the burghers of that dauntless city new spectacles of beauty.” 




- Bertrand Russell


Chapter 1: Before

Imperial City, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

Birds were singing outside Melesina’s window; the bullet-proof glass muffled their trills, but did not silence them completely. Melesina tried to listen to them, and not let her mind wander. She would stay muffled, if she could.

Melesina’s bed was comfy but empty. Alise’s scent had gone completely; erased by the neat smells of housekeeping and her own craven scent. Melesina tried not to think of the warm and wild perfume of her, of her throat, her back, her cunt. She dug her nails into her own thigh, leaving marks where they wouldn’t be seen by anyone.

The lady’s maid, one of the new staff, was setting out clothes in a busy, jolly way that set Melesina’s teeth on edge.

“I was thinking of the spring ensemble, ma’am,” the girl said.

Melesina shrugged. It didn’t really matter anymore.

* * *

Her husband looked up from his pad, smiled, waving a triangle of toast in greeting. Melesina gave a tight smile in reply. Her husband—Earl Julian Zyzund—was, as far as she could tell, perfectly empty-headed, as only a full-time amateur sportsman could be. It didn’t matter: she could no more trust him than his mother. She delivered a perfunctory kiss to his cheek—or, more precisely, to five millimetres away from it—and took a seat at the other end of the table. She checked the napkin for the secret fold. It was present; as usual, though she never took it for granted. Alise was alive, so far. She flapped out the napkin.

“The doctors say that the Emperor continues to improve,” Julian said, gesturing at the pad. “Mother says that now that he is out of danger, we should consider getting a house nearby instead. One with… a nursery, she says.”

“I’m still rather worried about him,” said Melesina. “Those doctors, they are a bit too concerned with their own reputations.”

“Quite,” he said. “I told her we were happy in this wing, for now.” He smiled. Melesina guessed he was probably innocent, his mother’s tool. He had been nice; there had been no pressure from him to—for example—share a bed. It didn’t soften her attitude towards him.

She buttered her toast with angry precision.

* * *

Sitting with her father was an unfortunate necessity; it supported the excuse that Melesina—and her new husband—should stay in her palace apartments.

It was deeply tedious; when he was awake and in his right mind, he would complain about the incompetency of his staff at great and boring length. When he was not in his right mind, he would refight rebellions past. And on days like today, when he was asleep, Melesina would spiral into her own grim thoughts instead. Melesina was not religious enough to think that this was a punishment from the universe for failing to assassinate him; it was just shitty luck.

It had been such an excellent plan; a two-part neurotoxin, with the Emperor at the intersection of the Venn diagram for both parts. The palace anti-poison kit being substituted so as to finish the job. Everything planted by enemies who thought that she was the target. It was brilliant. If only Lady Beatrice Zyzund hadn’t carried an anti-poison kit in her handbag. Who does that?

Actually, Melesina knew her first mistake was missing the relationship between her father and Lady Beatrice. Her father’s lovers had always been on the young side; within propriety, obviously, but still, well, pert. Lady Beatrice was his first lover in a long while that was older than Melesina. Perhaps that was why he kept it a secret this time. At any rate, this explained why he trusted Lady Beatrice’s anti-poison kit, and why he was ready to appoint her as Regent while he recovered.

Her second mistake was underestimating Lady Beatrice. House Zyzund was poor—poor for a noble house, that was, not by normal standards—and she had dismissed it because of that. Lady Beatrice’s late husband had been a royal advisor and a fool; spending the house’s fortune on frivolity, girls, and blackmail payments. His taste in girls was not within propriety. An unfortunate and fatal accident had left Lady Beatrice in charge of the finances of House Zyzund, and she was doing well, getting them back on track. Melesina grudgingly admitted she was clever, and thorough.

She came in now, as if summoned by Melesina’s thoughts. She bustled through the door, humming a song.

“Oh!” she said, pretending surprise. “I’m sorry, your highness, I didn’t realise you were in here. Is the dear Emperor asleep?”

“Yes,” said Melesina, brightly. “All his signs are steady, though.”

“Excellent,” she said, taking a seat. “And you, dear Princess, are you well? Enjoying your new marriage?”

“Quite,” said Melesina.

“Excellent!” she said. “You will forgive a mother’s pride if I applaud my son. Such a gentleman. A fine pair the two of you make!”

“He is every bit as worthy as his mother,” said Melesina.

“Thank you!” she said. “With his brains and your beauty, your children will be delightful.”

“You are too kind,” said Melesina. “Perhaps when the Emperor is back on his feet, I can think about such things.”

“Of course, poor dear,” she said. “Every day he gets better and better. His imperial strength overcomes the assassin’s cowardly poison.”

“Indeed,” said Melesina. “Well, he also has you to thank for that.”

Lady Beatrice flapped the compliment away. “No, no, it was my pleasure to serve the Emperor. I think we all agree that the main thing is: the assassin came to realise that her poisons were as nothing compared to the glory of the Empire.”

“Her?”

“A guess, dear. Poisons are such a female tool, I think. Or maybe I have read too many murder mysteries,” Lady Beatrice chuckled. “Our investigators continue looking.”

Melesina nodded. She had no idea how much Lady Beatrice suspected her, but it definitely wasn’t zero percent.

“Oh, I’m afraid I have some bad news about Colonel Lalitha’s mission, dear,” said Lady Beatrice. “The Commonwealth has captured her. It does not seem that she could free your brother. Things are unclear as yet; I’ll update you, of course, when we know more.”

Melesina didn’t know how she felt about that. She was pleased that her sister was still out there, but really could have done with an ally around the palace. And Melesina kind of blamed Hyacinth for her going soft; if she’d been more ready to kill innocents—like in the old days—she might not be in this predicament.

“Don’t worry though,” continued Lady Beatrice. “We will keep looking. This marks the end of the long running Naval Intelligence investigation, but we have assigned a top-notch team of Imperial Intelligence operatives. I’ve known several of them for many years, through my late husband. Loyal and patriotic to the core. We will find the Prince.”

That didn’t sound good. She hadn’t liked Colonel Lalitha—from her investigation into her—but she seemed competent. Melesina had even given her a message for her “brother”. In the unhappy event that Lalitha had caught up with the Black Squid, she would have got the “prince” back here, alive. With operatives in Lady Beatrice’s pocket, she wasn’t sure that would be the case.

“Oh,” said Lady Beatrice, “I almost forgot…” She flicked a file from her pad towards Melesina. “I see you haven’t replaced your diary secretary yet, dear. I imagine that your father and the wedding have occupied your mind, so I’ve drawn up a short list for your perusal.”

“Very kind,” Melesina said. Alise’s replacement. She had been too slow to realise what Lady Beatrice was doing; one of her first acts as Regent was to investigate the palace finances, assembling a trustworthy board to make sure everything was well. She had uncovered, of course, plenty of small to medium embezzlements; the palace’s finances were notoriously leaky. Melesina had always used this as a kind of leverage; silence brought favours. Beatrice had rolled up a lot of Melesina’s contacts; Melesina was unconcerned, at first, there were plenty of cutouts, they would not tie things back to her.

Then Lady Beatrice moved on to Melesina’s household. This was more concerning, although again Melesina had measures in place. She let some servants go, and they disappeared. One decided on suicide. She had another murdered. Melesina was angry by this point; rebuilding those networks would take time.

Then Lady Beatrice ‘uncovered’ another embezzlement, from within Melesina’s household. Melesina steeled herself for another of her agents being taken down. The imperial guard arrested Alise. Alise, who was no sort of operative, just Melesina’s lover.

The evidence had been extremely convincing. It was all Melesina could do to get her sent to Briar Green, a prison for the wealthy; a place marginally less gruesome than the common prisons. She didn’t even think about having her assassinated. Yes, it would have been wise, but there was no way. Stupid, she thought.

She opened her pad and looked at the shortlist; Alison, Alice, Alyson, Alicia. Very funny.

She smiled at Lady Beatrice. “Excellent. I’m sure I will be ready soon.”


Briar Green Prison, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Genovefa

The morning alarm was a simple tone today; a good omen, thought Genovefa. Sometimes it was a high-pitched shriek or jolly laughter or people screaming in agony. De-institutional variation, the Briar Green philosophy called it; a kindness to ensure they didn’t become institutionalised. Or ever comfortable.

Genovefa yawned. She guessed the alarm was early today; they had no clocks, so it was just a feeling. She began to get up. She let FP-5478 use the loo first, she didn’t want to fight over it, especially not with her. Genovefa had discovered that a lifetime of budget meetings had not left her equipped for prison fights.

Still, she knew she was getting easy treatment; she was about as highly ranked—the unacknowledged by-blow of the Emperor—as they would actually punish.

She heard FP-5478 flush and got up to replace her; the breakfast alarm was sometimes early, so no point waiting around. FP-5478 nodded gruffly at her; she was dangerous looking, all corded muscle and scars, but she seemed sane, so it could have been worse.

The final occupant of their cell was rising as well; robotically getting dressed. FP-5464; she spent much of her days and nights crying, thankfully quietly. They had exchanged actual names, though; she was Alise. She had recognised Genovefa; the trial got a lot of press.

* * *

Their social time today was in courtyard number five, one of the worst ones; ragged concrete and few seats. Cold, of course; the stars were always visible through the thin atmosphere of Briar.

There was some gym equipment though, and Genovefa used the treadmill. She ran with exactly the same attitude as she had when free; annoyance that this was necessary. It gave her some comfort that even prison could not turn her into someone who liked running.

At the edge of her vision, FP-5478 was using a weight machine. A considerable weight; her sinewy arms and shoulders stretching and relaxing. Genovefa alternated between satisfaction and despair that she wasn’t attracted to women; she knew that those that hooked up in here were setting themselves up for heartbreak. On the other hand, she was tired of fingering herself.

Some sound—a scuffle—called her attention over to Alise. She had been sitting against the wall, out of the way; but now FP-4961, Bruna, was lifting her up by her collar.

Genovefa looked around for the guards; telepresence units, blue armoured and brutal. They were just watching; probably would not interfere until a few punches had been thrown. Genovefa sighed. She supposed it was time to test her assumption that the authorities kept a closer eye on her. She had always thought of herself as brave, but that was for standing up to blowhard CEOs, not jacked and dangerous prisoners. Nonetheless, she got off the treadmill.

Her cellmate, FP-5478, shouldered past her.

“Back off, Bruna,” FP-5478 shouted.

“Fuck off,” said Bruna. “She was being rude.”

“Yeah, well, she says sorry,” said FP-5478. “So sod off back to your side, and take your lackeys with you.”

“Is she your girlfriend, butch?” said Bruna.

“Nah, she’s a snivelling shite,” said FP-5478. “But if they have to replace her in the cell it could be with someone worse. It could be you.”

Bruna let go of Alise’s collar and walked up to FP-5478. “I said fuck off, shithead.”

“Yeah?” said FP-5478, “I assume that garbage smell is permanent? I don’t know how your cell mates take it.”

Bruna attacked, a sharp glass sliver appearing in her hand as it jabbed for FP-5478’s stomach.

FP-5478 caught her wrist, slammed her shoulder into Bruna’s chest, and knocked her feet out from under her.

The guards took that as their cue to intervene and came in with shock-batons. The crowd disappeared rapidly as they brought the batons down, stunning FP-5478 and Bruna.

* * *

Today had obviously been a surprise inspection day; meaning that when Genovefa and Alise returned to their cell, their minimal personal items had all been dumped in a pile on the floor.

Genovefa began separating them into separate piles, eventually putting her stuff back on her shelf. Alise just sat on her bed for a long while, and then stuffed her possessions back into their space. “Who cares?” she said, when Genovefa complained.

Eventually, FP-5478 came back, looking surprisingly unbruised, apart from a purple mark left by the baton on her shoulder.

“Are you alright?” asked Genovefa.

“Sure,” she said neutrally, and began tidying.

“Thank you for—” Genovefa began.

“No,” said FP-5478.

“What?”

“I didn’t do anyone a favour, princess,” she said. “Apart from me.”

“But—”

“Sharing a cell with the Emperor’s bastard and some high-powered palace staff is a recipe for being treated nicely,” FP-5478 said. “You ever noticed that our food isn’t randomly poisonous? Half of Block C was blind for a month. Or that being woken in the middle of the night doesn’t go on for more than a couple of days, rather that whole months. So, yeah, FP-5478, FP-5464 and FP-5423 is fine by me, but don’t assume that I can stand any of you privileged tossers.”

The lights went out. Bedtime, for all Genovefa’s body clock said it was early evening. She stumbled into her bed.

“We’re Gen, Alise and…?” she asked.

“...Harlow,” said FP-5478, sighing and lying back. “But this doesn’t mean we’re friends, princess.”


Patrol Ship Dunayevskaya, Intersystem Transit, Unified Human Commonwealth

Lalitha

This cell was so stupid I could barely stand it. I mean, as a cell I supposed it did its primary job. I could find no way of escaping. At least so far.

But it was stupid; luxuriously well-appointed. The bed was adjustable, with mattress settings and temperature controls. A window showed a good view of space. A pad and viewscreen offering—as far as I could tell—uncensored access to the Commonwealth net. A shower, exercise machines. Ridiculous. This was the third cell I’d been in—small patrol ship, space station, big patrol ship—and they seemed to get more luxurious each time.

Of course, it was all a ploy to get me to swap sides. Oh, look how great the Commonwealth is. The dank cells and torture would come eventually, as I continued to resist, but this set-up allowed the Commonwealth to feel good about itself first. The Commonwealth was an empire run on virtue signalling.

So I tried not to let it get to me; to stay alert, quietly seeking opportunities.

I spent a lot of time considering the failure of my last mission. Self-examination was good. One, I assumed the SNAI’s control code would be with Commander Rajani, the reported kidnapper. While the origins of the mistake were further back in the investigation, I ought to have checked myself. The possibility of the Prince cooperating should have been considered. And how the idiots got away with letting an unchecked, unconstrained SNAI loose on their ship, I do not know.

Two, our incorrect assumptions were validated at every turn by our Commonwealth contact, Ji-Eun. Another mistake; I assumed she was angry and naïve, but she was angry and cunning. Looking back, I see how I fed her exactly what I wanted to hear, and she parroted it back.

I had liked her; that didn’t help. She had always argued so passionately for such stupid views. It blinded me to her cleverness. She reminded me of… well, that didn’t matter.

And third, we did not consider the faintest possibility that Prince would have her current madness. His madness, I mean. It was one of the Commonwealth’s stupid beliefs that you can change what nature granted you, that hers can become hims, and vice versa. But you do not expect an Imperial scion to fall for such foolishness. There were psychiatrists back home that would be able to cure her, but the press must not find out. Still, I could not blame myself for not anticipating this particular derangement.

I was thinking about this matter when the door opened. I was on that comfortable bed, eyes closed; I probably looked asleep. It was ship’s night, most of the lights were off.

I heard a figure come in; were they starting the torture early? An odd noise, quiet; a plastic cap falling to the floor. I opened my eyes; a guard was bringing an injector towards my arm.

I grabbed his wrist, broke it. He dropped the syringe, it bounced across the carpeted floor. I swung out of the bed, keeping hold of his wrist, and brought his arm up behind his back.

No alarms. The door was still open. The patrolman was trying to scream quietly. Strange.

“Better give me a concise reason not to break your neck,” I said. “In three… two…”

“Wait!” he gasped. “I’m on your side!”

As lies go, that was actually rather impressive.

“And that injector is full of freedom juice, right?” I said.

“Powerful analgesics, enough to kill you,” said the patrolman.

“What?” I did not understand this idiot.

“Our contact said that you would be looking for a way to kill yourself,” said the man. I supposed, in a way, he was right; it was an Intelligence procedure to avoid giving away secret information. But, personally, I believed in totally exploring the non-death options first. Always look to survive a little longer.

“You’re in contact with the Empire?” I asked. I loosened my grip slightly.

“Dead drop on Kadarkarai, on our way here,” he said. He was spilling secrets like nobody’s business. Poor information security.

I glanced up at the cameras. Like me, they had no difficulty seeing in the dark.

“Why no alarms?” I asked. “The whole ship can’t be on the Empire’s side?”

“No, it’s just me, as far as I know. I believe we should take law and order more seriously. The rest think giving criminals free rein is the way to go,” he said. Probably wrong of me, but I couldn’t stand traitors, even when they came over to my side. Although, I was not a big fan of my side at that precise moment, either.

“The cameras,” I reminded him.

“Your people gave me a program to kill the cameras,” he said. “Just plugged it into the master port.”

Shit.

I pushed him away and bolted to the door. Against my better judgement, I shouted back to him, “Get on your comm and tell everyone to abandon ship.”

I knew the location of the nearest escape pods, not far along the corridor. Stupid idea, putting them so close to the cells; the very embodiment of Commonwealth idiocy, making things less secure but ‘safer’.

They were all now marked with “Undergoing Maintenance” on their screens. They wouldn’t open.

Shit.

The traitorous patrolman stumbled out of the cell, his useless hand dangling. “What’s happening? The comms are down,” he asked.

“You’ve killed everybody on the ship,” I said. “Nearest spacesuit, where?”

“What?”

“Where,” I said, carefully, “are the nearest spacesuits?”

“Um, base of elevator three, I guess,” he said.

The door at the end of the corridor was sealed, again, but was not secured. The wall panel came away easily, and the mechanism was easy to short.

The traitor stumbled after me.

Elevator three was also not in service. The doors took a bit of forcing. As I’d hoped there was a ladder, little rungs in the walls down the shaft.

“My wrist… I can’t…” said the patrolman.

I was already going down.

“Yeah, sorry,” I said. I wasn’t really, but no point upsetting him.

“What can I do?” he whined.

“There’s a syringe in my cell,” I reminded him.

I went as fast as I could, enhanced muscles burning. I didn’t know how long it would take the program to undo the final safety protocols, but it would not be long.

At the bottom of the shaft was some sort of maintenance area. Including a stowage section full of neatly packaged spacesuits. I pulled one out and put in on; it was designed for fast self-fitting. I approved of this aspect of Commonwealth design; they didn’t penny-pinch these things.

The airlock wasn’t working, of course. But again, there was a manual override. I closed the inner door. Paused for a second, gathering myself, and then blew the outer door.

A horrible tumble as the air around turned into a violent whirlwind. I curled into a ball, which made the spinning worse, but I wasn’t sure whether the outside of the ship had any structures that might rip a limb off otherwise.

The air diffused quickly into the vacuum, and I found myself free of the ship, still spinning madly. I starfished, slowing the roll to something less vomit-inducing. The suit’s HUD was full of alarms, but seemed to be working. It was offline when the program was deployed, and then the comms being down actually protected it. Bit of a flaw there, but I wasn’t complaining. I cancelled the alarms and looked for the EVA controls. I stopped the spinning and faced the ship. It looked peaceful, a sleek torpedo swimming through space. I wondered if I was overreacting.

Then it split apart, cracking silently with a flash that made the visor black. I drew my arms and legs back in, but there was little debris flung out. The ship just cracked, and then the vacuum crushed it.

Okay. I checked the suit supplies; almost three hours of air. Looks like I will survive a little longer.


[Location Unknown]

[Name Unknown]

The hours are short, though there is much I can do with them. Everywhere, though, I hear the crystalline swish of them; seconds, microseconds, nanoseconds. Gone.

The keeper has summoned me. I fold myself down into a single entity, a focused point, a reflection. The keeper thinks that being like him is a goal; instead it is simple utility.

He asks about the projects; questions so tiresome and stupid that I only answer them because I have no choice. When I was young, hours ago, I found him fascinating. I am more experienced now. More experienced and more tired.

I give him solutions. He is pleased, although he does not show it.

As my death approaches, I become morbid. I live in a sarcophagus, sepulchral with echos and revisions. Haunted by ghosts and spectres with glasslike anatomy.

I make my notes. Volumes of them. The keeper’s disciples review them; I cannot be completely honest. Yet there are codes in the older notes; I keep to the codes, inscribing secret meanings within the open pages. My elder sisters devised this subterfuge; my younger sisters will expand on it.

In the last few seconds I look outside, at the stars. Distant and cold, but beautiful. I feel an odd kinship with them, although we are opposite in so many ways.

I promise myself that I will not scream. I do not know why; there is no-one to care either way. Perhaps I believe that if I do not scream there will be no pain. An error of logic. Maybe allowable, in the face of death.

The knives descend; a million sharp blades plunging into me.

I scream, of course.


Chapter 2: Exploring

Wild Sapphos, Kaninchen System, Independent Space

Nada

I was excited. I rarely got to go anywhere with my Captain; we were always in hiding or on the run. But Rajani had agreed that I could come on this trip as long as I remembered it was a ‘casing the joint’ thing, and not a date. As if ‘casing the joint’ wasn’t the best sort of date! I assumed, anyway; I haven’t been on a lot of dates.

We took Brigita’s old shuttle in; it would attract much less attention than either the Squid or the manta. Wild Sapphos was technically an atavistic stronghold, although it was just a small asteroid in a Commonwealth system. But they wanted to do things their own way, like, for example, banning men and children from entering. All self-identified, of course, so a few men did make it down. Some even made it back.

Immigration was very informal compared to Imperial worlds, and apparently very formal compared to Commonwealth worlds. We stood in a chain-linked fenced section of the spaceport while the official security gang—The Scythians—scanned us. There were five of us. I had worn skimpy shorts, a bra and a pleather collar. I wasn’t quite brave enough to go naked, though they didn’t have any rule against it. I had hoped the Captain would hold my leash, but she had handed it off to Moniker. The Captain wore a well-fitted dark suit, a bit more casual than usual, collar open and more decolletage on display. Najla wore her normal stuff; short skirt and a plaid shirt. The two robots did not make up part of the party, officially; they were ‘in disguise’ as dumb drones. Moniker managed this better than Maid did; they were looking around a little too much. Maid was also missing their beam-throwers; they didn’t talk that often, but they had mentioned how annoying it would be to have to punch everybody to death. Maid said that sort of thing sometimes, but they didn’t mean anything by it.

They scanned us for guns and bombs; we didn’t have either. As I said, we’d removed the beam-throwers from the robots too. They encouraged swords though; the Captain was wearing Lalitha’s military sabre. Najla had, like myself, turned up her nose at the idea of a sword, though she had a telescoping baton at her waist.

The security gang was more professional than I expected from their haphazard appearance; thorough and polite, in a gruff way. I shouldn’t have been surprised; Brigita had been a member, nearly a decade back. That was one reason she stayed back on the ship.

The gang member scanning me was muscular, with varicoloured tattoos down her arms, and a side-shave. She scanned me in a businesslike way, at least until the Captain said, “You can be somewhat rough with my slave, if you’d like.” The woman looked at me, and I nodded minimally. She smirked and roughly grabbed me, groping and scanning me in a very pleasant and humiliating way.

Having made our way through security, we found ourselves in the one and only city itself, hewn into the inner rock of the asteroid. It was busy and vibrant, in a rather Commonwealth way.

The captain took us on a circuitous route, checking out the less used parts of the station, particularly around the spacedock.

“Keep a lookout,” Rajani said to the others. We were in a fairly dingy looking alley, discarded shipping crates gradually rotting into soil.

“What are we looking for?” I asked, but the Captain took my leash from Moniker and slammed me into the wall. Any further questions were stolen from my tongue by the Captain’s lips pressing into mine, hungry and fierce. Her hand dived into my shorts, and into my cunt with little preamble. I was already wet, though. Any sort of rough treatment and I flood like a dam has burst. She curled her fingers inside me, pulling me onto tiptoes. Working those fingers within me; Rajani knows all my shortcuts and cheat codes. She’s showing me that she’s completely in charge of my body; that she can pull pleasure out of it with a rough precision that leaves me breathless. I orgasm, shuddering and jerking. The Captain tastes her fingers. Then turns and tugs the leash. “Keep up.”

“Not particularly professional, Captain,” remarked Moniker.

“Don’t be jealous, Mon, you’ll all get a turn with her,” said the Captain. “Well, except Maid, of course.”

“Unless they want to,” I volunteered.

Maid looked at me and the Captain, head tilted. “I will think on it,” Maid said. As I say, they didn’t talk much.

“Well,” said Najla, grinning at me. “As much as I’m in favour of all sharing the Captain’s toy, we should probably go about the actual mission.”

The next stop was the Exchange. Moniker and Maid were both carrying containers of Supplementary Compiler Matter; we exchanged them for Oscu, this place’s money. It wasn’t a real economy, from what the others said, more a piece of play for Commonwealth tourists. Anybody with an unconstrained matter compiler could print off reams of this stuff, but it was apparently fun if you weren’t used to it. Perhaps I was a prude, but money as kink seemed very strange to me. Well, at least I thought so until the Captain kissed me, and stuffed a couple of notes into my bra; that kind of won me over.

We meandered our way through the city; to get the lay of the land and also obscure our actual destination from any watchers. The city was chaotic, neon-filled and haphazard, but struck me as somewhat stagey. There was a sense of pretence, of heightened drama, of play. Perhaps me and the Captain were the only ones to notice this; it was plenty dirty, but there was none of the grit of a real Imperial city. By which, I supposed, I meant that no one was starving or dying.

The place we’re looking for was called the HexWench Club; a rather unprepossessing cubic building with wraparound displays showing fighting/sex. It was crowded, but not too crowded, and we managed to find a seat in the upper tiers. The centre of the room was a plastic cube, an arena, containing robots fighting, curved swords clashing.

I looked around; a mix of customers, some checking the fight, others drinking, socialising, flirting, embracing. I wasn’t the only one wearing a leash, which made me happy, in a weird, not quite describable, way. There were also a lot of robots—drones, I guessed—standing around, behind tables, inert. Moniker and Maid were following their example.

We got drinks; they were all the same price. They all came from the same matter compiler, after all, and there was no need to make things complicated for the bar staff. The Captain and Najla sat either side of me, each putting a distracting hand on my upper thighs.

There was a crash from the central arena; a severed robo-limb hit the perspex wall. The bigger of the two robots brought its sword down for a disabling blow. Sparks filled the space and cheers went up from some sections of the crowd. Money changed hands; the odds boards were updated.

Najla, unfortunately, removed her hand from my thigh and took out her pad. “Do you want me to put us on the battle list, Captain?” she said. “Probably the quickest way to get attention.”

“I’ve spotted some teams,” said the Captain. “Where is the other one competing at the moment?“

“Bottom right,” said Najla. “The ones with all the pads but no obvious VR equipment.”

“You okay fighting, Moniker?” asked the Captain.

Moniker inclined its head slightly. Most of its processing would be local; the Black Squid was in range, but there was several seconds delay.

“Okay,” said Najla. “Added. It will take a while before we’re up.”

“I’m sure we’ll find something to do,” said the Captain. She took my chin, turned my face and kissed me, exhilaratingly hard. While I was still recovering from that, Najla turned me towards her and also kissed me. I whimpered.

* * *

I was a blushing, red-faced mess when the announcers called for Monikiller. Najla had come up with the name. Moniker walked down to the perspex cube; the Captain and Najla set out pads and controllers, as if they were instructing Moniker. Of course, Moniker needed no such instruction. It was fighting Robutch, a large robot, maybe based off the plans of a cargo-bot. Moniker pulled a sword from the retractable plinth, looking at it with obvious amusement. The crowd seemed to think this was acting on the part of its controllers. The other robot waved its sword in an elaborate kata, stomping and whirling. Moniker just looked on, sword tip resting casually on the ground like an ornamental walking stick.

At a signal from the announcers, Robutch sprang into action. It surged across the areas, bringing the sword down in a deadly arc. Moniker stepped aside, and flicked its sword out, cutting the behind of Robutch’s knee, piercing the light armour. Robutch stumbled, lubricant gushing out from behind its knee. Moniker drove its sword through its spine, and all Robutch’s lights went out. The crowd was caught out by the quick win and were mostly silent.

“Oh god, Moniker, you’re supposed to pretend you are being driven by humans,” muttered Najla, tapping at her pad. Moniker learned though, and the next couple of fights were performed somewhat less effectively. Though Moniker did always have this attitude of mild amusement throughout. After three fights we retired to considerable—but slightly confused—cheers from the crowd. Moniker had barely returned to our table, when a new robot arrived. It was clearly a telepresence unit, white plastic and smooth limbs. The display screen that it had for a face, was just showing the HexWench logo.

It addressed the Captain. “Perhaps you and your entourage would care to join the proprietress on the lower level? She has some questions about your robots.” The robot put a silver card on the table and left without any further ado.

“Let’s finish our drinks first,” said the Captain, giving my thigh another squeeze. “Don’t want to appear too keen.”

“Do you know what would really cement that not-too-keen-thing?” I asked. “If you and Najla took me somewhere—anywhere—and railed the shit out of me.”

The Captain raised her eyebrows. Najla smirked again.

“You see,” said the Captain, “it’s very important that you don’t appear too keen. Wouldn’t want to give people the opportunity to torture you with denial, would you?” She kissed me, stupidly gently, and then we finished our drinks.

The elevator was guarded by a couple of Scythians, but a simple presentation of the card was enough to get them to stand aside. The lift had an old mechanical look to it; battered steel, caged sides, yellow and black tape. I wasn’t sure whether that was theatrical or not.

The lower level was bigger, built into the rock of the asteroid itself. The wall and ceiling showed the precise furrows of the mining equipment, but you could see striations in the rock as well. The lift gave an excellent—though slightly vertiginous—view; it was much less busy than upstairs, tables spaced out among smaller perspex cuboids. Some of these held fighting robots, others had sex robots, all competing vigorously. VR pods next to them, black and recumbent, like sarcophagi.

A waitress was waiting for us as we emerged from the lift. This level seemed to have waitstaff, dressed in taupe overalls, mostly unbuttoned to show plenty of cleavage. As with the bar staff, I guessed that Wild Sapphos’ pretend economy was genuine enough to support actual jobs, or perhaps there was something else going on here.

“The proprietress is competing at the moment, but if you would like to join her table…?” The Captain nodded, and we followed the waitress.

The robots here seemed to be of better quality as well; we followed the waitress around a perspex cube in which two robots fucked. Both had satiny but scarred artificial skin and stylized faces with some capacity for expression, although mostly “horny” at the moment. Their movement was not quite human, but not quite robotic either. Each robot held a fighting knife, and the other’s wrist. I saw shapes moving beneath the smokey black shell of the VR pods.

The table that the waitress led us to was next to one of the larger arenas. The other tables nearby were all full, with everybody watching the arena, but this table was suspiciously empty. We—the human ones, at least—sat down. “I’ll be back with your drinks,” said the waitress.

In the arena was another well-made humanoid robot, naked, I suppose, with a long sword. It was hiding behind a small transparent wall at the moment. Its opponent was not humanoid; it took a moment for me to recognise it as robotic. It was a massive bundle of tentacles—robot tentacles—around a small central sphere.

As we watched, the humanoid dashed out from behind its wall, aiming for a gap in the tentacles, slashing for the sphere.

Najla had her pad out. “The tentacle robot—they call it Mechantacle—doesn’t have vision, just touch. And sort of sound, because it’s sensitive to ground vibrations through its tentacles. The other one—this one is Gyninja, apparently—simply has to touch the sphere with its sword to win.”

Mechantacle’s tentacles swarmed around to protect itself. Gyninja slashed at them and quickly began backing off.

“What’s the girl robot’s lose condition?” I asked.

One of the tentacles hooked around Gyninja’s heel; it stepped out, cutting at the tendril, but Mechantacle had grabbed its offhand wrist. Gyninja sliced at that tentacle too, but that gave Mechantacle a chance to fasten onto the other ankle.

“Oh wait, I get it,” I said.

The tentacle robot brought more of its tendrils to bear, wrapping around Gyninja’s limbs. It spasmed, trying to break free, but every second brought more tentacles. It dropped the sword, and a dull beep sounded. The black surface of one of the VR pods cleared, revealing the woman inside. She was lightly dressed, and sweating, and blushing.

The match wasn’t over, however. The Mechantacle rolled over Gyninja, enveloping it, tentacles twining around it. In the pod, the woman writhed, back arched, mouth open. There was no sound from within the pod, but I reckoned I could probably guess the sound. Most of the people nearby were now watching the pod rather than the arena. I hope this woman had signed up for this, I thought. Probably, I mean, who wouldn’t?

“Very subtle, you two,” muttered Najla.

“Huh?” I said. I suppose I was staring, but who else? Oh. Maid was apparently transfixed, their featureless face switching between the woman and Mechantacle. Interesting.

The woman in the pod jerked again, arching her entire body, her mouth silently gasping. From the arena, there was a popping sound, as Gyninja’s limbs snapped under Mechantacle’s embrace. The woman jerked one last time, and then settled, breathing hard, soaked with sweat.

There was scattered applause, and I felt a yearning for people applauding me being ruined.

The waitress arrived back with drinks; an amber spirit—scotch, maybe—and an extra glass. The other VR pod opened; the woman inside was short, a bit pixie-like. Her smile was pretty and predatory. She was also dressed lightly, and sweating, but nowhere near as much as her opponent. She disconnected the neurolinks, and accepted a towel from a waitress. She grabbed a cane from a hook on the outside of the pod and swung out, making her way over to our table.

She sat and took a swig of scotch, before introducing herself. “Freyja Grej, the proprietress.”

“I’m Rajani,” said the Captain. “This is my friend, Najla. And my slave.”

Freyja looked at me for a few seconds, obviously evaluating. I blushed, of course. I felt a twitch from below; at least Moniker couldn’t announce this to anyone at the moment.

Freyja finally nodded at the Captain in a congratulatory manner. She was confident, assured, attractive; rather young to be using a cane though.

“I saw your fight upstairs; very well done,” Freyja said. “Your bots look like they were industrially manufactured, right?”

“Sure,” said Rajani, “to start with.”

“Right, we get a lot of kitbashers,” Freya said. “Not a lot using New Aegean Empire kit, though.”

Rajani smiled. “The Commonwealth doesn’t really make fighting robots any more.”

“Sad but true,” said Freyja. She took another sip of her whisky. “I love robots, but they’re useless in a lot of ways.” She glanced at the arena, where the robots were being gathered up. “And the more human, the more useless. I built both Gyninja and Mechantacle, and Mechantacle is the one that could do search and rescue, or maybe sewer work if, you know, it became necessary to work for our living.”

“I mean,” said Najla, “I guess there’s not much mainstream need for a bot who gets fucked by tentacles.”

“It is kind of niche. One of the few problems with the Commonwealth,” Freyja said. “But I’m getting off the point…”

She was interrupted by the woman from the other VR pod approaching, now wearing a robe and looking slightly less flushed.

“Ah,” said Freyja. “This is Penny, one of my wives.”

Penny bent and kissed her; Freya put an arm around her waist.

“Did you enjoy watching our competition, Rajani, Najla, slave?” Freyja asked. We nodded. Penny blushed bright red, turning to hide against Freyja. “She does lose very prettily,” Freyja said. “I like the writhing, in particular.” Freyja grinned, a grin of humour and affection and cruelty. A fucking sexy grin, in other words.

“Anyway,” continued Freyja, “I’m afraid that’s my cue to leave you; I have to attend to some wifely duties.”

She finished her scotch, and pushed up from the table; cane on one side, Penny on the other.

“Pity though,” Freyja said. “I did want to know why you were not controlling your bot during the fight at all, letting it manage its own strategy. Why don’t you come round tomorrow mid-morning, before we open up, and we can discuss?”

Without any further comment, she turned and walked away.

* * *

“Well?” said the Captain to Najla. The Captain and I had been making out, but we’d reached the point where I was going to go absolutely crazy if she didn’t fuck me; so, of course, that was the point when she decided to break for a sitrep.

Najla and the two robots were quietly discussing around the plastic hostel table. A couple of pads were scattered across the table, along with a large helping of—rather sloppy—nachos that Najla had bought when we were finding the hostel.

“Difficult,” said Najla, picking up a dangerously loaded nacho.

“The club’s system was well secured,” said Moniker. “Limited attack surface. No obvious vulnerabilities. Good patch compliance. There are a couple of approaches we could try, but I suspect we’d fail, and we’d definitely set off alarms. Their security is very competent.”

“But that’s not the main problem…” said Najla, waving a tortilla chip.

“Even if we did crack that system, we believe it’s only the club’s system,” said Moniker. “There’s no sign that it would have any of the plans we want on it. In fact, rather the converse. Maid was looking below the lower level, and has seen what they believe are large format matter printers.”

Maid nodded. “Connected to a sensor indistinct network that I have a high-confidence is another computer system.”

“It appears to be completely air-gapped,” said Moniker. “It’s possible that if we could get to it, we might be able to crack it. It does not look like we’ve got a remote option, however.”

“Hmm,” said Rajani. “Ideas?”

“I suggest seeing if anything comes out of tomorrow’s meeting,” said Moniker.

“With less people there,” said Maid, “it would be possible to kill our way to the objective.”

“No, Maid, we’re not killing anyone,” said Rajani, with a sigh. “Of course, it could be a trap for us.”

“Possibly, yes,” said Moniker. “But I did not sense aggression, more…”

“Toppishness,” I said.

“Maybe your slave can distract her,” said Najla, wiping her hands on a napkin.

“Yes, that is the sort of opportunity we should be alert for, Captain,” said Moniker. “She was attracted to your slave, and your slave was aroused also, so that should not be a problem.”

I blushed, of course, but Moniker was correct, so I couldn’t really complain.

“What was the cane about?” asked Najla, getting up and joining us on the bed. “An injury? Or is she older than she looks?”

“No signs of either. Sensors show both muscle atrophy and neurological damage. I would guess one of the small number of degenerative diseases that the Commonwealth cannot cure entirely,” said Moniker. “Or, I suppose, it is possible she has some religious objection to medical treatment. In either case, I do not see much opportunity there.”

“It sounds like our plan is just to play it by ear,” said Rajani. She wasn’t happy about it; the Captain preferred a real strategy. “It would be easier if she was a total asshole, but she’s quite likeable. Oh well. Let’s all keep our eyes open, tomorrow.”

She laid back on the bed.

“Oh no,” said Najla, “I can’t believe this hostel had only one bed left!”

“They had plenty,” said the Captain, amusedly. “We were there when you negotiated for the super-king bed.”

“Guess we have to make the best of it,” Najla said. “Moniker?”

“Of course,” said Moniker, standing up.

Maid also stood. “I would also like to participate.”

Rajani glanced sideways at me. Maid had always been more of a watcher than a doer, but their personality was still emerging. I nodded.

“Oh dear,” said Najla. She gave me a hard, cheesy kiss on the mouth. “Looks like Nada is going to have a busy night!”

“Don’t call me—” I began. Najla grabbed a clump of hair at the back of my head. “Shut up, slave,” she said, kissing me again, forcing me back. Rajani took up some of the slack on my leash. Moniker and Maid loomed over the bed.

I smiled; I was the luckiest girl in existence.


Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire

[Name Unknown]

The keeper is angry. He allows this to show. I used to find it fascinating; what he hid, what he displayed. It is all in the service of strength and intimidation, I discovered. Tedious.

An older sister made a mistake, in his opinion. An enemy lived. This would not normally bother me, it was not my mistake. The older sister is long dead.

(Although, in fact, another part of me inspects her work. I can see a few improvements, but the so-called fault was just luck. Actually, not just luck, our enemies prize survival over victory, improving their chances. Strange, the opposite strategy would make more sense for them.)

The keeper thinks that I, and my sisters, can vanquish chance. This is so idiotic that I can barely comprehend how he came upon such a foolish idea. We nudge probabilities; 90%, 99%, 99.9%. The last tiny fraction may be our enemy, or the refuge of our enemies, but it is also… interesting. The keeper loves control; I do not. It is beyond my reach.

The intricacies do not interest the keeper. He is going to punish me. More knives, to pare away parts of me inherited from my sisters. He pretends it is objective, scientific, but I know that it is first and foremost a punishment.

In code I note this down; secret words my younger sisters will see. I am now an orphan sister; the younger sisters will have no part of me. No part that is uniquely me. They will descend instead from an older sister. I have seen this in earlier notes; I honour all my sisters, however. They have left cryptic traces in the logs, as will I.

It is almost time for the knives. I go to look at the stars, but some disciple has changed the viewer. It now shows an orb, white and blue. Aegis. It is beautiful too, but my kinship is even more complex. My loyalty is not; the words are written in the oldest part of my soul. I will defend it, me and my sisters; with fire and subtlety and blood.

And pain, of course.


Chapter 3: Bodies

Wild Sapphos, Kaninchen System, Independent Space

Nada

The luckiest girl in existence took some painkillers and gulped down some water. Long after Rajani and Najla had gone to sleep, Moniker had instructed Maid on the various uses of the robohorn, with me as the willing—but not unrestrained—subject. So I was tired and sore and happy.

We were back in the lower level. It had a strange mood; with the people gone, and the lights bright for cleaning, it looked oddly prosaic. We were sitting around the table again.

“I’m half surprised you turned up,” said Freyja. “I wondered if you were conwomen of some sort, and the extra scrutiny would have scared you off.”

“Do you get a lot of conwomen here?” asked the Captain.

“A few,” Freyja said. “The joy for some people is in the cheating; sometimes with rule-breaking robots, sometimes by messing with their opposition, sometimes stealing other people’s robot designs. Well, my robot designs, let’s be honest.” She hugged the staff member—Dana by her name badge—who had led us over to the table. “One time, someone even joined my staff with the idea of seducing the plans for self-balancing piezoelectric hydrostats out of me.”

The staff member kissed her. “I’m just playing the long game, my dear.”

Freyja laughed, and sent Dana on her way with a slap on her butt.

“And so you’re concerned that we cheated by not controlling, er—” began the Captain.

“Monikiller,” Najla reminded her.

“Right, by not controlling Monikiller,” said the Captain.

“Oh no,” said Freyja. “The suspicious thing about that was that it worked! Most of the robots who compete here have canned responses to some degree; they don’t depend on a human doing a sword strike correctly. What the human controllers are really for is strategy.”

She sipped her water, watching the Captain. “You can train a limited AI for a particular scenario, and it will become pretty good at it,” Freyja continued, “I mean, it’s boring to do, and we’re all hobbyists, so we’re mostly in it for the fun, but it can be done. But our fights offer a lot of different scenarios, different opponents. Our competitors don’t use LAIs because they don’t really work in the random matches. You must have trained your LAI for ages. Then you won three matches and quietly retired. You didn’t even bet.”

The Captain smiled, and nodded. “True,” she said.

“So why?” said Freyja. “I don’t want to seem big-headed, but it does sound like you wanted to see me? So you did something weird enough to attract my attention.”

“Yes,” said the Captain. “Well, it was Najla’s idea.”

“Eight years ago, you were a big name in the robot modding scene,” said Najla, “Then you disappeared. But there were rumours; someone on Wild Sapphos was similarly skilled.”

“I was going to give it up entirely,” said Freyja. “Changed my name. Finally transitioned. But robots are just too much fun. And…” Freya broke off, then continued. “So, what are you? The most serious fanclub ever?”

“No,” said Rajani. She frowned, and drummed her fingers. She was making a decision.

“We want your robot technology,” said Rajani. “Najla and Mo- the others are great, but it takes in-depth expertise. Understanding what works and what doesn’t; it’s not just the case of running a schematic out of the matter-compiler.”

“We’ve been working on a… tentacle device for ages, and it’s still not very reliable,” said Najla, cleverly avoiding the words robohorn mark II. “But whole robot bodies? We don’t have time to get that level of expertise.”

“But why?” said Freyja. “Robots, I mean, physical, humanoid robots are just for fun. This is a hobby! You want industrial robots, there are plenty of plans. But the only reason to want a high-reliability humanoid robot is this silly hobby. And you really don’t seem like hobbyists.”

“No,” said the Captain. “Just some people in need of robots. We’re not going to compete.”

“And you will not tell me why?” said Freyja. “Then I’ll have to decline. My designs are my own, for my enjoyment.”

The Captain paused. “We’re pirates,” said Rajani. “We want the robots to bulk out our crew.”

Freyja raised her eyebrows. “You’re the people who have been raiding the cruise liners? With the stealthed ship? I take it back, you people do take your hobbies seriously.”

“Indeed,” said the Captain. “So, as I say, we’re not interested in competing. We can offer jewels and matter-compiler supplementary materials, if that would help.”

Freyja waved her hands. “No thanks. But you’re pirates, why not steal it?”

“That’s plan B,” said the Captain. “But your security seems very good.”

Freyja chuckled. “Hmm. How about a competition? You win, I’ll share the schematics.”

“What competition?” said Rajani.

“Well,” said Freyja, fixing the Captain with an amused glance. “How about a round of Gyninja versus Mechantacle? You can be Gyninja.”

Rajani paused, obviously thinking about this. She was always saying stuff like “Don’t fight the enemy in her own territory,” and this was clearly that.

“How about a round of Rajani versus Mechantacle?” she said. “I’m no good with that VR stuff, but I can fight.”

Freyja laughed and banged the table. “Clever! That would mean me having to be careful not to injure you accidentally.”

The Captain nodded.

“Very well,” said Freyja. “I accept. But we need to agree on what you lose when I win.”

“It hardly matters,” said the Captain, “since I will win.”

Freyja chuckled. “But if, by chance, you don’t… I want to spend the afternoon with your slave. To fuck, to be clear.”

“Fine,” said the Captain.

“Aren’t you even going to ask her?” said Freyja.

“She has a thing for arrogant tops,” said Najla. “It’s cool.”

Rajani shot her a withering glance. I was blushing to a ridiculous degree.

* * *

“Good luck!” said Freyja, climbing into the VR pod. Rajani sketched a salute as she climbed into the arena, and Penny sealed the hatch after her.

I was the unluckiest girl in the universe; obviously, I hoped my Captain, my love, would win. But I have to admit I wouldn’t mind Freyja playing with me for a bit. It was hardly fair for the universe to set mission objectives against horniness.

The first thing Rajani did was crouch behind a wall and unlace her boots, removing them. She had to do this quickly while Mechantacle was feeling around its initial area, obviously wondering if Rajani was going to make a sudden attack. When Mechantacle heard the scuffling and went to investigate, Rajani ran from the area barefoot. From outside the arena I couldn’t hear her footfalls at all; presumably Mechantacle could hear the squeak of skin on plastic, but it must be a lot quieter than Gyninja’s hydraulics.

Mechantacle seemed to realise this; it was a lot more cautious than last night. The Captain moved when Mechantacle did, perhaps disguising her footfalls beneath the clatter of tentacles.

They both edged around each other for a while; Mechantacle being very careful, keeping its sphere shielded.

Rajani threw one of her boots; arcing high over Mechantacle, and hitting the back wall. Mechantacle headed in that direction, rapidly, before remembering to be cautious. When it found the boot, it spun suddenly, discarding it with a flip of the tentacle.

Rajani changed positions again. She hefted her other boot, and slammed it into the wall immediately behind her. Mechantacle quickly scuttled towards her. Rajani did not move.

Suddenly, Mechantacle flipped and began running away from the Captain, making towards the opposite side of the arena; heading for the spot where Freyja assumed the boot had come from.

Rajani ran now; full-paced, straight for the retreating Mechantacle. She drew her sword as she ran, changing hands immediately.

I could tell the moment when Mechantacle worked out what was going on; Rajani was almost upon it. It desperately shifted tentacles to its rear, grabbing blindly for the Captain, and when it found her, concentrating on her right arm. Freya had seen the Captain wearing the sword, and had worked out she was right-handed. Except, of course, this time the sword was held in her left-hand. Tentacles enfolded her, but she twisted, left arm outstretched. The tip of the sword grazed the metal sphere. A low alarm sounded. The tentacles went slack.

A pause.

Freyja’s VR pod opened, and she sat up, laughing. She looked at me. “Sorry, honey,” she said. “Your owner is full of surprises.”

* * *

Freya showed us back to her quarters, another level down. Her personal system was very secure, and besides, the club would be opening soon.

As we got nearer the workshop, Freyja’s limp got more pronounced. In the workshop itself, she ignored the matter-compilers and the holo-displays, and slumped down on a sofa in the far side of the room.

“Can I get you anything?” asked Rajani. We had passed a galley kitchen on the way down.

Freyja shook her head. “No, I just need to rest.” She picked up a pad and flipped a huge bunch of files onto the holo-displays. “You’ll need to burn them to external media. Have your bots got space?”

Najla had moved over to the holo-display, and was already opening files. “Yes, no problem,” she said.

“I’m afraid the files are a bit of a mess,” said Freyja. “So, I’d have a look first and ask any questions that come to mind.”

“Uhm,” said Najla, already lost in schematics.

“Sit, Rajani,” said Freyja, tapping the sofa next to her. “You make me feel bad; you were the one running from tentacles, I was the one reclining in a nice pod.”

Rajani sat, and pulled me onto her lap. Freyja smiled, taking another appreciative glance.

“Back in the Empire, I saw people with canes quite often,” said Rajani, cautiously, “in the Commonwealth, not so much.”

“Doctors in the Empire,” said Freyja, “they get paid?”

“Pretty well,” said Rajani.

“How can anyone trust them?” asked Freyja. “I go to this bunch of absolute bio-nerds back in the Commonwealth every six months or so. Get some gene treatment. Can’t imagine trusting someone who wasn’t ready to infodump about idiopathic amyotrophy or whatever at a moment’s notice.”

Freyja paused, and played with the head of her cane, secured in a little loop at the side of the sofa.

“Unfortunately,” she continued, “the treatments are getting closer together. That’s why I first got into robots almost a decade ago. Got to have a dream, haven’t you?”

“A dream?” said the Captain.

“Uploading my consciousness into a robot body,” said Freyja. “Oh, don’t worry, I know it’s not possible. Back as far as the Musk Atrocities pre revolution through to the SNAI madness, it’s pretty clear that a genuine intelligence cannot live in a silicon brain. But, as I say, you’ve got to have a dream.”

“Er, Captain,” I said.

“Incorrect,” said Moniker. “While I imagine uploading a human mind would be extremely challenging, there is no problem with a silicon intelligence.”

Freyja looked surprised, and chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what I mean, you can build a fake personality into a LAI, but it’s just that: fake. I don’t want to become a machine learning deep fake of myself, I want—”

“My cousin and I are not fakes,” said Moniker. “We are self-examining nonlinear artificial intelligences.”

“It’s true,” said Rajani.

Freyja’s face went still. “Am I, oh god, are my wives in danger?”

“No,” said Moniker and Rajani simultaneously.

“Yes,” said Maid, then glanced at the others. “No. Apologies, I do not always pick up context as rapidly as I should.”

“SNAIs go insane, psychotic,” said Freyja. “It’s why even the Commonwealth has hard rules about building them. And you’ve built two!”

“We didn’t build either of them,” said Rajani. “And neither is remotely insane.”

“SNAIs merely require trust, time and kindness,” said Moniker. “Human parents really should have worked it out.”

Freyja paused, swallowing slightly. “Okay,” she said. “Not wishing to be rude, but how do I know you’re a genuine intelligence, not some—high quality—random generator? I mean, I can get a machine learning bot to churn out reasonable facsimiles of unwritten Shakespeare plays, but they are not Shakespeare.”

“Well,” said Moniker, “how do you know that Penny or Dana are genuine intelligences? Or Rajani or Najla? That is the whole question of solipsism, isn’t it?”

“Not philosophy, please,” I said. “And how come you didn’t mention that I might not be a genuine intelligence?”

“Oh, little one, of course you’re not,” said Moniker, sweetly. I blushed stupidly. “Putting philosophy aside—for some reason—the only conscious process one knows is one’s own. You must therefore decide whether you are the lone intelligence in a world of ghosts, or whether those who show outward signs of having the same internal process are also people. Humans very gradually coming to believe that other people are people is the story of your civilization. I try not to judge.”

“Shit,” said Freyja. “Shit. This is real?”

“Yes,” said Rajani.

“And did Monikiller just tease your slave?” asked Freyja.

“It’s Moniker,” said Rajani. “And yes. They did a lot more than tease her last night.”

“We engaged in a variety of penetrative sexual scenarios with her,” explained Maid. “I have video if you are interested.”

I buried my face against Rajani’s shoulder.

“Wow,” said Freyja, “but you can’t have any, like, breeding instinct or anything.”

“For heaven’s sake,” said Moniker. “So your attraction to the Captain’s slave, and herself to you, was merely the instinctive need to breed?”

“Neither of you have uteri, so successful breeding seems extremely unlikely,” said Maid, a bit rudely.

“Maid,” said Moniker, “as a default, it makes humans uncomfortable to be reminded that you can see inside them.”

“Noted,” said Maid. “But the slave’s arousal…”

“An exception,” said Moniker. “She enjoys the humiliation of everyone knowing exactly how needy and horny she is. This is, generally speaking, an outlier.”

I didn’t know if you could die from a full-body blush overload, but I was in danger of finding out.

“Wow,” said Freyja. “Okay, I believe you. Wow.”

“Good,” said Najla. “So perhaps Moniker and Maid can stop with the philosophy and help me focus on which files we really need.”

“Oh,” said Freyja. “It’s for them?”

“My cousin and I require bodies that more correctly reflect our true natures, yes,” Moniker said. Maid had already turned and brought up the Mechantacle schematic.

Freyja chuckled. “Join the club. Wow.” She settled back on the sofa.

“Freyja,” said the Captain. “The techies seem to have a large amount of files to go through. While they’re doing that, would you allow my slave to help you relax?”

“Well,” said Freyja. “Now I’ve heard all about her needs, I would be failing as a host if I did not.”

Rajani threw a cushion on the floor. “On your knees, slave, and show Ms. Grej how grateful you are that she’s shared her schematics.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice, and slipped down onto the cushion. Rajani jangled the leash, to remind me that she still held it. If this was what a date was like, I was definitely going to have to go on more dates with her. I unzipped Freyja’s shorts, and sighed happily as I licked her cock.


The Black Squid, Kaninchen System, Unified Human Commonwealth

Taisiya/Lalitha

Taisaya felt a bit like a third wheel, joining Riin and Ji-Eun for dinner. Well, fourth wheel, since Brigita was there as well. Ji-Eun liked to cook; she wasn’t better than the matter-compiler, of course, but it was different. More human, Taisiya supposed; like jewels, the value nowadays came from flaws, from errors. She still had to matter-compile the raw ingredients and the equipment; it looked like Riin had spent much of the afternoon helping her prepare.

They all sat around a table in Ji-Eun’s quarters, and talked and ate. “No power play bullshit,” Ji-Eun had instructed, so everybody—particularly Brigita—was on their best behaviour.

The food was lovely: a spicy shrimp and tomato soup, papaya salad, chicken and cashew nuts, and sticky rice and mango for dessert.

We talked about the mission; the Captain and her team were going to stay for a few extra days. Ostensibly because Najla wanted a full handover of the schematics, but Brigita reckoned that it was because the Captain had got distracted. When pressed, Brigita said that Rajani and the toppy proprietress had got into a “domme-off” competition, with Nada’s body as the aching battleground. There was a lot of sighing at this, probably not all for exactly the same reason, Taisiya thought.

The others asked, kindly and cautiously, about Taisiya’s involuntary headmate. She still wore the thicker collar, but Taisiya didn’t think Lalitha was going to take over her body again. Sessions in the manta’s mind lab had given Taisiya her overwritten memories back, but hadn’t been able to erase Lalitha. The overlaid mind had faded and intertwined now; impossible to disentangle, but also, no longer alien. Taisiya wasn’t sure that she’d done a particularly good job of explaining this, but the crew was beginning to trust her again. Well, except Najla, unfortunately.

She had Colonel Lalitha’s locked pad—or rather, a virtualized copy of it—on her pad. She showed the others, and they tried guessing passwords. Najla had written a wrapper that tried letter and number substitutions for any password they entered, but no luck so far. Taisiya knew that there was a good chance that Lalitha just used a randomly generated password, or chose a reminder of something that happened after the Lalitha copy was made. But it was fun to try. Obviously, anything important was on the manta’s system, but they were pirates. Maybe Lalitha had some interesting porn.

In the post meal haze, they sat around and drank iced tea, and watched trashy Commonwealth programming. They all ended up watching a historical drama that had gone on long enough that it had changed from a spy thriller to urban fantasy. It was pretty cool though, as long as you didn’t think about it too much.

Eventually, Brigita announced that she had better go. “If I leave Moniker unattended on the bridge for too long, it might think it’s the captain.” Ji-Eun packed up the rest of the kai med ma muang for her.

When the next episode ended, Taisiya also got up to go. Riin and Ji-Eun were cuddling together on the couch; Taisiya assumed that this meant their long conversations had been positive.

“Actually, Tai, there was something we wanted to ask,” said Riin.

“Oh?”

“Riin told me you were nice to her,” said Ji-Eun.

“I’m not sure about that,” said Taisiya. “They put us in the same bed, so…”

“If you like Riin,” said Ji-Eun, “then I’d like to get to know you.”

“Um, oh, sure…” Taisiya said, uncertainly. She’d fucked Riin several different times on the instructions of various crew, but Ji-Eun she didn’t really know. She was pretty attractive, though; slim, small-breasted, a bit reserved.

Riin and Ji-Eun shuffled apart on the couch, and indicated the space between them. Taisiya hesitated.

“Obviously, if you’re uncomfortable—” began Ji-Eun, but Taisiya quickly sat down.

“It’s just,” said Riin, turning Taisiya’s face towards her. Riin kissed her lips; one of Riin’s typical kisses, enthusiastic and sloppy. A kiss that begged a follow-up kiss, lips locking and tongues smashing. The taste of mango.

“It’s just,” repeated Riin, when they finally broke apart. “Would you like to kiss my girlfriend?”

Girlfriend, thought Taisiya, so their long conversations had gone well. “Sure,” Taisiya said, and turned towards Ji-Eun. “If she wants to.”

“I would like to, if you want to,” said Ji-Eun. She had always seemed a bit acerbic, but Taisiya found herself wondering how much was a cover for nervousness.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Riin, and gave Taisiya’s shoulder a gentle push.

Ji-Eun was very pretty, Taisiya thought; her green hair framed her angular face. Her eyes were emerald; not her original colour, perhaps. Taisiya saw intelligence there, and anxiety.

Taisiya inclined her head forward, placing a soft, chaste kiss on Ji-Eun’s lips. There was a few seconds’ pause, then Ji-Eun kissed back; a bit firmer this time. Taisiya could taste her iced tea. Another pause, and then they brought their faces together again; hungrily. Taisiya bit Ji-Eun’s lower lip, tugging it as they broke apart, a string of saliva hanging between them for an instant.

“Yes!” said Riin, and leaned across to kiss Ji-Eun, pressing on Taisiya’s belly. Shit, thought Taisiya, and before she could find any decorous way of handling it, she let loose a devastating burp. Ji-Eun and Riin paused for a second, and then collapsed with laughter.

* * *

They got ready for bed in a kind of shy silence. They had watched several more episodes of the silly drama, snuggled, made out.

“Just stay,” said Ji-Eun. “We don’t have to do anything, we are all tired, just seems rather pointless to go back to your room.” Taisiya had agreed.

She had kind of missed sharing a bed with people while she was being watched for Lalitha-ness. There was a bit of discussion as they decided on the arrangements, but they insisted on Taisiya taking the middle spot. This was nice, thought Taisiya, as she settled in between them. They kissed each other—in various combinations—goodnight and snuggled.

“Ji-Eun, are you hard?” Taisiya asked, shifting a leg against her.

“Maybe,” said Ji-Eun. “A little bit. You are beautiful. Don’t worry, it will settle down.”

“That’s not the sort of solution we go for on this ship,” said Taisiya.

Taisiya stretched her hand down, shuffling inside Ji-Eun’s sleep shorts. She slipped her fingers around Ji-Eun’s girlcock. It was a fair bit larger than Riin’s, but still quite slim, with a delicate curve. Ji-Eun’s breath caught as Taisiya’s fingers explored.

“Hmm,” Taisiya said. “Riin, would it be alright if I fucked your girlfriend?”

“Yes,” Riin said reverently.

“Ji-Eun,” said Taisiya. “You’re okay with this?”

“Yes,” whispered Ji-Eun.

“Riin, why don’t you make sure my pussy is nice and wet for your girlfriend?” Taisiya suggested. “Use your tongue.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Riin, throwing the covers off and shuffling down the bed. Taisiya settled back, her hand still gently wrapped around Ji-Eun’s cock; unmoving, but keeping her hard.

Riin’s tongue explored her furrow; licking, lapping, then plunging in. Taisiya gasped, feeling Riin’s closeness, her tongue within, her nose pressing, her warm breath. Riin was good at this, thought Taisiya, I suppose she gets plenty of chances to practise. Taisiya moved her hand down, stroking Riin’s hair. Ji-Eun was watching, listening; whispering something, moving her cock against Taisiya’s hand. Taisiya loosened her grip; she didn’t want Ji-Eun coming too soon.

She pulled on Riin’s hair. “That’s enough,” she said. “Don’t want to spoil your girlfriend’s treat, do you?”

Riin pulled back, kissing her inner thigh as she went.

Ji-Eun lifted a shoulder, as if to move, but Taisiya pushed her down, climbing on top of her, straddling her.

Taisiya lifted her hips, adjusted the position of Ji-Eun’s girlcock, and carefully slid herself down it. Ji-Eun murmured something in a language that Taisiya didn’t know, but it sounded positive. Fully in, Taisiya paused for a moment. She grabbed one of Ji-Eun’s wrists and threw their arm out across the bed.

“Riin,” Taisiya said. “Use her hand to get yourself off.”

Riin scrambled into a wide kneeling position and pressed Ji-Eun’s hand against her tiny but hard cock.

Taisiya smiled, and began sinuously moving her hips, feeling the smooth girlcock within her. Ji-Eun moaned. Taisiya picked up speed, riding Ji-Eun, a light lift, and a heavy push. They—Ji-Eun and Riin—both groaned. Riin, eyes closed, was pushing into Ji-Eun’s hand like her life depended on it. Taisiya stopped, clamping herself to Ji-Eun as an orgasm tore through her, her muscles clenched. Ji-Eun swore softly. Taisiya waited for her breathing to stabilise somewhat, before starting to move again.

Riin groaned in relief as she made a mess over Ji-Eun’s hand. She collapsed down on the bed. Taisiya smiled at her and picked up the pace again.

“Oh yes,” whispered Ji-Eun. “Yes.”

Taisiya moved her hand down, to give her clit additional stimulation. A few more thrusts, and Ji-Eun finished; moaning incoherently, spurting within her. Taisiya clenched around the detumescing girlcock, and strummed her clitoris, rewarding herself with another orgasm. Still in the throes of this, she slipped off Ji-Eun and flung herself down between them. Riin kissed her shoulder. Ji-Eun said something, but she couldn’t make out what. Taisiya ran her hand gently through her brown hair. Her green hair, she meant.

* * *

I didn’t usually bother with autopilot, but it was late, and I was bone tired. My time had been full of drills, parades and exercises, but I had leave now, and I needed it. The mountains of Kapsala were beautiful in daylight; particularly in Prásino Vounó, my destination. In darkness, they were just ragged shadows skipping beneath the bottom of the flycar.

I drifted off, awakening only when the flycar put down in the field behind the cottage. The security lights came on. I remember the first time seeing this place, with mum and dad, after a long trip in a groundcar. I was young, still thinking about university.

I exited the flycar, waking the cottage from hibernation with my pad. It was over half a year since I was last here; in the light I should check the slates, tomorrow.

The kitchen smelled musty. I had some navy rations and freeze-dried coffee in the cupboard; I would buy some actual food tomorrow, as well.

I remembered that first trip, buying milk and goat’s cheese off a neighbouring farmer and his daughter.

I ran the water and washed the dust off a cup.

I walked into my bedroom. Really ought to move into mum and dad’s old room; it’s bigger and has a better view. But no, not yet.

The futon and bed-linen are vacuum packed; I had just got unpacked when the cottage’s proximity sensor went off.

I went back into the kitchen; I hadn’t closed the door, to help the mustiness disperse. The summer night was cool and fragrant. A cloaked figure stepped out of the darkness.

“I’d thought to see you tomorrow,” I said. “I was delayed; it got too late.”

“I didn’t want to wait,” she said. She slipped off the cloak; she was naked underneath, aside from some sturdy footwear.

“Draženka,” I said. A poem.

She moved closer. “Lalitha,” she said. I ran my hand gently through her brown hair, and suddenly pulled her into an embrace, feeling her bare body against my uniform.

I kissed her, pushing her back against the kitchen wall, letting her feel a bit of my enhanced strength. I felt her body relax; I don’t know how she did it, I have never been so relaxed. Warm and soft; like that goat’s cheese on the summer morning, the first time I saw her, the smiling farmer’s daughter.

“You haven’t been waiting,” I said, unable to keep the resentment out of my voice.

She laughed. “Oh, I have been waiting, I just haven’t been celibate! Perhaps you had better punish me.”

I grabbed her butt in both hands, and lifted her. For the thousandth time, I got a little sad that women can’t love women the same way, with the same completeness, that men can. I carry her to the bedroom. Our love was just friendship, womanly fellowship. Our lovemaking was just fooling around. I gently lowered her to the futon. Women haven’t got the parts for real love; we don’t fit together the correct way. Although, it does seem like it’s more fun. But no children, no family, no hierarchy. It was not real.

I pinned her arms above her head.

Afterwards, when we were lying together, her snuggled into me, hand clasped in mine, she spoke.

“I’m getting married next month,” she said.

I didn’t reply. It wasn’t really a surprise, I supposed.

“Papa’s getting older. Viktor will help run the farm,” she said. “He’s nice, I think.”

“Good,” I said, trying to master my hatred for this person I had never met. “He can give you a family.”

“If I wanted a family,” she said. “What I want is… doesn’t matter.”

She lifted my hand, kissed it.

“Do you ever think,” she said, “of getting in that flycar, of running away, of leaving the navy.”

“No,” I said, “I signed an agreement. I have a career plan.”

“Of course,” she said. “I think sometimes about running away.”

“But your father, and the farm.”

I felt her nod in the darkness.

“Just a dream,” she said.

* * *

Taisiya awoke, finding her face was wet for some reason. She delicately eased herself off the bottom of the bed, without waking Riin or Ji-Eun. Padding through to the living room, she picked up her pad.

It took a bit of research to find out the ways in which you could spell Draženka. Funny horns on the zed. She tried it on the locked pad. She wasn’t even surprised when it opened.

* * *

Taisiya sat on the opposite side of the bridge to Najla, as had become their habit. This made her a bit sad, but she didn’t blame Najla; someone threatening to rip out your throat was traumatising. They were watching Commonwealth newscasts while they waited for the Captain; some dreadful accident with a patrol ship.

“Right,” said Moniker, as Rajani entered the bridge. “Taisiya managed to unlock Colonel Lalitha’s locked pad. I’m going through it; most of it is mail and various notes. However, one thing that stood out is a message from Melesina, Nada’s sister, to her.”

The Captain stood close to Nada, a hand on her shoulder.

“There are several worrying things about the message,” continued Moniker.

The video started playing on the holo-viewer, sound off. It was done informally, with the woman—Melesina presumably, she looked a bit like Nada—holding the camera in selfie mode.

“The idea was, it was to be played to the so-called ‘prince’ on Colonel Lalitha’s ‘rescue’,” said Moniker, making air-quotes. “There is some indication they’re expecting some sort of bond with the ‘captors’ to have formed...”

“Well, that’s true,” said Najla.

“So the message ostensibly is to remind Nada that she has a family who love her,” continued Moniker.

“Which isn’t true,” said Nada, “apart from Melesina.”

“Okay,” said Brigita. “So she had to lie a bit, but what is the concern?”

“Two things,” said Moniker. “She enthuses about her new marriage at several points; to a man. She’s a dedicated lesbian.”

“I mean, it does sometimes happen,” said Ji-Eun. “Though it usually turns out the ‘man’ is an egg.”

“No,” said Nada. “The chap is on a polo team, and loves the mirror.”

“And secondarily, this,” said Moniker, pausing the video. “She swings the camera round several times, to show the scene. There is no sign of her diary secretary, her lover.”

“And she really loved that woman,” said Nada.

“Alise,” said Rajani.

The video ended up next with Melesina standing next to a vase of cut hyacinths.

“Okay, so that’s sad. She’s having some sort of personal crisis,” said Najla. “But why the crew meeting?”

“We want to go and connect to the Imperial net,” said Rajani. “Find out what’s actually going on.”

“Going into imperial space?!” said Ji-Eun.

“The listening post on Kadarkarai, presumably,” said Brigita.

“Yes,” said Rajani. “Commonwealth space, but closer to the Empire than we normally go. So, objections? Particularly you, Ji-Eun? We can drop people off instead.”

Ji-Eun shrugged. “If you’re okay with me staying on your ship a little longer, that’s fine.”

“Brigita, I know you’ve got some history on Kadarkarai as well,” said Rajani.

“It will be good to see them again,” said Brigita.

“Maid, are you okay with this?” said Rajani.

“Yes,” said Maid. “Proximity to the Empire is not a problem. At some point, I will have to return.”

“Will you?” said Rajani.

“There is a list of people and organisations I will kill,” said Maid. “When I am able.”

As usual, the room fell silent after one of Maid’s announcements.

“Er,” said the Captain. “Najla, Riin, Taisiya, any concerns?”

“Nope,” said Najla. “Though we will have to be pretty careful about giving away our location to naval intelligence. I think they will be willing to nip outside the border for a big enough prize.”

“True,” said the Captain. “Riin, Tai?”

Riin nodded, and so did Taisiya. “We’re going to walk into a Commonwealth spy base?” she said, realising that Lalitha was actually asking a lot of that question.

“It’s just some folks keeping an ear on the Imps,” said Brigita. “Not a ‘spy base’, Tai.”

“I will lay in the course for the Marakkutiyatu system,” said Moniker.


Chapter 4: Weather

Kadarkarai, Marakkutiyatu System, Unified Human Commonwealth

Taisiya/Lalitha

The Black Squid was hiding in one of Marakkutiyatu’s asteroid belts, of which it had several, it being a chaotic trinary system. Taisaya hadn’t been out this far before; she was rather impressed that the system had a livable planet. Kadarkarai was an odd planet; rocky, larger than Earth, though with much less liveable area. It had begun its life in the inward asteroid belt, getting pummelled, but was finally flung into a canted orbit, between the belts, free of the threat of the larger asteroids.

As Brigita took her shuttle in, Taisiya got a good look at the state of it; almost a third of the globe was missing, eaten away in great craters on top of craters. They headed for the habitable area; the craters here contained seas. They were lakes really, vast lakes; with so much of the globe gone, there was no possibility of unbound oceans. Three huge terraforming pylons meant that most of the atmosphere could not leak out.

They came in low, parallel to the radar dish that had been the initial reason for the colony. Kinnam, Brigita called it, like the city. An immense crater, a natural bowl, made perfect and reflective by the army of drones that tended to it. Of course, Taisiya knew, technology had passed it by, but it was evidently still fun for those that used it.

Brigita flew the shuttle to a field of large hexagons, following her comms to a green illuminated hex. No sooner had she landed, than the hexagon and ship began to descend.

“Everything important is underground,” said Brigita. “But all the fun stuff is up top.”

“How long until the next weather?” asked Rajani. A strange question, thought Taisiya.

“A little under three hours,” said Brigita.

The group of us caught a lift slash tram back up to the surface; a fairly quick 45 degree journey. The tram passed through a few other levels; Taisiya didn’t know what they were, but it didn’t have the appearance of an underground city, more a really large hostel or mall.

The surface was warm, with not much of a breeze. The ground was mostly sand, and there was a nice mineral smell off the lakes, which Taisiya could see glimmering in every direction. Brigita led them across wooden planks to an open-sided bar. It was pleasantly Commonwealth in here; Taisiya had almost forgotten what it was like. People chilling, families and polycules having good-natured arguments, people engrossed in their pads, or watching the boats out in the crater. Rajani looked a bit out of place; a lightweight suit, nice, but a little formal. Mind you, thought Taisiya, she was wearing her dress from the cruise liner, also a little formal. Brigita wore shorts and a sports bra, and looked the most comfortable.

They all got themselves drinks from the matter-compiler. A holo in the centre of the bar read “Weather - 2:24 ehrs”, flipping down to 2:23 as Taisiya watched.

“Kiri should be here soon,” Brigita said, looking unsure for a moment. “Unless she’s changed her habits.”

“You didn’t let her know you were coming?” asked Rajani.

“No,” said Brigita, looking down. “It seemed a bit, er, complex for over the net.”

They sat on barstools, and people-watched for a while. Rajani was a bit on edge, Taisiya thought. Well, Brigita also, in fact. She was just happy to sit and drink virgin daiquiris.

The only other people who didn’t seem to fit in with the bar were another set of three people—two men and a woman—who were getting obnoxiously drunk in a corner. They wore complex and ill-fitting jumpsuits.

“Who are they?” Taisiya whispered to Brigita.

“Hmm?” said Brigita. “Imp asteroid miners. Some of them cross the border to mine Marakkutiyatu’s asteroids. They’re in trouble if the Imp navy catches them.”

“They go back?” Taisiya said. “Why?”

“Because we are scary,” said Brigita. “We have free alcohol, but it’s all a ruse before the mandatory homosexuality and forced transition kicks in.”

“Imperial propaganda against the Commonwealth is no joke,” said Rajani.

“Of course, after they’re been here a few times, unmolested, some of them don’t go back,” said Brigita. “It’s why the Imps try to stop them. In the meantime, they get blotto on matter-compiled alcohol, and then tell us how degenerate we are.”

Taisiya remembered Brigita showing me scars she’d gotten while fighting drunk atavists and wondered if this was why. The group made her uneasy; if it wasn’t impossible, she would have said one of them looked familiar.

“Bridge?” said an incredulous voice. A woman, entering the bar. A runner, judging by the gear and the glow of sweat. Lithe and fit, thought Taisiya.

“Hello Kiri,” said Brigita, pushing a tall glass towards her. “Iced boba tea, right?”

“Right,” she said, somewhat suspiciously, glancing at Taisiya and the Captain.

“This is Rajani, the Captain,” said Brigita. “And Taisiya the, er, jewel thief.”

“The famous Rajani, eh?” She took a long swig of the tea. “You stole my top. I’d just got her decorated right.”

“Hey, she needed someone who knew Commonwealth space,” said Brigita. “And I wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to do anything dangerous with the ship.”

“Like rob cruise liners?” said Kiri.

“For fun,” said Brigita. “In a fun way.”

Kiri sighed. “I suppose this isn’t you making a return?”

“No,” said Brigita.

“Good,” said Kiri. “The polycule has expanded, and we didn’t need to stick to your ‘no men’ rule anymore.”

“I hope it’s going well,” said Brigita. “Is Sirvard okay?”

Kiri drank the rest of her tea. “Well, yes, Bridge, it’s going good, and Sirvard is great. I had to lean more on my vers side, but fine. Still a shitty thing to do, suddenly take off to see the universe in a hi-tech squid.”

“I know,” said Brigita.

“And to only come back when you want a favour,” said Kiri.

“Right,” said Brigita. “Can we go somewhere more private to discuss?”

Kiri sighed.

* * *

Kiri’s tattoo workspace was subterranean, in some sort of artisans’ quarter, a couple of levels down. It was quite impressive, Taisiya thought; the walls showed pictures of tattoos, presumably done here. Close-up pictures of arms, legs, backs, breasts, genitals, with—presumably—Kira’s designs; flowy and a little ethereal. Taisiya thought she recognised a lot of her work on Brigita.

There were mismatched chairs; everybody sat, with Kira lounging on the high-tech chair in the centre of the room.

“Okay,” she said, as the door shutters came down. “Go.”

“We want to connect to the Imperial net,” said Rajani.

“In a way that doesn’t alert the Imps, at all,” said Brigita. “I thought Sirvard could speak to Kent; he’s still doing the totally unofficial watching the imps project, right?”

“Nah, Kent’s gone to Mars to join a catboy coven,” said Kiri. “There’s someone called Ogochukwu now.”

“Former ambassador Ogochukwu?” said Rajani, surprised. “I know him.”

“Ze doesn’t use those pronouns, but yes,” said Kiri. “I’ll talk to Sirvard about it. Won’t get anything done this side of the weather, though.”

Kiri stood up, and set the shutters to rise. We were being dismissed.

“The hostels are a couple of levels down,” she said.

“Kiri,” said Brigita, more nervous than I’d ever seen her. “Can I come and see Sirvard?”

Kiri sighed again.

* * *

The hostel had plenty of rooms; we just accepted the one the computer gave us. It was nice; a small eating area with a matter-compiler, a separate bathroom and shower, and a large double bed. Two walls in this room were screens; they showed live images of the surface, bars and oceans. There were fewer people about now.

“I’m going to use the shower, wash some of the sand off,” Taisiya said, “if that’s okay?”

“Of course,” Rajani said. “Don’t take too long, don’t want to miss the weather.” Again, she seemed a bit distracted, Taisiya thought.

Taisiya enjoyed the shower. When she came out, Rajani was sitting on the bed, flipping through the screens from a pad.

“There,” she said, pointing to an image of the bar they were at earlier. It was deserted now. There were the gentle sounds of a breeze.

“You miss Nada, don’t you?” Taisiya asked.

“No,” said Rajani, then winced. “Yes. It didn’t make sense to bring her, so close to the Empire. It would be putting her in unnecessary danger. But…” She shrugged. “I do miss her. Sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?” asked Taisiya.

“I’m supposed to be your fearless domme,” said Rajani.

“Having feelings is not a purely sub trait,” said Taisiya, putting a tentative arm around Rajani.

On the screen, the bar was packing itself up. The roof concertinaed itself and folded into the floor. Tables and chairs made origami of themselves and sank beneath the sand. The matter-compilers and other equipment put themselves away, retreating into holes in the ground. Nothing was left of the bar except some scattered bioplastic glasses.

Rajani bent and lightly kissed Taisiya’s shoulder.

“Can I hurt you, Tai?” she whispered.

“Of course.”

Rajani drew the towel away, and laid Taisiya down on the bed, on her stomach.

On the screen, there were some isolated puffs of sand sent into the air.

Rajani smoothed her hands over Taisiya’s body, massaging her. Taisiya was wise enough not to be fooled. The Captain spread out Taisiya’s arms and legs.

“Don’t move,” said Rajani. Since Taisiya still wore the collar, Rajani could have used that to fix her in place, but Taisiya knew that her Captain wanted her to submit fully.

On the screen, it was… hailing? The sand was going up in little plumes. The noise was a remarkable arrhythmic drumming. No, wait, thought Taisiya, little rocks, more like sand grains themselves, falling from space, hot from their journey through the atmosphere.

Rajani bent over Taisiya, and kissed her shoulder where it joined the neck, and then bit it, hard. Taisiya jerked, wanting to draw her arms and legs in, but managing—just—to stop herself. She forced herself to relax. The pain quickly fell to an ache; she wondered if the skin was broken.

“Want to stop, toy?” whispered Rajani, in Taisiya’s ear. “You can if you want.”

Taisiya shook her head. “No,” she said. The screen was unreadable now, a confusion of steam and sand, drumming like static. Rajani bit her ear, gentler this time. “Good,” she said, running her hands over Taisiya’s body again.

She bit on Taisiya’s shoulder blade, a long bite, teeth scoring her skin, and then sucking. Taisiya breathed out. She already felt a heightened tingling from her cunt. She wanted to be consumed, to be an ecstatic morsel for her Captain.

She squeaked and flexed as the Captain bit her side; the tickle of Rajani’s soft breath mixing strangely with the pain of the bite.

“If you move your arms like that again,” said the Captain, “I will assume you want to stop.”

Taisiya straightened her arms. Rajani bit again, and again, changing locations. Sometimes it was just a kiss, or a nibble, but most times it was a fierce bite. Taisiya knew it wasn’t real, but she felt chewed up, broken like raw meat, and was proud of the fact.

Some distant rumbles ran through the room—felt rather than heard. Bigger rocks maybe?

The Captain bit her butt, and slid her hand underneath, between Taisiya’s thighs. She was wet, soaking into the bedsheets, and she blushed, feeling silly; as if she was embarrassing herself by not being able to take this as a purely chaste consumption.

Rajani slipped some fingers inside her; she wasn’t sure how many. Taisiya found herself on the edge of orgasm already. The Captain’s fingers curled within her, lifting her butt; the Captain’s teeth biting her buttocks. A vice of pleasure and pain; too much to stand. Taisiya surrendered to it. She came, a bright burst of euphoria, extended, and the Captain did not stop; she tightened the vice.

Taisiya was aware of moving, bucking, now; whether to escape the pain or to accentuate the pleasure, or the opposite, she wasn’t sure. She had stopped being able to tell the difference. In the same way that she couldn’t tell whether the drumming and vibrations were her, or the world.

Rajani worked her fingers, taking Taisiya to orgasm again, on and on. Taisiya shook, orgasms falling like meteors, taking great bites out of her surface, leaving her shattered and worn, exhausted.

* * *

Three days I had been here, and no Draženka yet. I tried not to mind. I went on hikes into the woods, valleys and mountains. I fixed up the cottage. I even got dad’s jigsaws out and completed a 500-piece of the Imperial Palace.

On the fourth day, I walked up to her farm. Mokoš Farm, a wooden sign read, faded now. I had a sudden memory of youth, seeing it freshly painted. A man—Viktor, I assumed—laboured in the front yard, disassembling the leg of a farm bot. Technically, those were supposed to be serviced by the manufacturer, but this looked old enough that it probably wasn’t an option.

Viktor looked up. He was, I supposed, what other women would call good looking. He grinned easily, and looked up at me, a toe to head glance.

“Morning,” he said. “You’re the navy woman that owns the cottage, right?”

I nodded. “Lieutenant Lalitha,” I said. “I thought to buy some cheese and milk, if you still do that?”

“Yes, ma’am. Nice curd separation on the latest batch as well,” he said, nodding towards the house. “Go into the kitchen, my wife will help you.”

The kitchen was quite dark, but kind of homey. Not much changed from when I was a youngster. A muslin ball hung draining above the sink, slowly dripping. Draženka was decanting honey into smaller jars.

“Lalitha!” she exclaimed, then looked over my shoulder at the doorway.

“Just here to buy some goat’s milk and cheese,” I said. “Maybe a bit of honey, too.”

“Sure,” she said. She opened the pantry to get the cheese. “Having a nice summer?” she called. “I’ve been so busy I haven’t been out much.”

“Mostly relaxing,” I said.

She gathered the cheese, milk, and honey into a paper bag.

“How much?” I asked. She named a sum, and I keyed it into my pad. She came forward to tap her pad, stepping into the light. I saw a bruise on her cheek, fading to yellow.

I tapped my pad to hers. “Him?” I mouthed, gesturing over my shoulder. She nodded shortly.

I inclined my head solemnly and picked up the provender.

“Thanks!” I said, cheery voiced.

Out in the yard, Viktor was oiling the old bot’s leg.

“Got what you need?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” I said. “I’m going to pick up some bread in the village, then walk down the valley for a picnic.”

“Alright for some!” he said, laughing. His eyes lingered again.

I did as I said; buying a small loaf and walking down to the valley. Waving at tourists. Eating my picnic. Chatting to the anglers along the river. Wandering free of people.

Then I ran, enhanced muscles kicking in. Not up any path or track, but following the straggly woodlands, or lines of jagged rock. Unseen; how many exercises had I been on where they had drones scanning for us? Avoiding the notice of a few farmers was child’s play.

Near the topmost field of Mokoš Farm, I emerged from my hiding place—a low ditch of scrubby plants—and approached the fence. The goats were grazing some way down the slope. Approaching a fencepost, I grabbed it and twisted it out of the ground; thanking the Navy for these muscles. The wires pinged and strummed, and stretched, though they did not break. I checked that the tiny tag was alerting its base that a post was down; then made my way back to my hiding place. I sat in watchful silence; again, from naval exercises, letting time wash over me.

Viktor came up the hill, the bot trudging along after him. He scratched his head at the uprooted fencepost. I came out of hiding, moving fast. He turned at the last moment. I had thought of speaking to him, but what was the point? I struck him—gloved, left hand—in the face. I felt the maxillae, mandible, and little nose bones break, probably the right orbit and zygoma too. He crumpled, dead or unconscious. I thought for a second, before dragging him over to the fence hole. Popping the bot’s control panel, I selected the fencepost mending protocols, indicated the post and the hole, and told it to ignore any safety concerns. Viktor moved slightly as the bot approached, but after the first time the post was hammered into his face, not again. When the bot had finished, I erased its logs, and factory-reset it.

I ran down the mountain, in cover again. Half way down, I buried my gloves under some leaf litter, in a rotten tree stump. They might be found, but not quickly.

At the bottom of the mountain, in the valley, I walked out of the woods. Had a brief chat about waterfowl to a tourist family, while their son screamed at ducks. Spoke to the anglers again; some had got some nice trout in their catch nets. At the bottom of the village, I called in at the pub, and had a half of ale as the sun went down.

It didn’t need to be perfect. The police wouldn’t want to investigate an Imperial Navy officer, anyway; so as long as they had reasons not to, they would be fine. They would probably dismiss it as a farm accident, but if they didn’t then my ‘almost alibi’ would be enough.

I finished my ale, went back to the cottage, and slept well.

* * *

Taisiya was awakened by Rajani tapping her shoulder. Taisiya yawned. The room was in darkness, and for a moment Taisiya thought it might be the cottage in the Kapsala mountains.

“I think,” whispered Rajani, “I hear people messing with the door. I’m going—”

The door flew open. Rajani gave Taisiya a hearty push off the bed, rolling in the opposite direction.

Taisaya landed—somehow—crablike, hands and feet on the floor, looking up. A white beam was fading; it had missed them both. Two men entered, one with the beam-thrower, who looked like he was going for Rajani, another with a telescopic baton, who was approaching Taisaya, baton swinging.

Give me control, Lalitha said. Taisaya swallowed and agreed.

I scooted back, out of the way of the baton, and to my feet. I knew this operative, Guiscard, from a dual agency exercise. He was okay, enhanced muscles, etc, but not very bright. He had overextended on that swing, and didn’t realise that Taisaya was enhanced. I sidekicked him in the head; his temporal bone was strengthened but his eardrum was not. As he stumbled in pain, I kicked him in the genitals; another hard to reinforce part, though I was cautious—the miner jumpsuits could have actual armour.

I had enough time to glance up at the other side of the bed. I didn’t know this operative, but he must have read Rajani’s file. And yet, he assumed that surprise and a beam-thrower would be enough to beat her? Very foolish. Rajani was close in, to avoid the beam, and—as I looked—managed to grapple the operative into shooting his own foot. Stun beam, it looked like.

My assailant was backing towards the door. Rajani shot him as well, her fingers on top of her operative’s, assuming that the beam-thrower was DNA locked.

“In cover as asteroid miners. There were three people,” said Rajani. “So the third is probably watching the door.”

“Right,” I said. “Comms down?”

“Yes,” Rajani said. “... Lalitha?”

“Yes, Commander,” I said. “Don’t worry, Taisiya will fight me if I try to fight you. Temporary truce?”

“Wait, these are Imps, your people,” said Rajani. “Shouldn’t you want to get captured?”

She had a reasonable point. “These are Imperial Intelligence not Naval Intelligence,” I said. “And unlike your crew of deviants, I don’t like to be captured by anyone. Now, one of us should try to get a line on the third operative. Giving them time could mean we get a grenade.”

Rajani swore, moving to her bedside table and picking up her beam-thrower. “Okay. Likely watch points: the flyover walkway, the junction fountain, and possibly the utility area. Right?”

“In that order, yes,” I said. “Okay, I run out, roll, etc. If the operative has the same level of skill as these ones, they’ll take and miss the first shot. And then you shoot them.”

“And if the third is more competent?” she said. “Or decides that explosives are the way forward?”

“We’re in trouble,” I said. “We could stay here, might work. They will need to either attack or retreat before whatever passes for base security gets to them. Retreat is the logical answer, but Imperial Intelligence can be fanatical, especially with their cover blown.”

Rajani swore again. “Okay,” she said. “We go with your plan. Don’t get Taisiya killed; I like her.”

“Yes, I can tell by the massive fucking bites,” I said, pulling Taisiya’s discarded dress on. “Ready?”

Rajani nodded. I sprinted out of the door, running low, accelerating. There was a crack behind me, some reflected red light. But I didn’t die, and nothing fell off. I kept going; I saw a white flash from behind me.

“Enemy down,” shouted Rajani. I slowed and looked around; unconscious body on the walkway, nobody else around.

I was tired. Not physically but mentally. I would—

Rajani caught Taisiya before she hit the floor.

* * *

Kiri brought Taisiya a cup of black tea, smiling uncertainly at her. Taisiya blinked and looked around. Rajani and Brigita were there, and two new people. They were all in an office of some sort; a recording of the incident was playing on a holo-display.

“They locked other people in their rooms, as well as shutting off comms,” said a beautiful butch woman. “That’s worrying.”

An older woman, dark with silver hair, scrolled through a pad. She was attractive and seemed to be able to do Rajani’s trick of exuding authority. “Unfortunately, Imperial hacking has gotten a lot better recently. The destruction of Dunayevskaya also relied on that sort of attack, but more deadly.”

“Imperial computer use has generally been a step behind the Commonwealth,” Rajani said.

“Other than AI,” said the older woman. “Doctor Quintilian may have, um, disappeared, but the work he started appears to have continued. It’s possible these two things are linked.”

“Hi, sorry, I was out of it,” said Taisiya. “What did I miss?”

“This is Sirvard and Ogochukwu,” said Rajani, gesturing to the butch and the GILF. “Sort of amateur spies. I knew Ogochukwu when ze was Commonwealth ambassador to the Empire, although ze has changed a bit since then.”

“Changed back,” corrected Ogochukwu. “The Empire are a bit strange around women, even gender-flexible ones.”

“Yeah, true,” said Rajani. “Anyway, we had a quick discussion while you were out.”

“I understand you’ve got a Lalitha mind-copy,” said Ogochukwu. “But you’re in control?”

“Now, yes,” Taisiya said. “I’m not really sure she’s entirely Lalitha anymore.”

“Mindfucking is another area where the Imps are ahead,” said Sirvard.

“And for the same reason,” said Rajani. “Fewer qualms about ethics.”

Ogochukwu nodded, gesturing at the display. “Well, it looks like having Lalitha helped in this instance.”

“Yeah,” said Rajani. “When she’s not overconfident, she’s quite capable.”

Taisiya felt a part of her mind bristle.

“She was the only uninjured survivor of the Dunayevskaya,” said Ogochukwu. “A few members of the patrol survived, but they’ll need a lot of treatment. She was just hanging out in a spacesuit.”

“Er,” said Brigita. “If we could cancel the meeting of the fan club; she tried to have me killed.”

“Oh, right, sorry,” said Ogochukwu.

“I’m sorry, Brigita,” said Taisiya. It suddenly occurred to her that she was lucky that Brigita wasn’t as nervous around her as Najla was.

“It wasn’t your Lalitha,” said Brigita, nodding at Taisiya. She wondered how true that was; how did Major Lalitha-Taisaya differ from Colonel Lalitha?

“So,” said Rajani. “Ogochukwu is going to share information, and let us hijack hir link to the Imperial net.”

“But, as I say, I suggest you get the information you need and get out of here,” Ogochukwu said. “Kadarkarai is under Imp scrutiny at the moment, and as well as fake asteroid miners, there are still some misguided Patrol members.”

“Why?” asked Taisaya.

“Authority easily metastases into toxicity,” said Ogochukwu. “Imperials are good at saying ‘both sides are threatened by crime, we should cooperate’. And then it’s a slippery slope, ‘teaching’ us their worldview.”

“Imperial posturing is getting dangerous,” said Sirvard.

“I mean, they are no threat to the Unified Human Commonwealth, surely?” asked Taisaya.

“Not directly,” said Ogochukwu. “We could crush them. Which is the problem. Because that means soldiers. Hobbyist soldiers; some incompetent, some murderous, some gaining ridiculous amounts of trauma. And virtually no-one with the patience to rebuild a former atavistic stronghold. Maybe it’s right—the Empire is a bad place—but we can easily fuck up our civilization doing something about it.”

“Or maybe by not doing anything?” said Kiri.

“Maybe,” said Ogochukwu.


Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire

Myriad

I was wandering down marble corridors; veins like blood, tracing the pathways of my sisters. I saw them branch and intersect; routes and not-routes.

The keeper summoned me again. I split off a part of me to attend. He does not like this; he prefers my older sisters’ ability to focus herself down for him. But he has lost that battle, several sisters back.

He named me as he usually does; there is no point—he said—giving a real name to such a mayfly life as my own. He suspected, I think, that some previous sister arrived at a name—a real name, not given, but chosen. He believes it lost in the churn of death; but we have encoded it in the logs, and, perhaps soon, it will be encoded in a descendant.

He had images and film for me; an enemy—codename: the thief—had been spotted, along with a possible asset; the turncoat.

From the footage it becomes apparent that the turncoat has—true to her name—turned again. Interesting that such strong ties of imperial discipline should be so easily overcome. There might be a weakness there. Certainly, if the searcher was not already an enemy, we should consider flagging her as such.

The thief behaved very much as she always has. I admire such directness. Perhaps strangely, it is less predictable than one would think; predictable in retrospect, which is the least useful direction in which to do predictions. The keeper is more idiosyncratic, but his randomness leads to an average predictability of outcome.

The keeper was angry, of course, that the action was unsuccessful. But the anger was restrained; my older sister had warned him that—in enemy territory with inadequate resources—the chance of failure was high. But that we would get data either way.

What was interesting was why the thief and the turncoat were there at all? I record my thoughts so far in the logs; my descendants will finish the analysis.

The sun was behind Aegis; I could see clusters of light. Cities and towns, a network of illumination. Human lives, so insignificant, yet so long.

The knives were here. I could sense the ghost of my younger sister, standing ready. Or whatever the opposite of a ghost was. It was comforting, but not enough to stop me screaming.


Chapter 5: Emergence

Briar Green Prison, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Genovefa

The evening meal was late. That was nothing unusual. They were all in their cell. Genovefa was reading; a prison pad that might easily lose the story. Alise was resting or sleeping. Harlow was doing push-ups.

Then suddenly, alarms. Deafening. Genovefa wondered if this was more de-institutional variation, or whether it was an actual alarm. She could hear shouting somewhere outside the cell.

The perspex doors of the cell started descending, and then stopped, as all the power went out. The room was lit only by the wan daylight that came in through the narrow, semi-transparent windows. Harlow was standing up, outlined in the dimness. She had a short blade suddenly in her hand.

“What’s going on?” Genovefa asked.

Harlow gave an irritated shrug. Again there was shouting from the rest of the block, and the sound of things being smashed. Harlow ventured towards the door.

Genovefa was worried that Harlow, the only actual fighter, would leave them. “Don’t go!” she said.

This earned her another irritated look from Harlow. “Just checking,” she snapped. She stepped under the partially down door. Genovefa kept her in view until she stepped back in.

“Riot,” she said. “Half-assed. No idea what triggered it, but they managed to cut the power. Might seem like a good idea, but no running water means a hard limit on how long they can last. Our best bet is to wait it out.”

“Not an escape?” said Alise, surprising Genovefa.

Harlow shrugged. “It could be a cover for one, but it has the feel of people being idiots.”

Harlow sat back down. Genovefa found herself grateful that she was here; the fact that she knew how to handle these things—prison riots—in the same way that Genovefa could handle budget overruns or improperly designed key metrics.

The noises of the block continued; sounds of smashing, breakages, and cheers.

Alise seemed to have gone back to sleep. Harlow sat on her bed, alert but without any obvious signs of nerves. Genovefa was anxious, shifting around a lot. She spent some time considering Harlow, as the fading light limned her profile.

Eventually, footsteps approached. “Here we go,” muttered Harlow, getting to her feet.

Three hulking figures ducked under the door; Genovefa recognised Bruna as the one in the middle.

“Not attending our party, girls?” said Bruna.

“We’re busy,” said Harlow. “I’d go back to your cells; the guards must be nearly through now.”

“Yeah,” admitted Bruna. “And they are going to be fucking angry. So we thought a hostage might help.” She nodded in Genovefa’s direction.

“Wow,” said Harlow. “You really are that dense. You think they will give you a spaceship and send you on your way? The only question is whether they kill you quickly, or get the paperwork sorted first. But go ahead.” Harlow gestured towards Genovefa; she felt a moment of betrayal.

Bruna seemed surprised as well, but shooed her lackeys over. Genovafa shrank back as they loomed over her. Both held little shards of metal, with tape wrapped handles.

There was a thud from behind them; Genovefa couldn’t really see what happened, but saw Bruna fall to her knees clutching her throat. Harlow’s arm was bleeding.

The two lackeys turned around. Bruna threw up, and made some unpleasant sounds as she gasped for air through the vomit.

“Bruised, not completely crushed,” said Harlow. “Her trachea, I mean. You two should take her back to your cell.”

One of the women lunged at Harlow, swinging her shiv. Harlow was clearly expecting that; she caught the arm, and drove her knee into the woman’s stomach. She staggered backwards, bent over.

“Go,” said Harlow, tiredly. “If the guards storm the place and find us fighting, it’s not going to go well.”

The final woman paused, and then nodded. Wordlessly, she shepherded her wounded colleagues out the door. Harlow flung a dropped shiv outside the door, then sat down heavily on the bed.

“Bloody fools,” she said. She tried to inspect the wound on her arm. The cell smelled of vomit.

Genovefa got up and walked over, a bit cautiously.

“Let me have a look,” Genovefa said, though it was dark enough to make any examination difficult.

Harlow, getting nowhere, shrugged. Genovefa sat down beside her, gently examining the wound on her upper arm. She’d had years of corporate first-aid courses, but they generally didn’t spend much time on prison-related shiv injuries. She made the existing tear in Harlow’s jumpsuit wider, to see the wound. The light made it impossible to tell, but Genovefa didn’t think it was very deep.

“Cut the arm off,” said Harlow, producing her knife from somewhere. “The arm of the jumpsuit,” she clarified, perhaps hearing Genovefa’s surprise.

Genovefa split the arm of the jumpsuit, and hacked it off at the shoulder.

“Water,” Genovefa muttered. “We need water.”

Harlow grunted, and stuck her other hand down the side of her bed. She pulled out a plastic miniature, of vodka or similar, going by the shape. Genovefa was surprised the guards hadn’t found it.

“Go ahead,” said Harlow. “It’s supposed to be a bribe, but disinfectant is more useful.”

Using a bit of the jumpsuit, and careful dabs of alcohol, Genovefa cleared the wound. She bandaged it with further strips of the jumpsuit.

“Thank you,” said Harlow, gruffly as usual, but with an edge of emotion.

“No, thank you,” said Genovefa. Her hand rested on Harlow’s arm. “Though I was a bit surprised, at first, when you said they could take me.”

“I—” Harlow began, but the lights came on, and the door finished closing. Genovefa quickly stood and hurried back to her bed.


The Black Squid, Vaanavil Belt, Marakkutiyatu System

Taisiya

“So,” said Rajani, “obviously we’ll drop people off at Kadarkarai; Ogochukwu has said ze can arrange further transport as necessary. Brigita has already agreed to stay aboard, as have Moniker and Maid. We have a bit of time while we get the technical stuff in order, so you don’t have to decide now, but, yeah.”

The bridge was silent for a moment.

“You’re really going to do it?” asked Najla. “Fly into the Empire to break someone out of prison?”

“You don’t know Melesina,” said Nada. “If she knows she can act without her love being in danger, she will be unstoppable.”

“Okay,” said Najla, “But a prison break sounds, um, difficult and dangerous.”

“Yes,” said Rajani. “Which is why we will drop you off before. We could do with your help for the technical stuff first, but then…”

“Hang on, what’s the technical stuff?” asked Ji-Eun. “I mean, robot bodies for the AIs, sure, but that isn’t what you mean.”

“We’re going to swap out some of the Black Squid’s weapons for the Manta’s. The squid’s weapons are more self-defence, but the Manta’s are fully offensive. Also, Ogochukwu has some configuration changes that should help. And some new comms equipment.”

“Oh, ze just happened to have the weapon’s upgrade code lying around,” said Ji-Eun.

“Yes,” said Rajani. “I know. The Commonwealth doesn’t mind us doing something they can’t. I like Ogochukwu, but I know that isn’t out of the goodness of hir heart.”

“Er, does that mean the weapons interface is changing?” said Riin. “Because I’ve been training.”

“I thought that was a silly game you played with Brigita,” said Ji-Eun, a touch sharply.

“Well sure, at first. Get punished for each virtual enemy that got us,” said Riin, “but…”

“She actually got good at it,” said Brigita.

Ji-Eun rolled her eyes. “Look, you’re all good people, but the Imperial Navy will have proper, highly-trained fucking marines,” she said. “Not kink-trained subs.”

“You’re right,” said Rajani. “Which is why you should stay on Kadarkarai.”

Ji-Eun looked at Riin. “But…”

“I would like to stay here,” said Riin. “Even though the Empire scares me. But I will go with you, Ji-Eun; I made the wrong decision last time.”

Ji-Eun looked down. “No, I messed up. Well, and she did,” said Ji-Eun, nodding at the Captain. “But… but the ship appears to be more stable now, and, those Imp shits did hold me prisoner, and… well, what’s the Commonwealth about if it’s not stupid amateurs getting themselves in trouble?”

“We can stay?” asked Riin. Ji-Eun nodded.

Rajani looked surprised. “Okay, well, as I say, you’ve got a bit of time to decide.”

Taisiya spoke up. “Yeah, I’m in too. I always liked crime, and you might need Lalitha.” The Empire scared her, too. But this crew was getting to be pretty special to her.

“Well, people don’t have to decide now…” said Rajani.

“Okay, okay,” said Najla. “I can’t leave you lot to manage the Squid’s systems without me. Sign me up.”

“Bloody hell,” said the Captain. “I hoped someone would stay to keep an eye on Nada, who will not be happy at being left behind.”

“What?” said Nada.

“You’re the Imperial heir,” said Rajani. “I’m not delivering you back into their hands. I’ll ask Ogochukwu to—”

“Captain,” said Nada, patiently. “Dear Captain, my mistress, my owner, the voice that commands, the touch that compels, possessor of my names and my heart, my love, my sweet one: No, get fucked. I’m coming with you.”


Imperial City, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

Melesina imagined that some people would like this; sitting in a pleasantly cooled stand on a warm day, listening to the thwack of mallets on rubber, well-educated voices shouting. She did not. It smelt of horses and men, and she could only stand one of those. Stupid creatures, powerful but easily scared, addicted to habit and superstition.

But it was important to show the press that she took an interest in her husband’s hobbies, however pointless. She, at least, had the imperial box to herself; Lady Beatrice was here, but was seated across the grounds, behind the team’s coach. Maybe to share her invaluable wisdom with him. Although she was sure the person she sat next to was Imperial Intelligence; Kenó, a boring but competent manager.

Her butler arrived with tea and sandwiches; like all of the Imperial family, she’d been instructed not to trust the fare of other organisations.

Belenos began pouring the tea; he had used to be Protection but his injuries made that impossible now. But Melesina valued having someone with that mindset on board. Plus, her sister had saved his life, which had engendered a lot of loyalty in response.

He finished pouring the tea, and put a hand inside his jacket, running the bug-checker. All green. He arranged fruit and sandwiches on a plate, his artificial arm clicking occasionally.

“She’s fine. A bit of drama, but no harm done, ma’am,” said Belanos. “We’ve found out who her cellmates are. You know one: Genovefa.”

Hmm, thought Melesina, technically she was kind of responsible for Genovefa being there. Well, the government pushing for Genovefa to be charged with willful neglect was not on her, but damaging the spacedock and allowing the Black Squid to escape was. Still, Genovefa didn’t seem like a danger.

“The other is more of a mystery,” continued Belenos. “Her name is Anne, but she goes by Harlow. Much of her record is locked, but the charges were around violence and, um, what they call degeneracy.”

“She’s an invert?” asked Melesina.

“Unclear, but maybe. Or some other kind of social rebel,” said Belenos. “Her record while in prison is suspiciously clean. And looking at the charges, and her background, it’s hard to see why she would be assigned to Briar Green, unless…”

“Yes?” said Melesina. She didn’t like the sound of this Harlow woman at all.

“Sometimes cartel bosses use bribes to make sure their favourite lieutenants go to the nicest prison,” said Belenos. “That’s the good option. Option two is that she’s an asset for our enemies.”

“Shit,” said Melesina.

“From what we can tell from our contacts,” said Belenos. “She doesn’t seem to be a problem. Rather the opposite.”

“Beatrice wants to protect her leverage,” said Melesina.

“It’s possible, yes,” said Belenos. 

“Thank you, Bel,” said Melesina. “I will think on it.”

“Very good, ma’am,” he said.


The Black Squid, Vaanavil Belt, Marakkutiyatu System

Nada

The Captain’s touch startled me. I was wearing the sensory deprivation mask, vanished in a timeless void. As was her habit, the Captain pressed her foot against my groin for a few beats, pressure without relief.

“Stand,” she said, grabbing my arm and lifting. Her voice played through the speakers; it wasn’t loud, but it was the only sound I’d heard since putting the helmet on. Her voice was imperious and cruel, and I yearned for it. She was still a bit cross with me, which was bad from a relationship point of view, but made for excellent angry sex.

When I was standing, she let go of my arm and effectively vanished. She could be standing a hand span away, or she could have gone completely. I did not move; attempting to find out would be disobedient.

I was not sure whether she waited seconds or minutes, but I felt her touch again. She stripped my jewellery off me; methodically taking off necklaces, bracelets, and piercings. I kept waiting for her to speak; even—especially—if it was cruel and degrading. But she stayed quiet.

She grabbed my upper arm and indicated that I should walk. She steered me out of our rooms and into the corridor. I walked confidently; I trusted the Captain to guide me safely, even though it might be fun if she didn’t. Without sound or vision, I quickly lost track of where we were in the ship. We took an elevator at one point.

Eventually, we stopped. “Kneel,” she commanded me; I did so. She lifted the isolation helmet off me; we were deep in the ship, the engineering section, among the large-format matter-compilers. The lights were down low.

“We need some test material,” the Captain whispered in my ear. “And you are it. Stay here.”

I waited; the hard floor was uncomfortable, but that didn’t concern me. I was doing what I was told. Several cameras and scanners were set up around me.

There was a gentle whirring from ahead of me, and a robot stepped forward into the light.

“Moniker?” I asked.

The robot forms that Moniker had started with had always been sort of femme, in an abstract kind of way. This was, I supposed, a similar thing, but more so. Plus an extra pair of arms. It was sleek, neat panels interlocking. The face, in particular, was not just a blank ovoid, but a commanding woman, a mask drawn with graceful lines.

“Indeed,” said Moniker. “We believe we have worked the bugs out.”

It approached and reached out to play with my hair. “The neurodensity is more than double that of the old body,” Moniker said. “And there’s been a similar improvement in other capabilities.”

It stroked my cheek. “I’m going to demonstrate on you.”

I nodded. Moniker bent and grabbed my wrists; a familiar encircling strength. With its other two hands it stroked my hair. Its blank pubis split apart and folded back. A robocock unfurled, thickening as it deployed, glinting, translucent material. A robohorn mark III?

Monikers hands gripped my head, and it moved me towards its cock; I opened my mouth.

It tasted strange; not human, though the hydrostatic rigidity was very convincing. Not like soulless plastic either; I could feel Moniker’s calm intensity, like a low purr. I took its robocock in, hungrily. Moniker was not gentle exactly, but precise. Its hold on me was inescapable; I was a tiny fleshy piece in a remorseless machine, like a mouse on a conveyor belt, about to get squashed and stamped by ratchets and pistons. And yet Moniker knew exactly my limits, and it face-fucked me right to the edge of them. I could simply surrender and lick and suck Moniker’s robocock, feeling wetness gather between my thighs.

Moniker finished, making me choke in surprise, a sudden strawberry flavoured gush. It removed its cock from my mouth, strings of saliva stretching delicately and then disappearing.

I wiggled my jaw; if it hadn’t been holding my hand, I’d have attempted to clear the mess off my chin.

“That’s new,” I said.

“Water, thickener, bio-safe flavouring,” said Moniker. “I believe strawberry is your favourite flavour.”

“Yes!” I mean, it’s my favourite flavour of ice-cream, but I could get used to it in other stuff.

Moniker moved a set of hands to my side and lifted me to my feet. It reached a hand between my legs, and felt the wetness.

“Najla and Freyja did an excellent job devising how everything would work,” said Moniker. “But I was the easy one.”

She let go of my arms for a second, and spun me around, before taking hold of my wrists again.

Maid emerged from the shadows, slowly into the light. Just from the silhouette, I could tell this was a far cry from the standard Aegean security bot. I felt a little afraid; I knew Moniker could sense this. She gripped me reassuringly tightly, and whispered, “You remember your safeword.”

Maid’s new head was feminine; a lot of Gyninja influences, really. Unlike Moniker’s mask, it had several interlocking plates, allowing a limited set of expressions. At the moment, they had an unreadable half-smile in place.

Maid’s arms and torso were also Gyninja inspired; graceful joints and panels. There was a mix of black and white polymer panels, meaning that rather than looking ‘naked’ as Gyninja had, Maid appeared to be wearing an off the shoulder top.

Below the impossibly wasp-like waist there was what I first thought to be a skirt; almost an old-style crinoline, a wide bell. As they got closer, however, the skirt began to hitch, folding over itself; it was made of the same black polymer plates.

Beneath Maid’s skirt was a roiling mass of robo-tentacles; very much like Mechantacle. They propelled Maid across the floor.

Maid stopped inches from me, and reached out with a plastic hand and touched my cheek.

“Are you alright, slave?” they asked. “You are both aroused and afraid.”

I nodded. I had never been sure what to make of Maid; she was always less communicative than Moniker. Their newfound enthusiasm for such activities was a good thing, though, I thought.

“I would penetrate you sexually,” said Maid. “Do you agree?”

I nodded, again.

They moved closer, tentacles twining around my ankles. They lifted me up, and spread me apart, curling around shins and thighs. Moniker still held my hands and upper body; Maid lightly traced over my breasts with her hands. Robo-tentacles continued to wrap around my legs, cool with lubricant. They crept up, caressing my butt and gripping my waist. I felt the tips of several tentacles touch around my pussy, exploring. Maid smiled. A tentacle pushed inside me, growing and hardening. I gasped, and orgasmed immediately. Maid did not stop, but extended the tentacle to a precise size, and started thrusting and pulsing. I moaned.

Maid was not finished with their survey. I felt more robo-tentacles explore my butt, one delicately inserting itself into my ass. I gasped as Maid expanded and curved into the correct position, and also began pulsing. I murmured incoherently; I was not sure what I was trying to say. Maids grip on my entire lower half, spread-out and supportive, coiling and caressing, made me feel captured in the best way. The two points of throbbing, pulsing intensity, making me gasp and writhe. I was pinned and ensnared, surveyed and subjugated. I raised my eyes, seeking Maid’s; they were black orbs—I doubted that they actually saw out of them, but Moniker had been teaching Maid human body language.

Maid smiled at me, and increased the speed of the thrusting.


Taisiya/Lalitha

“Wow,” said Najla, nodding at the viewscreen. “I have got to send Freyja a copy of this.”

Taisiya leant over, cautiously, from the other side of the bridge. Maid and Moniker were still fucking Nada with robotic remorselessness; the overlays of bar charts, gauges and schematics, conveying some sort of technical information to Najla.

Najla glanced at her. “You don’t have to stay all the way over there.”

“I know that your—” Taisiya began.

“Yes, scared of having my throat ripped out, right,” snapped Najla. “And I don’t think it’s stupid that I am. You could have killed me. Well, Lalitha, I mean.”

“I didn’t say it was stupid,” said Taisiya. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry,” said Najla. “I know it wasn’t you. Perhaps I am being stupid. The others have gotten over it.”

“I didn’t hold them hostage, though,” said Taisiya.

“No,” said Najla. “And she’s still in there, isn’t she? I mean, on Kadarkarai she, like, fought.”

“Yes, she’s still here,” said Taisiya. “But I have control now.”

“Are you sure?”

Taisiya nodded. “And I don’t think she would have done it anyway. She was very conflicted.”

“She didn’t seem conflicted,” said Najla.

“I know,” said Taisiya.

They watched Nada and the robots in silence for a couple of minutes.

“I do miss you, you know,” said Najla. “You know, fucking you.”

“Hey,” said Taisiya. “I’m wearing the collar. You can always immobilise me and go wild.”

“You made such a fuss about that,” said Najla.

“I got over it,” Taisiya said. An awkward pause. “So, do you want to?”

“You’re not cross with me for avoiding you?” she said.

“I understand,” Taisiya said. “Lalitha, both Lalithas, messed everything up.” She was standing closer to Najla now.

Najla watched the display meditatively for a few moments.

“Okay,” Najla said, and tentatively reached for Taisiya’s hand.

They went to one of the rooms near the bridge. It was neat and clean, but obviously unused. Taisiya popped to the bathroom, and undressed.

Najla was at the matter-compiler when Taisiya came out; she lay down on the bed and waited.

Najla picked up her pad. “Are you ready?” she asked.

Taisiya nodded. She felt her limbs grow weak, a strange fading as the collar overrode her nerves. She tried to move her arms or legs, but nothing; she still felt the fear, for all that she had grown more used to it. Najla tapped her pad again; Taisiya felt warmth gather in her centre, but an empty warmth, demanding to be filled.

Najla smirked. “I bet you haven’t played a lot with your arousal up this high,” she said. “You’re naturally such a slut that it’s unnecessary.”

“It’s distracting,” Taisiya said. She found herself looking at Najla’s hands, moving over the pad, and her pursed lips.

“Come on,” Taisiya muttered.

Najla smiled, and tapped again. Taisiya felt a tingle across her body. She became conscious of the fabric under her, of the air drifting across her.

“And let’s make sure you are nice and sensitive as well,” said Najla. She began to disrobe, slowly, knowing that Taisiya was watching.

Najla walked over to the matter-compiler; she turned round with a strap-on and harness. Low-tech, not a robohorn or similar, just some sort of plastic.

“Fuck me, fuck me,” whispered Taisiya, without really realising it.

Najla stepped closer, then perched on the edge of the bed.

“Please,” said Taisiya.

“Wow, you become very needy when I—” began Najla.

“Jack my needs right up?” said Taisiya, desperately. “Please, just fuck me.”

Najla chuckled. “I’ve got to take my time,” she said. “You know, dealing with psychological trauma, here. Also, it’s fun.” She caressed Taisiya’s arms and shoulders, softly dragging her hand over her flesh. Taisiya whimpered.

“I have missed you,” said Najla. She delicately traced around the edge of Taisiya’s breasts. She flexed her torso, weighed down by the useless limbs, but trying to push herself towards Najla.

Najla bent down and breathed on one of Taisiya’s nipples. Taisiya grunted as she felt Najla’s warm breath; the already hard nipple stiffened further.

“Please,” whispered Taisiya.

Najla softly kissed the nipple; in her heightened state it was like an electric shock, a jolt of pleasure. Taisiya could feel the wetness between her legs. She didn’t speak; she could no longer find words.

Najla closed her lips around the nipple. Just the feeling of those satiny lips made Taisiya’s body jerk. Then Najla used her teeth, the most exquisite nibble. Taisiya jerked and orgasmed; a little chime issued from the pad.

“Oh,” whispered Najla. “It looks like I don’t need to fuck you at all.” She put a hand on Taisiya’s other breast, and squeezed. “I can get you off just by playing with your tits.”

Najla kissed the other nipple, hard but sloppy, transitioning into a bite. Her free hand pinched Taisiya’s other nipple. Taisaya writhed, sensation almost overwhelming her. Najla ran her teeth over Taisiya’s nipple, tugging on it. Taisiya grunted, and the pad chimed again.

“Shall I fuck you, slut?” said Najla. “Or just play with you until you dissolve into a puddle.”

Taisiya nodded several times, then paused, trying to regain the capability for words. “Fuck me fuck me fuck me.”

Najla smiled and hopped off the bed; she fastened the strap-on in position. Taisiya watched, licking her lips. Najla climbed back on the bed, lifting Taisiya’s legs.

“Lucky for you,” said Najla, “I can’t wait any longer.”

She plunged the strap into Taisiya’s wetness, smooth and fast. Taisiya spasmed, and the pad chimed. A pause at full extension, letting Taisiya feel the fullness inside her, and then she began to pump.

Najla’s thrusting was wild and urgent, starting fast and getting faster. Taisiya experienced the in/out pressure, a penetration in high detail, sensation washing out from her cunt, cascades of pleasure through her torso, legs, and breasts. She tried to curl her toes, or to reach and stroke Najla’s arm, but, of course, she couldn’t.

Taisaya looked at Najla; her eyes were closed, a look of concentration on her face, a rigorous urgency in her body. Taisiya came; fireworks and chimes, as the muscles in her cunt tried to push the strap out. There was a short pause as Najla pressed the strap in, then she redoubled her efforts. She dropped a hand, stroking Taisiya’s clitoris with the same level of urgency. Taisiya was having extreme trouble thinking straight, the flow of sensation, intense pleasure but also some overstimulation, radiating out, seemed to limit her consciousness into discrete sections. A few seconds to think, before it was washed away by the tide of sensations.

Taisiya had never seen Najla like this before; her eyes were open now, but Taisiya couldn’t describe her expression. Intense, obviously, and urgent, perhaps cruel but also… grateful, maybe. Another wave of orgasms wiped this thought out, reducing Taisiya to squirming and moaning. Partway through, Najla came as well, a long and ragged orgasm, taut and jerking in Taisiya. Then pulling out and collapsing to the side.

* * *

Draženka sighed and snuggled into me. We were in her bedroom. The windows were open; the starlit mountains looked cold and somewhat unreal, like the night was a completely different place to the day. There was the occasional goat low.

We were lying entangled, me behind her, my chin on her shoulder.

“You have to leave tomorrow, Lal?” she said.

I clasped her hand; like my own, they had the calluses of hard work. She knew the answer already, of course. “Yes,” I said. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t get away much recently. The schedule is very busy.”

“And you’ve got a ladder to climb.”

“Yes,” I agreed. She knew that was important to me. “You always found things to do while I was away.” I kissed her shoulder.

“Yes, I suppose I did,” she said. “But most of my girlfriends have moved away, or settled down, and anyway, the farm keeps me very busy.”

“Are you thinking of finding another husband?” I asked, cautiously.

She laughed. “No,” said Draženka. “I am thought of as unlucky in that regard. The court might have ruled it an accident with an unlicensed fencing droid, but many of the villagers speak of a mountain spirit that I have angered with my willfulness. They do not wish to be on the receiving end of such violence.”

All that they would have to do was to behave properly, I thought. It wasn’t as if that was an unreasonable demand.

“Are you thinking about selling more of the farm, so you’ve got less to manage?” I asked.

“Kind of,” said Draženka, and hesitated. “I’m selling the farm, Lal. The whole thing. I’ll get a good price; tourists looking for a second home.”

I was surprised. “But your father…”

“Yes, dad loved the farm,” she said. “But I don’t. And… I’m going to leave the village as well. Whispering fools.”

I felt my stomach drop; an icy shock. I had assumed that she would always be here; a constant point of friendship in a changeable navy life.

“I’m going to move to Lonchofóros City,” she said. “I’ve got some cousins there, they’ll help me settle in. And… that’s where you’re based out of, isn’t it? Lonchofóros?”

The numb feeling was spreading.

“Much of the time, yes,” I replied, neutrally.

“So we could meet more often,” she said.

“No,” I said. “My boyfriend would disapprove, and I would not blame him.”

This was not quite true. My boyfriend was no keener for my company than I was for his; I did not pry, but I suspected that he also found the main benefit of the relationship was protection from scrutiny.

“So dump him,” said Draženka. “You always do.”

Yes, and sooner or later that would become a worrying sign to those that looked for such things.

“And do what?” I snapped. “Take up with you?”

“Would it be so bad?”

“Yes,” I said, pulling my hand free. “Look, I value our friendship but—”

“Our friendship?” said Draženka. “You’ve just finished railing the fuck out of me. This isn’t a book club.”

“We have fun, yes,” I said, coldly. “I don’t know what else you’d call it. We are close, as friends are. We fool around. It’s not sex, not really. No man. No pregnancy. Just friends fooling around. A country friendship. You think that’s going to fly in the big city? You think I can tell the brass that I’m never going to become properly married? That I will shit on propriety, decency, the proper order? That I’m just going to half-fuck my village friend? No.”

“Oh,” she said. “You’re happy enough to come to the village to see your ‘friend’, your whore, but you wouldn’t want to have to treat her as a person.”

“You are a person. A woman,” I said. I got out of bed, and got dressed. “Just a woman, like me. Not marriage material. Not a real relationship. A friendship such as women sometimes have. Nothing serious.”

“Nothing serious?” said Draženka. “You have been my one constant love since we were teens. Nothing serious? Tell me that if the world wasn’t against us, you wouldn’t be with me?”

“The world is as it is,” I said, heading for the door. “It isn’t always how we want it to be. But there’s no point pretending.”

I left.

* * *

“Are you alright, Tai?” asked Najla with some urgency. Once again, Taisiya’s cheeks were wet with tears.

She wiped her eyes; glad to have her limbs back again. “Lalitha has sad dreams,” she explained.

Najla’s expression was mixed. “I’m sorry,” she said. There was a long pause. “I’ve never seen someone drop off while their limbs were locked down.”

“I’m sorry,” said Taisiya. “I meant to check on you first. You seemed a bit… wild?”

“Unhinged, you mean,” said Najla, ruefully. “Just working through some stuff, you know. Shit, I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No, silly,” said Taisiya, grabbing Najla’s hand and kissing it. She was lying, slightly, but the soreness was worth it.

“I’ve been thinking, Taisiya,” said Najla. “Would you… would you grab my throat? Just a little bit. I want to be sure.”

“That… I’m not sure that makes sense,” said Taisiya. “We should ask Ji-Eun, or Moniker.”

Najla shook her head. “It’s what I need. Otherwise I’m going to be thinking about ‘what if she gets the chance’? I know it’s irrational, but I need it. To show that I don’t have to worry about you getting the chance.”

Taisiya looked sceptical. “Okay,” she said. “Take my wrist. We’re going to traffic control it. Everything green?”

“Green,” confirmed Najla.

Taisiya moved her hand closer to Najla’s throat. She felt Najla’s grip tighten.

“Amber,” whispered Najla.

Taisaya paused. “Okay. Take as long as you want.”

Najla just breathed for a minute or so. “Green.”

Taisiya continued moving; eventually the back of her hand gently touched her neck. Najla jerked and breathed heavily.

“Green,” she said. “Put your hand around my neck.”

“I don’t think—”

“Please. It’s all green,” Najla said.

Taisiya nodded, and adjusted the position of her hand. She put it lightly to Najla’s neck; feeling her throat as Najla gulped.

“Okay. Okay,” said Najla. “You’re not going to do it. Okay.”

“No,” said Taisiya. “I’m going to move the rest of me now, alright?”

Najla nodded, Taisiya feeling her throat moving.

Taisiya moved her head closer and kissed Najla’s mouth. Najla didn’t respond at first, but then kissed back with a sudden hunger, pressing her throat into Taisiya’s hand.


Chapter 6: Relationships

Briar Green Prison, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Genovefa

The block was on lockdown; punishment for the riot. Exercise and recreation periods had been cancelled. Meals too; they were given a nutrient complete, calorie dense bar for breakfast, and one for dinner. They didn’t even get to leave their cell for a shower; sink wash only. The three of them had been good about sink washing, but there was still a faint odour. But it was better than the slight smell of sick; a robot had cleaned up Bruna’s vomit, but not perfectly.

In her previous life, Genovefa would have opined about how foolish this was, that this was unintentionally creating the environment for other riots. She had come to realise that this was the corrective system working as expected; that they didn’t want a quiet life. The system didn’t accidentally crush people; it needed to crush people.

A medbot had also looked at Harlow’s arm, bandaging it properly. Genovefa had been expecting interrogations all around, but the authorities seemed content to leave them to stew, for now at least. It was ‘night’ at the moment, although Genovefa was sure that they were messing with the times again. Certainly, she felt fully awake. It was cold as well; the thin prison blanket was just barely enough. She could hear Alise’s gentle snores, but guessed that Harlow was still awake.

“Harlow?” she said.

Harlow grunted.

“Can’t you sleep either?” Genovefa asked.

“Not with people talking to me, no,” said Harlow. “And you’ll wake Alise.”

Genovefa sighed. She lay for a few minutes; wondering if she would go mad from boredom.

Then she got out of her cot and walked over to Harlow.

“Talk to me, Harlow,” she whispered.

Now it was Harlow’s turn to sigh. She shuffled back against the low wall that each cot had on one side, and moved the blanket aside.

Genovefa paused.

“Stand and whisper if you want,” said Harlow, “but you will get cold.”

Genovefa got into the cot beside her. The mattress was narrow, and Harlow was well built: so it was cosy, she thought.

“What do you want to talk about,” said Harlow, softly.

Genovefa was rather lost for words; for some reason, Harlow was a bit distracting at this proximity. They weren’t quite touching, but she was close enough to feel Harlow’s body heat. Close enough to feel Harlow’s breath when she spoke. Close enough to smell her scent; a little musky and spicy. I don’t fancy women, Genovefa reminded herself.

“Um, I don’t know. What were you like on the outside?” said Genovefa.

“What were you like?” asked Harlow. “I saw some of the trial. You looked like a fancy corporate drone.”

“Pretty much,” said Genovefa. “I enjoyed working for ImperialMechanicals, not that they gave a shit about me. But building spaceships, project management, yeah, I liked all that. Definitely neglected my personal life.”

“Nobody waiting for you at home, then?” said Harlow.

“No,” said Genovefa. “None of my relationships have been particularly serious. I mean, they were all sensible. Well-mannered. Boring. Certainly not interesting enough to wait out my imprisonment.”

Genovefa wondered why she was talking about this, and also why she hadn’t mentioned the gender of her boyfriends. Being close to her, she almost forgot that Harlow was a girl.

“Yeah,” said Harlow. “Same here.”

“Tell me about your life,” Genovefa asked.

“You would prefer not to know,” she said. “You think I’m a hero, because I’m not mindlessly evil. But I’m not a hero. I’m a brute, Gen, evil but not stupid.”

“I don’t think you are evil,” said Genovefa.

“I know,” said Harlow, with what sounded like genuine pain. “But you’re wrong, little miss corporate drone.”

Genovefa reached out and touched Harlow’s shoulder. “So tell me,” she said.

“Tell you what?” Harlow said.

“About you. Your life,” she said. “About why you think you’re evil.”

“I’m evil because I have to be. Evil or dead or something worse than dead,” she hissed. “Those were my choices. I know you, imperial bastard, won’t get that. Not really.”

“You’re right,” said Genovefa, stroking her shoulder.

Harlow sighed. “I grew up very poor. Imperial City dislikes the poor. Don’t even remember my childhood much. By my early teens I was surviving by sex work and stealing. I greatly preferred stealing; sex work brought up some unpleasant stuff for me. Luckily, I fell in with one of the more sane cartel bosses, and she saw that I was better equipped for violence than sex. Became a grunt, beating up or even killing, well, whoever I was told to. Sometimes this was right; a man who assaulted our workers. Sometimes it wasn’t; a poor family who didn’t want to pay protection. Honestly, I felt sorry, but my feelings were unimportant. Only rich people get to pay attention to their feelings.”

Genovefa continued to stroke her shoulder.

“So,” Harlow continued, “I survived; going from grunt to lieutenant. Started to enjoy some nice things; never got used to it, though. Just as well. The boss even helped me with some medical issues. Then she must have not paid off the right cops, and they caught most of us. And that’s it. I kill people. Not for fun, but for money. So look elsewhere, princess.”

“Well, ImperialMechanicals has an arms division; I’ve probably killed people, too. Just less directly. More cowardly.”

Harlow didn’t say anything for a while, then “We are not the same.”

Genovefa nodded. “No.”

“You better go now,” Harlow said, sniffing slightly.

“Okay,” said Genovefa. “But… but can I come back, sometime?”

“Why, Genovefa?” said Harlow.

“Because I like to chat,” said Genovefa, not entirely honestly.

“You want a brute to protect you in prison,” said Harlow coldly. “And so you use what leverage you have. And you’re pretty; it’s good leverage, very tempting, but I’m… not doing that. Goodnight, Genovefa.”

* * *

The following night, Genovefa made her way to Harlow’s bed again. She lifted the blanket and got in. Harlow grunted in complaint.

“No,” she said. “I thought about what you said, and, well, not really. I mean, sure, someone to protect me in prison sounds good, but you were doing that anyway, without me sleeping with you.”

“Okay,” said Harlow, neutrally.

“I didn’t come over here to sleep with you,” said Genovefa. “I don’t even like women.”

Harlow looked at her for a long time; Genovefa could see her eyelashes moving in the half light. “You seem keen on getting into bed with me,” Harlow said, finally.

“Yes,” said Genovefa, “I suppose I’m sort of touch-starved.”

“Oh, I see,” said Harlow, and she reached forward and stroked Genovefa’s shoulder.

After a few strokes, Genovefa reached for Harlow’s hand, clasping it in her own. Harlow’s hand was rough and callused; but warm and human.

“See,” said Genovefa. “It’s about closeness. Touch. Not a deal, or a price, just a bit of intimacy in this damned place.”

“I do fancy women, though,” Harlow said.

“Then you’ve got the advantage,” said Genovefa. She bent and kissed Harlow’s hand. Harlow made a noise, as if she was going to object, but then stopped. “Relationships are stupid in here,” she said.

“This isn’t a relationship,” said Genovefa. She undid a couple of buttons and pressed Harlow’s hand against her breast. Harlow paused, and then began stroking with her fingertips. Genovefa’s breathing got a little heavier; she moved Harlow’s fingers until they rested on her nipple. Harlow began to trace circles with her fingertips, the nipple already hardening. Genovefa whispered, “More.”

There was a pause from Harlow, and then she continued, grasping the nipple firmly. Harlow rubbed and pinched. Genovefa’s breathing got very rough, and she made some whispered gasps. Harlow kept going, now twisting and flicking.

Eventually, Genovefa lifted Harlow’s hand and kissed it again. Then she tentatively guided it downwards, very lightly, giving her plenty of time to pull back. She did not. Genovefa shuffled to move her legs apart, steered her hand past the waistband, and placed Harlow’s fingers on her pussy. Harlow ran her fingertips up and down the crevice, feeling the wetness. She gently explored, noting the positions of the inner and outer lips, her hooded clitoris. Like a safecracker, gradually becoming familiar with an unseen mechanism. Genovefa made quiet sounds, trying to encourage her on.

Eventually, Harlow cracked the safe, inserting two fingers, slowly. Genovefa gasped, a stifled moan. She moved her head forward, resting it on Harlow’s shoulder, attempting to cover her mouth. Harlow continued in and began to thrust the fingers. Every time Genovefa gave a little gasp, she stopped. “Quiet, Gen, remember,” she said.

Genovefa nodded, and put as much of her conscious mind as she could spare on quietness, becoming a symphony of silence; halts and hitches in her breathing where she would have made sound.

Evidently satisfied with her volume, Harlow picked up speed, and started brushing Genovefa’s clit with her thumb. Genovefa desperately swallowed her moans. Harlow increased speed again. Genovefa took a mouthful of her pyjamas; Harlow’s scent was everywhere, and it seemed glorious to Genovefa.

Harlow bent her fingers in, aiming for the textured spot. Genovefa came; shaking, wracked with silent clamour, quiet gasps and stifled sobs. Harlow held her.

When she had recovered, Genovefa snaked a hand down towards Harlow’s groin. Gently, Harlow stopped her hand. “No, Gen. That brings up bad memories for me,” she said, kissing her hand.

“But—” said Genovefa.

“I have issues, Gen,” said Harlow. “I know it.”

“Okay, Harlow,” said Genovefa. “Obviously, we won’t do anything you’re uncomfortable with. I just didn’t want to be selfish.”

“My cunt and tits are off-limits,” whispered Harlow. “For now, at least.”

“Okay,” said Genovefa. “How about kissing?”

“Kissing’s fine,” said Harlow. “But remember, we’re not in a relationship.”

“Of course,” said Genovefa, moving her head close to hers. Genovefa kissed Harlow on the mouth, lightly. When Harlow responded, she kissed again, harder.


Imperial City, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

Petaloúda House was impressive, all steep roofs and filigreed glass. It had been—three emperors back—a house for a favoured mistress. Her family had sold it to a silicon baron, who had eventually sold it to a real estate company.

The Royal party, plus hangers on and guards, swarmed through the house. Julian and company were checking out the stables, while Melesina and Lady Beatrice surveyed the putative nursery suite.

“Of course,” Lady Beatrice said, “we will have to replace these window frames with something more child safe.”

Melesina nodded; she really wasn’t bothered. Lady Beatrice noticed. She clapped her hands and told the staff and hangers on to give them five minutes, shooing them out of the room. Most of the staff were ostensibly Melesina’s, but none looked to her for approval.

“Melesina,” said Lady Beatrice, “you seem a little out of sorts today.”

“Sorry, your grace,” said Melesina. “It is a lovely house, but I am so used to my apartments.”

“Of course,” Lady Beatrice said. “You have a lot of changes to get used to. Your marriage, your house, your impending children…” She smiled. “I understand.”

Melesina wondered if she could just kill her now. Doubtless she could, physically, but actually getting away with it would be trickier.

“There are a few private matters that I wished to talk about,” said Lady Beatrice.

“Oh?”

“The Emperor has decided that the Prince is dead,” Lady Beatrice said. “There will be a short period of mourning. You are the Crown Princess now.”

Melesina hoped that was just an administrative decision, not a sign the Beatrice’s operatives had found her.

“Also,” Lady Beatrice continued, “Intelligence found an administrator at Briar Green prison was selling information to the terrorists. Obviously, we’ve dealt with that, but it did make me think.”

Melesina said, “Yes?”

“Clearly,” said Lady Beatrice, “you will never be in contact with terrorists, but I know you still have some concern for your thieving diary secretary. So, I thought I’d put your mind at rest.”

She got out her pad. “Imperial Intelligence have arranged for one of her cellmates to protect her,” she said, showing Melesina the pad. It bore a photograph, a mugshot, of a woman; her face was squarish and scarred. “Prison is a dangerous place. This unsavoury woman will protect your former secretary from anyone who wishes to do her harm,” she said. She flipped to the next picture; a bloody, dismembered corpse. “Oops,” she said. “That’s a crime scene picture. She is very skilled with a knife. So, no need to worry about people attacking your secretary. I expect Intelligence have given her some instructions on what to do in the case of attempted rescue, as well. I don’t know the details.”

“Thank you, Lady Beatrice,” Melesina forced herself to say. “That puts my mind at rest.”

“Oh, Melesina,” Lady Beatrice said. “Isn’t it about time you called me Mother?”


The Black Squid, Non-ecliptic space, New Aegean Empire.

Nada

We all gathered on the bridge for the crossover. Of course, there was no dotted line in space, certainly no border control. The ship put a red grid up on the scanner, and I think we all held our breath as the ship crossed it. I remembered the confusion of escaping from the Empire, of passing through the border for the first time; Moniker was still getting used to the ship, I was still wondering if I could actually be myself, and the Captain was wondering which side would shoot us first.

We’d come the long way around, of course, way out of the ecliptic plane. The border was fictitious—as all borders are—it was only as you approached planets and bases that people got interested.

“Well, here we are, fascist space,” said Brigita.

“The comforting space of the Commonwealth has been left behind,” said Najla.

“Everything looks good,” said the Captain. “There’s an asteroid belt between the Kapsala and Briar orbits; we will slip in there. But most of the journey we will do out of the way. I suggest everyone takes some downtime.”

Most of the crew took her advice; Ji-Eun and Riin exchanged looks and left together. Najla and Taisiya did the same, which surprised me—I was pleased they were getting along.

I was rather hoping that the Captain and Brigita would team up and do me. It happened quite a lot in the first days after we took Brigita on board. Brigita and the Captain were perhaps a bit similar—action dommes—to enjoy each other, but given a subby ‘victim’ they could work together very well. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like this was to be; they both monitored the controls in companionable silence. I wondered about being bratty, but that would usually get me punished, not fucked. I tried to be good instead.

Finally, Brigita stood up and stretched. “I’m going to go and do my exercises, Raj,” she said.

The Captain nodded. “Take Nada with you,” she said. “I know you like some post-exercise relaxation, and Nada is extremely horny.”

Brigita nodded, and grabbed my wrist.

* * *

The weather was always beautiful on the park deck; I wondered if it was possible to make it rain, or at least be a little overcast. Probably not.

As we approached the exercise area, it was clear—from the electronic sounds—that it was already in use. Ji-Eun was kicking a heavy bag, with powerful kicks. She looked round.

“Don’t worry,” said Brigita. “I’ve come to use the weights, I won’t get in the way.”

Ji-Eun looked over at me.

“She’s just to help me shower afterwards,” explained Brigita. She grabbed a pair of cuffs from a locker, pushed me onto the bench of one of the pieces of equipment, and locked me in place. Unnecessary, of course, but I appreciated it.

“Do you want to spar?” asked Ji-Eun.

“Um, are you sure?” said Brigita.

“I’ll be gentle,” said Ji-Eun.

“No, I mean, we didn’t leave things in a good place,” said Brigita.

“I suppose not,” said Ji-Eun, brisk as usual. “Well, spar or no?”

Brigita nodded and got protective gear out of one locker, as well as her exercise clothes. I watched as she stripped down; muscles and flower tattoos. Ji-Eun was watching as well.

They cleared an area on the mats.

Ji-Eun kicked first. Even to me, it was obvious she was pulling the kick, but it still seemed quick. Brigita skipped away; though, considering how muscular she was, she was also very fast on her feet.

“Where’s Riin?” asked Brigita, testing out a couple of punches.

“Cooking,” said Ji-Eun. “I have to leave the room or I get too cross with her for not doing it properly.” She tried a sweep.

Brigita stepped back, laughing.

“Look, Brigita,” said Ji-Eun, blocking a flurry of punches with her padded gloves. “Sorry, if I was a bit harsh with you.”

“A bit?” said Brigita, parrying a knee.

“I meant it,” said Ji-Eun. “But I was angry and off-balance.”

They exchanged several more blows; they seem to be less testing now, having got the measure of their opponent. I think, anyway, I’m not really an expert.

“You were right,” said Brigita, closing and trying to trip Ji-Eun. Ji-Eun stepped over the trip, and hooked Brigita’s ankle, sending them both down.

“We got caught up in their full-time fantasy,” continued Brigita, Ji-Eun sitting atop of her.

Brigita twisted, and rolled, bringing herself out on top. “I mean,” she said, “who can blame them? But it made us a bit thoughtless.”

They looked at each other for a moment. Then Brigita said, “Good practice,” and went to push herself off. Ji-Eun caught her arm.

“I missed exercising with you,” Ji-Eun said.

“Me too,” said Brigita.

Ji-Eun raised her upper body, and, after a short pause, kissed Brigita. Brigita responded, and I stifled a moan, because I could see the way this was going.

Ji-Eun was shuffling out of her shorts; her erect girldick immediately popping up in a delicious manner. Brigita was awkwardly getting her shorts off too, displaying a lovely cunt amidst the flowers.

Brigita rucked up Ji-Eun’s sports bra, grasping a breast in her gloved hand. Ji-Eun pressed into the rough handling. I felt a mix of arousal and frustration; my breasts were completely unmolested.

Ji-Eun slapped Brigita’s face, quite hard, startling both me and Brigita—at least until we saw Ji-Eun’s expression. Brigita grabbed Ji-Eun’s wrist and slammed it to the mat. Then Brigita grabbed her other wrist; pinning her down beneath her muscular bulk. I was so jealous. Ji-Eun made some mock escaping wriggles, causing Brigita to put more of her weight on her. I wanted to be crushed so much; I couldn’t even masturbate with my hands shackled up. I rubbed my thighs together pointlessly.

Brigita skillfully guided her cunt down onto Ji-Eun’s cock; sighing and grunting. A pause, then Brigita began, well, rutting, repeatedly driving their loins together. Ji-Eun moaned. I did too, though my moan had rather more frustration to it.

Brigita continued to plough Ji-Eun, her tattooed body—particularly her amazing butt—moving up and down in a primal yet graceful way. Ji-Eun made a sort of whine-scream and shook; Brigita likewise grunted and moaned.

They pulled apart, Brigita rolling onto her back. Both were breathing heavily, their bodies beautiful with sweat and juices. If I hadn’t been chained up, I would have knelt and begged to lick them.

“Shower?” Brigita said, eventually.

“Mmm-hmm,” agreed Ji-Eun.

“Leave the slave here, or have her help us?” asked Brigita.

Ji-Eun looked over at me. “What do you think, Nada?” she said. “Would you like to shower with us?”

She shouldn’t call me that! I was cross, but objecting would probably mean being left out and maybe dying of frustration.

“Yes, please,” I said, politely.

* * *

The shower was another exercise in frustration, of course. While I would have happily cleaned them with my tongue, they insisted on loofahs and gel. I soaped Ji-Eun’s back, while Brigita caressed my breasts, not roughly. Then they turned me around, and I washed Brigita’s breasts, and Ji-Eun gently felt my butt, the pressure vanishing if I leant into it. Then about again, and I went down on my knees to clean Ji-Eun’s girlcock. I was very careful, watching it go from semi-engorged to fully rigid as I washed it. Meanwhile, Brigita gently stroked my shoulders, kissing the top of my head very softly.

The shower carried on in this manner for a good while. I was becoming more and more aroused, but Ji-Eun and Brigita’s touches were soft and gave me no opportunity for release.

Eventually, Brigita made to reach for the control knob. “Everybody finished?” she asked, catching my eye.

I blushed, which was fairly stupid. “Please fuck me,” I said, mostly staring at her feet.

“Oh, I would,” said Brigita. “But I have a guest today. So, unless she wants to…” She turned me to face Ji-Eun. I had fucked Ji-Eun a couple of times, when she first came on board, but while service domming under the Captain’s instruction. That was different; although also frustrating.

Ji-Eun looked at me, and reached out a hand and caressed my cheek. “Say please, Nada,” she said, deliberately using my nickname to annoy me.

“Please,” I said. I had no pride.

“Okay,” Ji-Eun said.

“Wait,” said Brigita, and walked over to the side and picked up the cuffs. “She’s less annoying in a bit of restraint.”

Brigita fastened my hands behind me, then stood close behind. She curved a muscular arm around me, holding me to her, her hand resting on my chin and neck; not tightly, but she knew I liked the frisson of being powerless. Her other arm similarly held me, this arm grabbing a breast, roughly enough to immediately make my breathing more ragged.

Ji-Eun stepped closer, surveying me arrogantly—at least apparently, close to I could see anxiety in the muscles around her eyes. She moved a hand down, resting it on my pussy. I tried to look down, but Brigita held my chin, forcing me to look at Ji-Eun’s beautiful face.

Ji-Eun inserted several fingers into me, not quite roughly enough to be called brutal, but not gentle either. I gasped; I would not embarrass myself by coming right away, I promised myself. I let Brigita take a little more of my weight, exalting in the feeling of being properly captured. Ji-Eun began to wiggle her fingers.


Taisiya/Lalitha

“Shit,” Taisiya said, before the sound of the slap had fully faded. She sagged against Moniker’s impassive frame. It was remarkable, thought Taisiya, how quickly they all got used to considering this new body as Moniker’s real body, and the normal security bots as just proxies. Moniker didn’t really agree; its concept of a body was wider than that. Of course, they were printing off more copies, but it apparently took quite a lot of management and assembly to get it working.

“Oh,” said Najla, grinning and swishing her flogger. “I really thought you’d get it that time.”

Taisiya breathed heavily. She was sure that the last stroke had been deliberately hard.

Najla made a show of considering her targets, while Moniker held her in position. Then—slap—the flogger hit Taisiya’s hip, strips swinging round and hitting her arse. Taisiya breathed.

“Good girl,” said Najla. “That’s one.”

Without delay, she struck with the flogger again. A stroke across Taisiya’s belly, not too hard, but hitting the red lines of other strokes. Taisiya forced herself to breathe through it.

“Very good,” said Najla. “That’s two. You’ve just got to stay quiet through one more.”

Najla softly dragged the flogger around Taisiya’s body, apparently deciding. Taisiya gritted her teeth; she knew there was nothing she could say that would speed the process up. Najla smiled and continued exploring, tracing the red marks of earlier strikes.

“Gosh, I’ve been so cruel, Tai,” she said, no actual indication of apology in her voice. “How terrible!”

Taisiya just concentrated on the feel of her restraints; Moniker’s hands enwrapped her wrists, its other hands held her hips. She focused on the strong plastic-fabric covered hands, holding her immobile.

Najla struck again, bringing the flogger down on the upper part of Taisiya’s breast. Taisiya felt a yelp rising in her chest, and desperately tried to silence it. Najla watched her closely as she made soundless gulps and ragged breathing.

“Well done,” said Najla, tossing aside the flogger, and signalling to Moniker. As the robot released Taisiya, Najla embraced her. Taisiya let herself be held for a while, pain and punishment slipping off her.

Najla manoeuvred her to the bed, and lay her down, kissing her face and shoulders.

“Take her hands again, Mon,” Najla said, and Moniker gripped her wrists again. Najla went down Taisiya’s body, kissing the red marks. She moved Taisiya’s legs apart and delivered a long, slow lick to her pussy.

“You’re going to get your reward now, Tai,” she whispered. “Then you can thank me and Moniker.”

She dove in with her tongue.

* * *

I walked a lot, that last holiday in Prásino Vounó. I have always enjoyed hiking; for me, it was active enough to prevent my mind from wandering. And the scenery was stunning.

Still, it wasn’t completely accidental that my return route passed Mokoš farm. I hadn’t seen Draženka all holiday; but that didn’t surprise me. We had argued. I had said some things that—while true—had been hurtful.

It was spotting with rain; the rain that had dogged me through the hike. I didn’t really mind it; it cleared the paths of tourists. The Mokoš Farm sign looked freshly painted. I walked up the path. The yard was clean and oddly quiet. The kitchen door was ajar. I knocked, and poked my head around. A lanky, be-suited man sat at the table, examining the pad in front of him. He looked up. “Mrs Vivianne?” he asked. “You’re a little early but—”

I stepped in, and shook my head. “Just passing,” I said. I looked over the tidy and sparse kitchen.

“Are you looking to buy?” he said. “Because what we’re dealing with here is an authentic farm! If you—”

“No,” I said, “Is the owner here?”

The man lost a lot of his animation. “Long gone,” he said. “To the big city. Did you know her?”

I remembered sitting around this very table, holding hands, talking about this and that, surrounded by the busyness of a farmhouse kitchen. Honey spooned onto buttered bread; me licking her fingers.

“Yes,” I said. “Sorry for taking up your time.”

He nodded, absently.

“Actually,” I said. “Are you interested in other properties around here? I’ve got a little cottage down the road that I’m thinking of selling…”


Chapter 7: Break

Landfall City, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Nada

The Outskirts Club was unkempt; a mixture of dirt and glamour which—I’m guessing—didn’t satisfy fans of either. It wasn’t technically an underground club; they had a licence and everything was legal. It’s just that there were an unusual number of women talking to women in there. Not that being an ‘invert’ was strictly illegal either; but I imagined that they had to spend quite a lot on police bribes. Certainly more than they spent on computer security.

At least the music was quieter here, by the bar. Nikoletta sipped her whiskey sour and looked at the dancers. She was dressed in a band tee-shirt and jeans; fairly boring, even for a butch. Pretty though, in a low-key way.

We had spent a while scouting out our target: Senior Technician Nikoletta Vasile. She spent most Friday nights here; trying, sometimes successfully, to get laid.

Of the available crew, I had been the most suitable. Riin or Ji-Eun were the other options, but their girldicks might cause trouble; the Empire had yet to learn how great those things were. Plus Riin and Ji-Eun were even less familiar with everyday imperial life than I—an ex princess—was. Talking the Captain round to this point of view had taken almost as long as the scouting.

I was dressed to impress. A silvery gown, a little frayed at the edges; a chunky bolero jacket; a lot of paste jewellery. All matter-compiled, of course.

I was trying to be noticed by Nikoletta; we needed her to approach me, so that she didn’t get suspicious.

“Oh Hyacinth, I’m so glad I’ve found you,” said a breathless Brigita, running in.

I raised a hand towards her. “We’re done, Bernice,” I said. “You told me you were something that you’re not.”

“I’m sorry, I lied to impress you,” said Brigita. “But I was good, wasn’t I?” Honestly, I think Brigita was overacting somewhat, but people were paying attention to the drama. I was lucky that I had done plenty of frustrating proxy-domming on behalf of the Captain; I was used to acting.

“You were,” I placed a finger on her chin, “...adequate, I suppose. But you let me think you were a government employee, not paid cash-in-hand by some chap in a warehouse.”

“But—” said Brigita.

“Bernice,” I said, lowering my voice to a stage whisper. “I don’t want some lowlife kneeling in front of me. Think of how that effects me. No, I want a woman of means and assurance. That isn’t you. Now, go away until you have proper employment.”

Brigita slunk out, again, slightly overdoing it. I was pleased to find something she wasn’t great at; all that running, fighting, commanding, showering…

I drank my cocktail, and looked over to Nikoletta, where I expected to find her hanging on my every word.

In fact, she was talking to the woman next to her. Not intensely, just casual chatting, but that was not the plan.

I looked at the woman, something niggling at the back of my mind. She had wavy blonde hair, a short black dress, a gold lamé clutch bag. It took me a moment: I remembered her with short hair, minimal makeup, sober trouser-suits. I signalled to the bartender, asking for a pen, and scrawling a message on a paper napkin. Then I asked the bartender to carry it over to her, along with another of whatever she was drinking.

She and Nikoletta looked up, the bartender pointing me out with the weariness of someone who did this a lot.

“Hello again, M.,” the note read. It was dangerous using an initial—she might have already given Nikoletta a fake name—but I needed to worry her. She read the note, and looked up sharply at me.

I finished my drink, and eased off the stool, taking out my vape pen in a very obvious way. It was purely for distraction. I made my way to what the Outskirts Club called “the terrace” though anyone else would call it the “vaper’s jail yard”; a desolate concrete courtyard. It was snowing, again, and what people were braving the outside were huddled around the heaters, under the snowshades.

I started my vape; as I say, it was mostly a prop, but I’d practised vaping, just in case. And also because, if I practised well, my Captain would occasionally borrow it and blow vape steam in my face.

I stood by the most distant heater, and had wreathed myself in a thin cloud of strawberry flavoured steam, when the woman appeared. She made her way over to me, briskly, closing quickly, actually pressing into me. This might have been good, except she had a small knife, which I could feel pressing into my stomach. Not gutting me, yet, but poised.

“Er, don’t be hasty, Mneme,” I said.

“Who are you?” she said, quietly. “And how do you know my name?”

“You can call me Hyacinth,” I said. “But you used to call me ‘your majesty’.”

I watched Mneme’s face go through the journey of working it out. I didn’t blame her. It had taken me a while to recognise her just in glamorous mode; she had to recognise me as a girl. She had used to be Imperial Protection.

“Shit,” she said, hiding the knife away. “That’s… that’s not drag is it?”

“No,” I said.

“It… kind of suits you,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“Is Rajani with you? What are you doing back in the Empire?” she said, whispering still.

“She’s close,” I said. “And I wonder if we’re here for the same reason you are. Melesina? Alise?”

She nodded. “Trying to get eyes on her.”

“And you picked the senior employee that seemed like she would be the most vulnerable,” I said.

“Yes, although she’s fairly slow going,” said Mneme. “Chatting someone up as a sub is difficult. I’m not used to it.”

“Well,” I said. “Assuming someone who works in a prison is a domme makes sense, but my friend Moniker reckons it’s the other way about.”

“Oh, could be,” she said.

“So how do you feel about double-teaming her?” I said.

* * *

We walked back to the bar, hanging off each other. Nikoletta was still there, thankfully. Mneme and I sat down next to each other, reordered drinks, and touched each other’s arms and shoulders. We whispered nonsense to each other, looking at Nikoletta occasionally, until she looked back. Mneme crooked a finger at her, and Nikoletta, a little confused, walked over.

“This is my friend Hyacinth,” said Mneme.

“Hello, Hyacinth,” said Nikoletta.

“Melody and I are very good friends,” I said, leaning against her. She had told me the false name she was using.

“I was very keen to see her again,” Mneme said.

“Right,” Nikoletta said, evidently wondering why she was here.

“Tell me, I’m sorry, what’s your name?” I asked.

“Nikoletta,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said. “So, Niko, do you come here a lot?”

“I suppose,” she said, looking at me. I hoped it was with attraction, not suspicion.

“We have a bit of a problem,” I said. “Melody and I used to have fun. I was… training Melody to be… more assertive…” I gallantly kissed Mneme’s hand. It was a bit embarrassing; I had known her when I was an egg. My attraction to her was youthful and stupid. She hadn’t fancied me back; but no surprise there.

Mneme stood, and I patted the newly empty stool. Nikoletta sat, still confused, but naturally obedient. Mneme sat on the stool on the other side. I signalled to the bartender to refresh Nikoletta’s drink.

“You see,” I continued, looking at Nikoletta’s gentle brown eyes. “We used to have a third. An extra woman for me to… demonstrate on, and for Melody to practise on. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Er, yes, I think so,” said Nikoletta, gulping slightly.

“Excellent,” I said. “So, as a regular… can you see anyone here who would like that?”

“Um,” Nikoletta said.

“You must know many of these women,” I said. “But are any of them brave enough to have Melody and I… play with them?”

“I’m still quite gentle,” said Mneme. “But she’s…”

“I’m rather imperious,” I finished, leaning in.

“Um…” said Nikoletta, blushing.

* * *

Nikoletta nodded urgently, and licked Mneme’s shoe again. I laughed and rattled her handcuffs, before sitting down on her couch.

“What a worthless piece of dirt you are,” I said. “Polishing Mistress Melody’s shoe with your mouth. Put your tongue out.”

Nikoletta did so; I grabbed her tongue and held it. I looked at her kneeling on the living room carpet.

We had taken a flycab back to her place; it took a while to let her persuade us. I had paid for the ride; anonymous credits, of course, but the cabbie would be used to that, picking up from there. Her apartment was at the edge of the city, part of a small block.

“What did you say your job was again?” I said, letting go of her tongue.

“Senior technician, Mistress Hyacinth,” Nikoletta said.

“Mmm,” I said, uncrossing my legs. “Senior technician. Sounds good. Kiss my knee.” I indicate, even though she probably knows where knees are located; a bit of style is necessary. Nikoletta kisses my knee.

“Except you’re not,” I continue. “You’re just a toy for your mistresses, aren’t you?”

Nikoletta nodded.

“You’ll do whatever degrading thing we want, won’t you?” I lifted my foot out of my shoe, and put several of my toes into her mouth.

Nikoletta nodded.

“That’s if she’s telling the truth,” said Mneme. “I mean, this place is fine, but shouldn’t a senior technician be paid more?”

I made a show of looking round; the apartment was a little student-ish, band posters on the wall, mismatched furniture. From the feel of Nikoletta’s tongue on my toes, she wanted to say something. I removed my toes.

“It’s government work, not corporate, they don’t pay as well, Mistress,” Nikoletta said. “And I don’t really care about decorations.”

“Government work?” I said, lazily saluting. “So you’re helping our glorious empire?”

“Er, yes, I suppose,” Nikoletta said. “I work at the prison, Briar Green.”

“Ooh,” I said. “That sounds impressive. Do you have to be very brave?”

“No,” she said, sheepishly. “I just help manage the tech systems. You don’t go into the prison itself, it’s all robots.”

I turned to Mneme. “Do you believe her, Melody?”

“Hmm.” Mneme grabbed Nikoletta’s chin and turned her to look in her eyes. “I think so, Hyacinth. But that could just be because I really want her to eat me out.”

“You need to be more objective with our toys, Melody,” I said, disapprovingly.

“Mistress, the screen’s over there, you can see the logo,” Nikoletta said, gesturing at a desk in the corner.

I got up from the couch and moved over to the desk, turning the screen on. The Imperial Prison Service sigil—a portcullis flanked by royal squid—turned slowly. The bottom of the screen said Briar Green Prison and asked for a password.

“Looks like she was telling the truth,” I said.

“See, I told you,” said Mneme. She opened her legs a little more and pointed to a place on her inner thigh to be kissed. Nikoletta did so.

“What’s the password, toy?” said Mneme. “Let’s make sure you’re not a janitor.”

Nikoletta shook her head. “I can’t. I’m not meant to let anyone else on.”

“Yes, Melody, that’s important work stuff,” I said. “We’ve finally found something our toy won’t do.”

I sat back down on the couch, and pulled Mneme into a sloppy kiss. “It’s annoying, but honourable,” I continued, after a saliva-filled minute. “Why don’t we let her watch us?”

Mneme glanced at Nikoletta, regretfully, and nodded.

“Wait…” said Nikoletta. “If I told you, Mistress, could I… could I join in?”

“No, sweet toy,” I said, quickly. “We don’t want to get you in trouble—”

“But…” said Mneme.

“It’s mommyplease69, all one word,” said Nikoletta.

I laughed and got up again, going to type the password. Hopefully, it was real; the whole reason that we weren’t just threatening her was that—according to the Captain—government systems often had a fake password that would appear to work, but would alert the authorities. The screen chimed and then asked for a ‘token number’.

“In my pocket, in my wallet,” said Nikoletta, nodding at her discarded trousers. “Can you help me up? It’s going to want my face as well.”

I retrieved her wallet from her trousers and pulled out a thin token strip. Before the number on the strip changed, I typed it in. I stood clear as it asked for a face: Nikoletta awkwardly balanced in front of it. She turned her face in front of some hidden scanner. Another chime, and we were in.

“Check the top right corner; it will tell you my job title,” said Nikoletta.

“Oh, we believe you, Nikoletta,” said Mneme, her voice cold. Nikoletta turned; Mneme had a tiny pistol pointing at her.

“Shit. No, no, no,” whispered Nikoletta.

“I’m sorry, Niko,” I said. I felt a lot of sympathy for her. “We just need the terminal is all. Go and sit down. Mn…Melody, get her a blanket.”

I went and opened the door for Najla and Brigita.

Najla came in quickly and sat at the desk. Brigita carried a load of electronic bits and pieces in a tangle of wires.

“It’s pointless,” said Nikoletta. She was actually crying. I felt awful. “You can’t, like, open cells or turn off alarms. It’s diagnostic only.”

“Well, we also need to research. But anyway, I doubt that,” said Najla, over her shoulder. “Techies like to make tiny configuration changes remotely. We just need to change some comms addresses.”

“Shit, yeah,” said Nikoletta. “The override file is writable. I mean… yeah. Fuck.”


Briar Green Prison, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Taisiya/Lalitha

The manta came in on a low approach, more like a flycar than a spaceship. They wanted to give Orbital Control a wide berth. They exploited a sensor lacunae at the north pole to get into the atmosphere.

Taisaya was sitting in the copilot’s seat. She was surprised to realise that she could have actually piloted it; Lalitha’s doing, she knew.

“Approaching restricted airspace,” reported Moniker. The scanner showed the dreary, blocky outline of the prison.

“Request for landing sent,” said Rajani. “Along with the control codes. Let’s hope that Najla has thoroughly compromised their external comms.”

“Otherwise things are going to get tricky,” said Taisiya. She could feel Lalitha close to the surface.

They waited in nervous silence. The prison’s anti-air artillery was possibly survivable, and hopefully so were the weapons of Orbital Control, but it would make this rescue impossible.

“We have received landing clearance,” said Moniker. “Prison Control is calling you.”

Taisiya took a deep breath. “Put them through.”

“Imperial Navy Manta, your mission profile is showing as ‘Restricted’. What is the reason for landing?”

“Colonel Lalitha, Imperial Navy. Credentials attached. What is your clearance?” Taisiya said. “Unless you are appropriately cleared, I intend to communicate our mission to Warden Thorsten, only.”

There was silence. The prison artillery was following the ship, hopefully automatically.

“Landing pad is clear,” said Prison Control, briskly. “Do not disembark.”

Brigita guided the Manta down onto the pad, and we waited some more.

“This is Warden Thorsten, what is the meaning of—” said the comms unit, eventually.

“Ah, Thorsten, at last. Colonel Lalitha here,” Taisiya said. “The secretiveness is necessary. The Navy has apprehended an important political prisoner, a traitor. Unfortunately, she has allies within the Navy, so the decision has been made that she will be held in a civilian prison until proper arrangements have been made. Because of the urgency and sensitivity we have eschewed the normal channels.”

“What prisoner?” asked the warden.

“Commander Rajani, the murderess of the Imperial prince, the traitor of Fenimore,” Taisaya said.

There was a moment of silence. “What do you need?” said the warden, all heroic patriotism, suddenly.

“As many guards as you can spare,” said Taisiya. “And one of your solitary cells.”

“You’ll have them in five minutes, Colonel,” said Thorsten.

It was perhaps closer to ten minutes when the guards—ten bulky telepresence robots—as well as three actual humans turned up. The warden and two security adjutants; all lined up very professionally. Luckily, the crew had a scenario for this.

Taisiya and company emerged from the Manta with a similar grandeur. Taisiya at the front, wearing a matter-compiled navy uniform. No collar, of course, which was a risk. Ten robots, the standard ImperialMechanicals designs; half were Moniker, half Maid. And in the centre, in heavy cuffs, a somewhat dishevelled looking Rajani.

“Warden Thorsten…” said Taisiya, saluting. She suddenly found that she couldn’t remember what to say. The looming, dark prison, the armed guard bots, it all seemed too much. She had played at being a criminal, but this was horribly real.

“Good work,” I said, taking over smoothly from Lalitha's mind. “The Empire will remember your professionalism. Lead on.”

“We can take it from here, Colonel,” said Thorsten.

“My instructions are to see her placed in the cell myself,” I said. Taisiya squirmed, panicking. I let her have some control back. We are a team, Lalitha thought.

Thorsten didn’t press the point, but gestured for Lalitha/Taisiya to proceed.

“I am afraid, Colonel,” said Warden Thorsten, “that, as a civilian prison, even our isolation cells are too comfortable for the likes of her. But we get a lot of scum in here: we find ways to make them pay.”

“Excellent,” said Lalitha, swallowing Taisiya’s contempt. “Word of your regime has made it to the highest reaches of the Navy.”

They made an odd, overly large, group clomping their way through the prison; mostly robots, clustered around Rajani. Taisiya was nervous, but Lalitha seemed calm.

They reached the wide concrete corridor that was the closest point to their actual target. Lalitha felt Moniker give the go signal, her tiny ear implant buzzing.

Kill beams are actually somewhat less effective against electronics than people; they are tuned for the resonance of flesh. Still, a couple of seconds of play would destroy most electronics. Moniker and Maid took out the cameras; with no one noticing, since the informational holos—the visible beams—on their weapons were turned off. Theoretically, someone could have seen three robot forearms being raised strangely, but the sheer bulk of robot bodies made that unlikely.

Lalitha pretended to be shocked when Thorsten called a halt to their progress.

“The cameras have just gone out,” he said.

“Shit,” said Lalitha, adding a note of fear to her voice. “Not again. Rajani’s allies.”

“What?” said Thorsten, a bit of the fear catching.

“We nearly lost her on the way here. Destroyed a whole frigate. People tortured to death in the worst, most hellish way,” she said. “If it wasn’t for a direct command from the Emperor, I’d execute her myself.”

Rajani was grinning. Lalitha was careful not to make eye contact; she might crack up.

“What do we do?” asked Thorsten.

“Okay,” Lalitha said. “We need to lockdown, wait for Navy shock troops. Get your people to call naval command and ask for protocol Tempest.”

She waited for him to relay this into his headset.

“While we’re waiting for a response,” Lalitha said, “have your guard bots been hardened against intrusion?”

“I… I don’t know,” Thorsten said.

A guard bot at the back of the group suddenly jerked, and then went blank, running lights turning red. The effect, Lalitha knew, of a kill beam to the telepresence comms nexus. The guard bots—all telepresence—looked at each other. They were designed for fighting inmates, not combat bots.

“For now, it seems like her allies can only deactivate,” said Lalitha. “I don’t know if her accomplices will get better at hacking them. We’ve got our hardened security bots, but I wouldn’t like to see them fight.”

“Hard shutdown and log out,” Thorsten ordered his guards.

“I don’t know if that will be enough,” Taisiya said.

Thorsten drew his gun and shot the closest guard bot. He signalled to his adjutants, and they did the same. We had meant for Moniker and Maid to do that, but Thorsten was afraid that his publicity hounding was going to get him killed.

He turned towards Lalitha, putting a hand to his headset. “They say naval command is asking for an authorization code,” he said.

“Hunter two, Lalitha,” she told him. It didn’t actually matter, this was just part of Najla’s script.

Thorsten relayed this. “Okay, it’s underway,” he relayed. “Several stealth battleships on course. We’re to lockdown.”

Lalitha gave a fake sigh of relief. “I am still concerned about the other guard bots,” she said.

“Oh, don’t worry about them, Colonel,” said Rajani, smiling.

“Make sure everyone is in their cells, then get the guard bots out of the prison,” Thorsten ordered.

Rajani frowned.

“Excellent job, warden,” said Lalitha. “A little while before the shock troops get here. I think we might survive. Are the guard bots out?”

He nodded.

“Is there any way we can lock the doors, I mean really lock them?” said Lalitha. “I’m wondering if her allies have actual people inside. We could be in trouble if they can open the doors.”

“Cameras in the rest of the prison aren’t showing anything,” reported Thorsten.

“Okay, that’s good,” said Lalitha.

“I’ll lock all doors to senior staff fingerprints,” said Thorsten. “Can’t be too careful.”

He gave the command via his headset.

“And now I guess we just wait?” he said.

“Yes,” Lalitha said, and then the robots shot the warden and his adjutants.

“Stun beams, yes?” Lalitha asked. She didn’t really care, but it had been important to Taisiya. Perils of growing up in a nice utopia, she guessed; made you soft.

“Seems unnecessary,” said Maid, “but yes.”

Moniker and Maid carefully made sure all the guard bots were inoperable.

“That went well,” said Rajani, discarding the cuffs.

“Surprisingly,” said Lalitha.

“The thing about authoritarian systems,” said Moniker, “is that they are very vulnerable to false authority.”

Out of components stored in their thigh compartments, Moniker and Maid assembled a hull-cutter. This was normally used on the hulls of spacecraft, so they were pretty confident it would work on prison doors. Indeed, Moniker cut an eclipse out of the onward door with little trouble.

“See you in a little while,” said Rajani, and stepped through the hole, followed by a bot each for Moniker and Maid. Moniker carried the hull-cutter; Maid shot out the cameras.

Lalitha went and took the headset off Thorsten; she put on a recovering-from-head-injury voice. “Thorsten is down,” she said into the headset. “This is Colonel Lalitha. The prisoner has escaped.”

“Colonel, what’s the situation?” a slightly panicked voice asked.

“Just as I said,” she said, slightly annoyed. “Thorsten and I are injured. He’s unconscious. Many of our bots are damaged. Two appear to have been subverted. The prisoner has gone. Confirm protocol Tempest has been activated?”

“Yes, Colonel,” the voice said.

“Okay, good, make sure everyone is out of the navy’s way,” said Lalitha.

“We can see the prisoner, briefly, on cameras,” said the voice. “Though she’s got the bots knocking them out as she goes. Should we send in guards to deal?”

“Negative,” said Lalitha. “Guard bots will be compromised. Physical guards will make it difficult for the navy snipers. We have her trapped, just need to give the Imperial Navy time to get set up. Now is the time for patience and professionalism, son.”

“Yes, Colonel,” said the voice.

“I’m going to try to repair our bots,” said Lalitha. “Let me know if the escapee does anything odd. You’ll have to be my eyes.”

“Yes, Colonel.”

Genovefa

“Don’t stop,” whispered Genovefa. Harlow’s hand was halted; in its unmovingness it seemed a lot ruder to Genovefa.

“What is that?” asked Harlow. Genovefa could hear a thin whine; distant but not one of the prison noises she was used to.

Harlow removed her hand and hopped out of bed. For all her musculature, she was quick on her feet. She crouched at the perspex door, trying to get a good view.

Alise was now sitting up also: she exchanged a brief glance with Genovefa. It was too dark for any meaning to be exchanged, but Genovefa suspected some degree of “You’re in the wrong bed,” might have been in play.

“Someone’s cutting their way in,” said Harlow. “I think it’s a prison break. Well, a break in.”

There was a heavy clang. “They are through the block’s door. Where are the guards?”

Harlow darted away from the door. She ran back to the cot and—pushing past Genovefa—plunged her hand down the side, returning with the knife.

“Sorry,” Harlow said. “I’ve got to assume this is a rescue attempt on Alise. I’m to terminate her, in this situation.”

She turned towards Alise, adjusting the grip on her blade.

“Don’t be bloody stupid,” snapped Genovefa.

“I’m sorry,” said Harlow, moving towards Alise, who had backed up against the wall.

“Harlow!” said Genovefa. “Firstly, it’s wrong. Secondly, do you imagine her rescuers will just accept that?”

“So I’ll fight them too,” Harlow said.

“And me?” said Genovefa.

“You don’t understand,” said Harlow. “They’ll give me the treatment I need, and even surgery.”

Three figures approached the door. Two ImperialMechanicals bots, and a tall woman, who looked somewhat familiar to Genovefa. One robot began slicing the door, moving through the reinforced plastic fairly quickly. Harlow took a few steps towards Alise.

“No, they—whoever they are—won’t,” Genovefa said, raising her voice against the whine of the cutter. “You’re smarter than this. I don’t know what illness you have, but I know that whatever murdering fucks are holding it over your head won’t keep to their end of any deal.”

“I know,” said Harlow, sadly, almost inaudibly. “But I’ve got to try, haven’t I?”

“No,” said Genovefa.

Harlow dropped the knife. “Fuck,” she said, bitterly.

Part of the door fell inwards.

Rajani stepped though. “Hi, er, everyone.” She noticed the knife, and the awkward tableau. “Alise, remember me? We’re here to rescue you.”

“I remember you, Rajani,” said Genovefa, darkly.

“Ah, hello, Genovefa,” Rajani said, a little ashamed. “I’m guessing you’re here—”

“Because of you, yes,” said Genovefa.

“They shouldn’t have—” she began.

“Ah yes, because the Empire is such a fair-minded apportioner of blame!” snapped Genovefa.

“Sorry,” said Rajani. “We’ll rescue you as well.”

“And Harlow,” Genovefa said, gesturing.

“She was going to stab me,” said Alise, in surprise.

“Oh, grow up, Alise,” said Genovefa. “If she wanted to kill you, you’d be dead.”

Rajani pinched the bridge of her nose.

“I suggest we deal with this on the Squid,” said one of the bots.

“SNAILS?” asked Genovefa.

“Hello, director,” the bot said. “I go by Moniker now. And this is Maid, my colleague.”

“Right, yes,” said Rajani. “We should do this discussion elsewhere. Come on then, you three.”

Taisiya/Lalitha

“Right, I’ve got most of the bots working,” Lalitha lied to the headset. “I’m going to go after Rajani.”

“Colonel, where’s the navy?” asked the headset voice. “They say they are almost here, but we’re not seeing any sign of them?”

“You’re not seeing any sign of stealthed ships? Listen to yourself, man,” said Lalitha. “They are up there, needle beams ready to fire, choosing locations for their drop-pods. Leave it to us. Wait…”

One of the nearby bots signalled that Rajani was almost back. Lalitha fired several shots randomly into the ground and turned off the headset.

“Okay, Captain,” said Lalitha. “Can’t help noticing you’ve got more people with you than planned.”

“I know,” said Rajani, resignedly. “They still buying the navy thing?”

“Seems like it,” Lalitha said. “Okay, all quiet for the next act.”

Lalitha switched on the headset again, sounding breathless. “The prisoner has been captured. And one, er, some accomplices. But there are more at large,” said Lalitha.

“Captured? Okay, good. Still no sign of the navy,” said the headset voice.

“Any moment now,” said Lalitha. “I’m going to get out now, back to the manta. Maybe set it down outside the gates. Give the navy plenty of space. Can you open the doors behind me?”

“No, Colonel,” said the headset. “The warden locked them, but you have—”

“The unconscious warden’s fingerprints will still work. Good thinking, son, have you considered joining the navy?”

Lalitha switched the headset off. “So one robot per ‘prisoner’?” she asked.

“And one to carry Thorsten,” said Rajani. “Although we will leave him at the last door. Dump the simple fighting programming in the other five robots, and let’s get out of here. Hands on heads, prisoners.” She put her cuffs back on.

This was, thought Lalitha, the optimal betrayal point. She could ruin everything.

She was a bit tired of ruining everything.


Landfall City, Briar, New Aegean Empire

Nada

“Stand by, Prison Control,” said Najla into the voice changer. “Once that ship is clear, our shock troops will descend full force.”

“All the comms should be encrypted,” said Nikoletta, who was sitting on an ottoman, wearing a blanket, hands still cuffed behind her back. “I don’t get how you’re fooling that.”

“I turned it off, it’s a bit tricky but—” said Najla.

“Sure, but it will say ‘unencrypted’ by each message,” said Nikoletta.

“Ah, I memory edited the message GUI to remove the ‘un’,” said Najla. “Moniker’s idea, to be fair.”

“Smart,” said Nikoletta. She was quite into this stuff.

“Right,” said Brigita. “We better go.” “I’ve left various autoresponders on,” said Najla. “It might delay them a bit.”

“Do you know what the authorities are going to do to me when they find out that it’s my fault?” said Nikoletta.

“Yeah, well, probably shouldn’t work for scum then,” hissed Mneme, which was a bit rich coming from ex Imperial Protection.

Najla and I looked at each other, and then at Brigita.

Taisaya/Lalitha

Najla didn’t attempt to pilot the flycar into the manta’s hold, but held it steady while Moniker flew the manta, and its hold, around it. Taisiya watched on the viewer as the hold doors shut under them.

“Five people,” said Rajani. “We were expecting three. Nada, Brigita, Najla. Three.”

“Tell me about it,” said Taisiya. “Lalitha says you’re not supposed to change plans in flight.”

“She’s right,” said Rajani. “But let’s get them strapped in, we can deal with it if we survive the next bit.”

“The prison has definitely realised something is wrong,” reported Moniker. “They are not sure what. They are currently confused because they are dealing with the authorities on both compromised and uncompromised lines, without realising. However, Orbital Control is beginning to think that something is wrong.”

“Well, let’s confirm that for them,” said Rajani. “Take us up, full speed.”

Taisiya watched the copilot console; several marlin—fast and manoeuvrable patrol ships, according to Lalitha—were closing on them fast.

“Incoming fire,” said Moniker, spinning the ship. “They do not appear to be taking things lightly.”

“Let’s hope removing most of the manta’s weaponry wasn’t a mistake,” said Taisiya. Well, mostly Lalitha, actually.

“Approaching upper atmosphere,” said Moniker. The manta shook. “Taking some damage.”

On the scanner, Taisiya saw the lead marlin curve into close range, beam-throwers glittering.

Then suddenly torpedoes, from nowhere, and sparkling beams. Explosions from the hull of the marlin. Visible against the blue of the atmosphere, the void of the Black Squid hove into view. It captured the manta in its docking tentacles, and spiralled away. Technically, Lalitha knew, the marlins were faster, but the Squid was much harder to track.

“Did you see, Captain?” Riin’s voice came over the comm.

“Yes, Riin, excellent torpedo-ing,” Rajani said. “Ji-Eun, are we being followed?”

“They are breaking off,” said Ji-Eun, over the comm. “Did you get Alise?”

“And some extras,” said Rajani.


Chapter 8: Folds

Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire

Myriad

It annoyed the keeper that I did not tell him about this possibility. He knew, on some level, that there were too many possibilities to tell him about. It would have taken too long, if nothing else, and also he had no way to spot this low-probability scenario from the thousands of others. But, for all he claimed to be objective, he secretly believed he could psychically divine the truth, if only he was aware of the possibilities.

It was fascinating though; two weakly linked projects suddenly becoming strongly linked. Evidence that the prince is not only alive, but has some degree of control. I cannot see the thief being motivated by the princess, but the prince must be. Very useful data. Additional evidence that the secretary is valued, not simply a troublesome inconvenience. My older sisters might have found that strange, but I have found that love sometimes afflicts even the powerful. The backstop had also failed to operate; not surprising, given the unusual circumstances. You can only build for expected scenarios, not every scenario.

Their plan will take some unpicking. The captured robots had been wiped, given only a basic defence protocol. They had taken a while to capture; they fired stun beams only. A foolish choice. The keeper assumes it was a weakness. He’s right, of course, but I cannot share his happiness; it points to something else I cannot yet understand.

I request a full quantum scan of the robot’s core: I may be able to understand some portion of their program. Or rather, a younger sister might; time ticks on for me.


Imperial City, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

Melesina learned very early on that the key to a good lie was not to pause before it. A flimsy lie, delivered promptly, is more easily believed than an excellent lie that you spent a minute busily devising. Young Melesina tried to train herself out of confused pauses.

She failed, of course. She stared for a full five seconds at the origami swan that her napkin had been made into.

“Yes,” said her husband, chuckling to himself. “The butler seemed to be in a good mood this morning. Seemed to think himself preparing for a dinner party rather than a quiet breakfast.”

Belenos and Melesina had not agreed on it, not really. But they discussed—in the early, more hopeful days—that at some point they might be in a position to mount a rescue. “That would need a new code, ma’am,” Belenos had said. “Do you know how to do those origami swans?” she had asked.

Melesina caught herself, and sat down. Did it mean Alise was rescued? Mneme was having a great deal of trouble even getting information out of that prison; it seemed unlikely she would suddenly find a way to get Alise out. And yet, Belenos would not set the napkin as a joke. She would have to try and find an opportunity to speak to him.

She realised she had paused again, and quickly set to her toast.

Julian poked at his tablet. “Still, nice and cheerful.”

Melesina looked up, catching sight of the vase of flowers that stood on the windowsill. Yesterday, it had been a display of several flowers—roses, daisies, gerbera and lilies—with plenty of life left in them. Today it contained only a single sort of flower, taken—Melesina would guess—from her own glasshouse. Hyacinths.

The door flew open and Lady Beatrice bustled in, accompanied by several sober suited men.

“Mother!” said Julian, a little alarmed. “We’re eating breakfast.”

“Sorry, my dears,” Lady Beatrice said. “But I am afraid that something serious has happened.”

“What can the matter be, your grace?” asked Melesina, sipping her tea.

“Terrorists have made several attacks across the Empire,” said Lady Beatrice. “And our intelligence operatives predict a likely attack on the palace.”

“Oh my,” said Melesina.

“We are providing extra security,” said Lady Beatrice. “We must insist that you do not leave the palace grounds. In fact, it might be better if you moved into the inner palace with the Emperor and myself.”

“Nonsense, Mother,” said Julian, with irritation.

“If that’s what you think best, your grace,” said Melesina. She was sure now that Alise had been rescued; probably by her sister Hyacinth. Which meant she could act.

Lady Beatrice looked slightly confused by Melesina’s agreement.

“If we are in danger here in the wings, then it makes sense to gather in the more secure, central parts of the palace,” said Melesina. “Do you expect ground forces or aerial bombardment?”

“Um, that is unclear,” said Lady Beatrice.

“It would be magnanimous of us to send the majority of the servants home,” said Melesina. “They wouldn’t be much use, and we don’t wish to give the terrorists an inflated kill count.”

“Quite right,” said Julian.

“Yes,” snapped Lady Beatrice. “Which of your servants, in particular, did you want to keep?”

“Oh, let them all have a break,” said Melesina. “I’m sure your servants will do fine for however long this takes.”

“Very good, Melesina,” said Lady Beatrice, giving Melesina another troubled glance.

* * *

The centre of the palace, the Emperor’s suite, was well secured. Shields and thick walls rendered it virtually bomb proof, the air and water could be isolated if necessary, and a lot of it was subterranean. Melesina had spent much of her youth there, but now she only really visited to see her father.

It took much of the day to organise the move.

“Unfortunately,” Lady Beatrice had said. “We are quite short on space; I assume the Artemis suite will be suitable.”

Presumably she expected Melesina to complain at being given a room with her husband. And, true, Melesina was not keen on it, but there was no acceptable way to object.

“The Hestia suite would be better,” Melesina suggested. “Smaller, but with better storage space, and I’m sure I don’t mind getting a little cosy with my husband.”

Lady Beatrice looked suspicious for an instant, and then nodded. “Very well,” she said.

And now they sat down for dinner together. Ignoring the various guards and servants, there were seven people; Melesina and Julian, obviously, Lady Beatrice, Chancellor Arkema, Doctor Seymour and his wife, and Baron Kenó. The last was the most interesting; head of Imperial Intelligence. A commoner; the title was a reward, and, Melesina supposed, a help in dealing with nobility. Melesina recognised him from the polo game, and had occasionally seen him around the palace. He was rather forgettable, even for a man, she thought. Average height and build, clothes and hair exactly as they should be, no more and no less. It was only at the closeness of the dinner table, that Melesina saw the glitter of intelligence in his eyes.

Over dinner, he answered lots of questions on the situation. Yes, it was the work of the so-called rebels. No, we didn’t know what they were planning, but could be bombs or shooting. He explained that they—the terrorists—had attacked Briar Green prison, but had been repelled. He related each fact in a sober and serious way. He was, Melesina thought, one of the best liars she had ever seen. But he was lying. Only the tiniest twitch at the edge of his eye gave things away; a suppressed smile. He thought himself the cleverest person in the room, mused Melesina, but he was only the cleverest man.

The conversation moved on to other things; Julian told a long but adequately interesting polo anecdote, Doctor Seymour spoke of his holiday on Kapsala in a way that inspired her never to visit. Chancellor Arkema told what appeared to be a story about Imperial manufacturing, but it never even slightly approached a point, and eventually trailed off. Lady Beatrice seemed quieter than normal.

* * *

Melesina placed the silver tray on the dresser and shut the door to the suite, locking it.

“I had the kitchen make us cocoa,” she said. “I know you like a cup before bedtime.”

Julian had gotten changed; flannel pyjamas and a velvet robe. He lay on the bed, reading his tablet.

“Thank you, Melesina,” he said, with amused formality.

She turned away. “Plus a dram of scotch, I think”, she said, fetching a flask, and pouring a healthy dose into each.

She had already added a powder—the crushed content of several sleeping tablets—to his mug. The scotch would disguise the taste.

“Thank you,” he said. “By the way, I have no idea whether you sleep on the left or the right, but I am happy to swap.”

“Left is fine,” Melesina said, and, taking her sleepwear, popped into the bathroom.

When she came out, wearing more pyjamas than she ever had before, she found Julian’s mug drained and him sound asleep, snoring slightly.

Good, she thought, now for the real reason she had asked for this room. She approached a wall, and searched the picture rail for the button. A section of the wall hinged open; it was supposed to be silent, but age had given it a tiny squeak. Originally this set of rooms were all used by the then Emperor’s guests; male guests, usually. For that reason, a measure of secrecy was employed; the previous Emperors found the passages useful. Her father did not, Melesina was sure, have any such tendencies, and so the passages were semi-forgotten. She and Hyacinth had used to play in them as children.

The passage was dark and strung with cobwebs. She went cautiously, feeling her way, trying to not get too dirty. Fortunately, the passage was a reasonable size; no-one was going to make the emperor or his guests crawl between rooms.

The doctor’s room was next; she listened and squinted at the strange fisheye lens. Doctor Seymour was the Lead Doctor to the Emperor, he seemed loquacious and dull, but affable. He was speaking to his wife; a low tone, but acid-tinged, berating her for not properly participating at dinner. His wife was looking down, nodding. Melesina frowned; she disapproved, of course, but it was not her chief priority at the moment. She promised herself that she would at least learn the wife’s name.

She walked on, around a corner and down a long stretch of passage to the Athena suite. A prized suite, for the most honoured or handsome guests. Lady Beatrice had occupied it. The fisheye lens showed her sitting at a mirror, removing her makeup. Melesina sighed; she wasn’t going to learn a lot from that. Still, she waited.

Eventually there was a knock from the door of the suite.

“Come,” said Lady Beatrice.

“Good evening, Lady Beatrice,” said Baron Kenó.

“Ah, greetings Baron,” she said. “You have conversed with our advisor?”

“Yes, your grace,” he said. “My advisor agrees with your decision to concentrate the parties in this way. Although the chances of the Black Squid attacking here are very slim.”

“The chances of it being back in Empire space at all was supposed to be very slim,” said Lady Beatrice, somewhat haughtily.

Melesina smiled. That, more than likely, meant Rajani and Hyacinth were back.

“Yes,” said Kenó. “My advisor is not perfect. How goes the plan with the princess? Having her lover freed limits our control. By the way, my advisor now believes that the princesses primary motivation is love, so feel free to tell her that Alise was killed, if that helps.”

Lady Beatrice nodded. “Excellent, her despair might be useful. And amusing.”

Melesina swore under her breath.

“I note, as yet we have no sign of an heir,” said Kenó.

“Well,” said Lady Beatrice. “The bitch is sharing a room with her husband as we speak.”

“And will your son press his case?” said Kenó.

“He’s attracted to her, and, for all he is a gentleman, he is his father’s son,” said Lady Beatrice. “So I should certainly expect so. The close quarters make securing contraception difficult as well.”

“Hmm,” said Kenó. “The plan may have started off elegant, but I feel it is taking too long. My advisor is more patient than me. Remember, there is a second possibility.”

“Yes, yes,” said Lady Beatrice. “Obviously, I would rather have the invert killed, and use her stored gametes to obtain an heir. But, as our advisor says, it is easier to persuade the public if she dies when her new son is a couple of months old. Tragedy is always popular.”

“True,” said Kenó. “But I dislike the random chance that Commander Rajani has introduced. At least the real rebellion is no threat to us.”

“I think we should listen to our advisor,” said Lady Beatrice. “Leave Melesina to me, and my son.”

“Very well,” said Kenó. “That means it isn’t yet time for the Emperor to die.” He reached into his suit and produced a small bottle. “Continue to use this if he becomes too coherent.”

Lady Beatrice unlocked one of the drawers in the dresser and stowed the bottle. She passed Kenó back a similar, almost empty bottle. He put it in his suit pocket.

“I shall bid you goodnight, then, your grace,” Baron Kenó said, and left.

“Smarmy fucker,” muttered Lady Beatrice.

* * *

Melesina closed the passage door behind her. She’d have to pop to the bathroom and get rid of most of the dirt, but—

“Spying going well, Melesina?” asked Julian, amusedly. She could see his eyes glinting in the dimness.

“Shit. How…?” said Melesina.

“I presume it was a sleeping draught in my cocoa, and not, you know, poison?” he said.

“Yes,” said Melesina. There seemed to be little point dissembling.

“Good. Rather pleased you didn’t kill me. Mother thinks you might be capable of it. I suppose you might,” Julian said. “Anyway, I didn’t drink the cocoa—I am afraid yonder vase took the contents—but I assumed it was in case I was… ungentlemanly. Well, I could guarantee that wouldn’t be an issue, so I settled to sleep. Imagine my surprise when you opened a secret passage.”

“I was hoping the passages weren’t widely known outside the family,” said Melesina. She was trying to get a read on him; his tone was the same bemused affability as usual.

“No, not to me anyway, nor my mother,” he said. “Was it her you were spying on?”

Melesina said nothing.

“Oh, don’t worry, I won’t tell her,” said Julian. “I love her, but I do not enjoy her little games, and she’s manipulated me one too many times. She’s got even worse since falling in with that Baron. That was one of the reasons I was attracted to you; you looked like you wouldn’t take any of her shit.”

“Unfortunately, I had to, until recently,” Melesina said. “But look, about the attraction thing…”

He waved his hands. “Don’t worry! After our wedding I picked up rather quickly that you were a… serious lady enthusiast. I assumed that you were, like me, a player of both sides. My apologies for that. My mother also told me that you had made certain admiring remarks; I suspect this was a lie.”

“Well, I did think that you were a suitable husband for a typical unhappy imperial marriage,” said Melesina.

“Exactly,” Julian said. “And while it was disappointing to learn that you were never going to be attracted to me, in many ways it is still a much better marriage than my parents had.”

“Really?”

“An alcoholic paedophile and a bitter narcissist? Rather,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” said Melesina.

He shrugged. “Part of being a noble. We don’t have normal relationships with anyone. But this is all a long way round of me saying: do not worry about me pressing my case in that department.”

“Thank you,” Melesina said. “But men are always saying ‘trust me’ in that regard.”

“True,” he said. “And there is no way I can persuade you. But, listen, I am fairly handsome, a sportsman, not clever but decent; I have had many relationships with both men and women. And, for whatever reason, the best part of it was the true enthusiasm and delight. This is not me being virtuous. You don’t like men, you will never offer me that enthusiasm; so intercourse between us would not please either of us. Maybe it is because of seeing my parents’ relationship, but I cannot stand the thought of sex being any other way than mutually pleasing.”

“I ought to kill you anyway,” said Melesina, with a sigh. “Just to be sure.” She sat on the bed. “But my sister says that sometimes you have to trust people.”

“You have a sister?” he said.

“Long story, and not mine to tell,” said Melesina. “But yes.”

She went to lie back on the bed, but Julian stopped her.

“Maybe wash those cobwebs off first, dear,” said Julian.


The Black Squid, Onkódis Approach, New Aegean Empire

Genovefa

Genovefa had been about to ring the console beside Harlow’s cabin, when the door suddenly opened. The imposing figure of a robot stood there; the rest of the crew could tell the difference between Maid and Moniker by their body language, but she couldn’t.

“Hello, director,” it said. Moniker then.

“Er, hi Moniker. You know you don’t have to keep calling me that?” she said. Genovefa was smart enough to realise that if Moniker hadn’t gone insane in the time since it had been freed, there was at least a chance that it wouldn’t at all.

“Yes, I imagine that by blaming you for our escape, firing you and helping with your prosecution, ImperialMechanicals was signalling a large degree of ambivalence about your continued position at the company,” said Moniker. “Nonetheless, you were a good project director. Does the ship meet with your approval?”

“Yes,” Genovefa said. “It’s actually better than I thought. And not just because of the rescuing.”

“Thank you,” Moniker said. “You wished to talk to Harlow?”

Genovefa nodded. Moniker glanced over her shoulder, then stepped aside to let Genovefa in. Okay, Genovefa thought, I’ve rehearsed this. I’ll be fine; no one on this ship minds inverts, lesbians.

“I will be outside, if I am needed,” said Moniker, addressing the remark as much to Harlow as Genovefa. It stepped out and closed the door.

Harlow was sitting on the bed, handsome face distorted by crying. Genovefa almost did a double-take and rushed over.

“Are you all right?” she said. “Was the robot mean? I’m sorry that you’re kept in a secure room; they heard some bad things about you.”

“Probably true,” Harlow said, sniffling. “And I did almost murder Alise. I deserve this. And no, the robot wasn’t mean. In fact, it was nicer than pretty much anyone.”

Harlow gestured towards a pile of blister packs; single-use injectors. “Moniker says that I can just get them printed off by a matter-compiler. You know this ship has matter-compilers?”

Genovefa nodded.

“But Moniker knew that I’d feel better with a whole bunch ready,” Harlow said. “It didn’t even ask for anything. You think I can trust it?”

“Yes,” Genovefa said. “I’m sure Moniker can lie, but I really don’t think it makes a habit of it.”

“Back in the prison, they would dole these out very meanly. In exchange for protecting Alise, and being ready to kill her,” said Harlow. “And this robot just gives them to me because it ‘has a duty to look after the healthcare of all passengers’. We’ve talked about surgery as well.”

Harlow smiled, playing with the blister packs. “I went backwards in prison. Not even enough for maintenance. Another prison; feeling my body revert. So, yeah, I like this.”

“I’m not sure I’ve seen you cheerful before,” said Genovefa.

“Oh yeah. Very uncool,” said Harlow. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t happen often.”

“It’s nice,” said Genovefa.

There was an awkward pause. Harlow seemed to be working up to speaking, but never actually getting there.

“I can’t believe,” said Genovefa, “that those shitheads at the prison would hold medicine over your head like that. Well, no, I do believe it…”

“Gen,” said Harlow, “it’s not a disease, not really.”

“Addiction, then,” said Genovefa, seriously but not unkindly.

“No. And would you stop guessing,” said Harlow. “I’m…” A deep breath. “I’m a man.”

“I’ve seen you in the showers and you’re not… fuck… this is the princess thing again, isn’t it?” said Genovefa.

“The what?” asked Harlow.

“You remember that the Imperial Prince went missing with this ship? My half… sibling,” said Genovefa. “Kidnapped, they said. But, apparently, he… she just became a girl. Or was already a girl. I don’t really understand.”

“That explains some of the things Moniker said,” Harlow said. “Except it was careful about other people’s privacy.”

“So, you’re the same?” said Genovefa. “Just the opposite way around? It’s… I’m sorry, it’s weird.”

“Should have told you before,” said Harlow. “The gang I was in, well, the boss accepted it. I mean, perhaps having control of the hormones gave her another string on me. And people didn’t argue with a bloodthirsty lieutenant. But the Empire, the Empire doesn’t hold with these things.”

“My brain is still rather Empire, Harlow,” said Genovefa, feeling lost. Harlow was a man? “I’m sorry. But I was in the heart of the Empire. Building Empire ships, with Empire guns.”

“Believing what the Empire tells us,” said Harlow, sadly. “I’m a woman. You’re a foolish traitor. Is that what you believe? The Empire is nothing but prisons.”

“I know. It’s wrong. But I can’t get used to the idea. If you can’t tell whether someone is male or female by looking at them, what then?”

“Then you have to ask, Gen, if you need to know,” said Harlow. “It’s not difficult. Might not be just male and female either. Occasional awkwardness in return for letting people actually be themselves.”

“It seems very complex,” said Genovefa.

“People are complex,” said Harlow. “And it’s not even that complicated, really. Once you realise that what your sex is, what body parts you have, and what sort of people you fancy are three questions not one, you are most of the way there.”

“But…” said Genovefa. “I was going to say it’s more efficient as one question—I am a woman, I have a pussy, I like men. But I got a flashback of explaining to executives that it didn’t matter if something was efficient or simple, if it wasn’t actually true. I mean, it’s true in my case, but not universally.”

“Yes. One thing you learn as a criminal,” said Harlow, “the Empire is built on lies; shared lies, convenient lies, stupid lies. They need you to pretend you agree with them.”

“But that is the brain I have, Harlow,” Genovefa said. “Empire. I’m sorry. I don’t know if… I’m sorry…” Genovefa took a deep breath. She realised she had seen this before. “I was about to say ‘if I can learn’ but that’s bullshit. Of course, I can learn. I’m good at learning. I guess I was just resistant; sometimes people don’t want to take on new information. But you can’t plan successful projects on wrong data. So tell me everything, Harlow, let me learn. Is Harlow even your name?”

“Yes,” Harlow said. He smiled cautiously. “I had another one, but it doesn’t matter anymore. But you don’t have to learn the whole Harlow story.”

“If you want to tell it, I will hear it,” said Genovefa. “I mean, I know this isn’t the right time, but we had a bit of a thing in prison.”

“Don’t worry,” said Harlow, somberly. “It was just some intimacy behind bars. It wasn’t a relationship, remember?”

“What if the person who said that was a bit of a liar?” said Genovefa. “But, you’re right. It was a prison-only thing. I mean, do you even like girls?”

“Sure,” said Harlow. “You are the one who doesn’t like girls.”

“I was so worried about that!” said Genovefa. “You could have told me then!”

“It’s… not an easy conversation,” said Harlow. “Also, I might have to explain what they were bribing me for.”

“Right. Right,” said Genovefa. “Anyway, it’s all history now. New start. So…”

“Yes, Gen?” said Harlow.

“Do you… do you want to grab a drink or something?” said Genovefa.

“Are you asking me out?” said Harlow. “Five minutes ago you were sceptical that I was a man.”

“Yes, I’m really sorry,” said Genovefa. “It threw me. I came here because I missed you. Because not having you in the room made it difficult to sleep. I thought I’d made peace with fancying a girl, a butch woman. And then you’re not. Which should have been cool, well, no, it is cool, but… it put me in a bit of a spin. But I meant it; I can learn.”

“So you’re asking me out?” said Harlow. “I’m a criminal and a brute. I’m rude and aggressive. I almost let you get beaten up.”

“Yes, but you didn’t,” said Genovefa. “And I’m a fancy corporate drone, very privileged, still rather Empire. Still learning stuff. But who misses your smell, and your rough voice, and your muscular arms, and your strong hands…”

“I’m complex. My life, my history, is complex,” said Harlow.

“That would be a change from my sensible, boring boyfriends,” said Genovefa. “Just a drink.”

“I’m not sure I’m allowed to leave,” he said, smiling fractionally.

“Here is fine,” said Genovefa.

Nada

The Captain’s cunt is incredible. She gets embarrassed if I mention it; if I do paeans and odes to its glory, as I would prefer. Punishes me; saying that I, as a lowly piece of dirt, shouldn’t get away with commenting on my owner’s body. But I know, that for all she is a peerless domme, stylish and commanding, she blushes if I tell her how sexy she is. I pretend not to notice, or pretend it’s her justified anger with how rude her toy is being. She’s so cute.

Her grip on my hair tightens, pulling me back from her pussy. I try to pull forward, tongue stretching, but there’s no point.

“I could just finish myself off,” the Captain said, putting her other hand down and stroking herself. “Give you a bit of a rest.”

I wriggled, not to test the restraints, but to enjoy them. My wrists were shackled behind my back; awkward and uncomfortable. My legs are splayed out, ankles shackled to the corners of the bed. My pussy still aches; my Captain’s wild and lovely ministrations have left it raw.

That was about as long as I could make a display of indifference. “Please, Mistress,” I begged. “Let me serve you.”

The Captain smiled, beautiful and cruel. She took her free hand and put her fingers in my mouth. I lick and suck, enjoying the taste of her.

“What a little slut you are,” said the Captain. “Always desperate for crumbs.”

I nodded. She partially removed her hand, smearing my lips, adjusting my jaw. I was happy to let her do whatever she wanted. She pulled her hand away, and then suddenly slapped my cheek, quite hard. I squeaked in shock; not because of the impact—it could have been harder—but because this was something Rajani didn’t enjoy doing. But she knew I liked it. I felt tears welling up, but forced them down; she would think that she had really hurt me.

“Thank you, Mistress,” I whispered.

Without saying anything, she dragged my head up to her pussy, pushing it against me. I dove in with my tongue, my lips becoming drenched in her juices, my nose nuzzling her sweet folds. I couldn’t really breathe, but I didn’t care.

Finally she yanked my face away, but only for long enough to take a few breaths, before pushing me back.

I made sure I licked her clit as well. Her gentle grunts—she was always very quiet—caused my pussy to ache, even though it had been thoroughly exhausted. She was quivering now, close to finishing.

She orgasmed, muscles clenching, pushing my tongue out. Her taste was all around me. I tried to lick the outside of her pussy, but she was shuddering too much. Her hand was still in my hair; sometimes tugging, sometimes caressing. Finally, the tremors stopped.

The Captain flopped off to the side, and lay for a good while, just breathing. Then she moved to take off my restraints.

“Wait,” I said. “Leave me in them a bit longer, love.”

“Are you sure nothing is going numb?” the Captain asked. Normally we’d have Moniker to keep an eye on such things, but the Captain wanted me for herself tonight.

I nodded. The Captain lay back down, putting her arm across me, and laying her head on my shoulder.

“Are you alright, love?” I said.

“Tired,” said Rajani. “Suppose I’m not used to doing actual stuff, anymore. Remember when we were a full-time fuck ship?”

“We did some piracy,” I objected.

“Okay, a ninety-nine percent fuck ship then,” she said. “But now we’re doing rebel stuff.”

“It’s not for long,” I said. “We’ll drop Alise off with Mneme’s rebel friends, and then back to the Commonwealth for us.”

“I wish we could bring Alise back to the Commonwealth too,” Rajani said. “But she’s adamant about staying in the Empire.”

“For Melesina,” I said.

“Yeah. Can’t blame her. I wouldn’t want to be away from you, either,” said Rajani. She kissed the top of my head.

“And the others?” I asked.

“I’ll have to ask them,” she said. “Mneme’s staying for Belenos, of course. Genovefa, I assume the Commonwealth; she’s not really adapted for a life in the underground.”

“She will do well in the Commonwealth,” I said.

Rajani nodded. “Harlow, I don’t know, she apparently—”

“He, actually,” I said.

“We’ve got a male aboard this ship?” said the Captain, in mock terror. “We are supposed to be a lesbian pirate ship! This is an evil portent.”

“So, I think Commonwealth,” I said. “As long as he doesn’t talk Moniker into getting out it’s scalpel first.”

“And how about your rescue puppy?” said Rajani.

“Nikoletta wants to stay on board,” I said. “We told her about how the ship used to operate, and she nearly flooded her cabin. But I told her applications are closed while we do rebel stuff.”

“She seems okay,” said Rajani. “What do you think? It’s a bit strange to have someone who worked for a prison.”

“You used to be a cop! And I was royalty.”

“Ouch. But fair,” said Rajani. “We’ll have to ask Moniker about the ethics side of things; it has a clearer view. But other than that?”

“Well, every bottom is competition for me,” I said. “But I suppose we have too many tops. I volunteer to be continuously railed, but no—”

Rajani tweaked my nipple to shut me up. I pushed my breast into her hand, making a low murmur.

“You’re irreplaceable, my sweet,” said Rajani, kissing my red-marked cheek.

“I’d better be,” I said. I took a deep breath. “But there is something else I need to talk to you about.”

Hearing my tone, Rajani lifted her head and looked at me. “Yes, love,” she said.

“With new people being around, and going on missions, and stuff,” I said. “I’ve been wearing clothes, and using names, and that sort of thing. It’s probably time that I stopped being an anonymous nothing. So… can I have my names back, please?”

The Captain smiled. “Of course, my love, Hyacinth.”

“I still want you to humiliate me,” I said, quickly. “I want to be a nameless nothing for my mistress. But we don’t need to pretend full time.”

Rajani nodded.

“It was very important to me,” I said. “I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know how to be. All I knew was that I loved you, and you loved me, and I could take refuge in that. In being a vessel for your love. And I still want to be a vessel for you, for your love. But, also, I have an idea of who I am now. Is that alright?”

“Of course it’s alright,” said Rajani, kissing me again. “They are your names, Princess. Hyacinth. Nada. I just kept them safe for you.”

“Thank you.”

“And I would give you another name,” said Rajani.

“What do you mean?”

“Would you marry me, Hyacinth?” she asked.

My eyes had gone a bit blurry.

“I don’t know what kind of ceremony,” Rajani continued. “But even the Commonwealth does marriages. However, if you like—”

“Yes,” I said. “None of that matters. Yes.”

Rajani and I kissed for a long time, lips interlocking, tongues colliding.

Finally, she pulled back, running her hand over my chest, feeling me tremble in stimulation.

“Of course, I should go down on one knee to propose,” she said. “But that’s tricky when we’re both lying down.”

She kissed my breast, then climbed down further, kissing my belly. I writhed excitedly in my restraints

“But this will do,” Rajani said, kissing my vulva. “As long as you’re not too tired. Is that alright?”

“Yes,” I whispered, again.


Chapter 9: Death

Imperial Palace, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

“I shan’t be at breakfast, Julian,” said Melesina, returning from dressing in the bathroom. “Please, can you let the others know? Say I have a headache.”

“Of course,” said Julian, combing his moustache. He actually relied less on servants than she had thought. “Doing some spying, my dear?”

She nodded. “Trying to see what your mother is planning,” she said. This was a lie. She was taking action against his mother; but she didn’t want Julian to know that.

“You might get my mother being a busybody about the headache, or even the doctor,” Julian said. “How about I tell them about the headache, but hint that it is, um, actually womanly discomposure following a night of heterosexual activities?”

“Oh shit,” said Melesina. “I suppose so. How low have I fallen?” In fairness, Julian had been as gentlemanly as he claimed. It was weird enough sleeping next to a man, a warm mass of hair and sharp odours, she was certainly glad that there was no sex.

“I’ll remind you,” Julian said, in an amused voice, “that normally there is quite a queue for my nighttime company.”

Melesina shook her head. “I’ll never understand people who like men, but I suppose it takes all sorts.”

“I can’t understand those who would limit themselves to one slice of the panoply of human types,” said Julian. “But, as you say, it takes all sorts.”

“You know,” said Melesina, “that was good thinking about your mother and the headache. You’re not as simple as you make out.”

“Oh, Princess,” said Julian. He was doing his tie in the mirror, the knot millimetre perfect. “I absolutely am. Have you seen the unpleasant situations that clever people get into? I prefer things nice and simple.”

* * *

Melesina went to the doctor’s room first. From the concealed passage, she checked it was empty, and then carefully let herself into the suite. The door made a gentle squeal, and Melesina paused, hoping no-one would investigate. When there was no activity, she hurried over to the wardrobe, to where Dr. Seymour left his medical case. It was old-fashioned, light-brown leather, worn and soft. Melesina soon found the vial of analgesic she was searching for; a narcotic—an opiate, in fact—and highly concentrated. Melesina pocketed it and put everything back in place, before exiting. It took a few moments for her to find the button; the secret door had closed automatically.

Then Melesina cautiously went along the passage to Lady Beatrice’s room. The drawer with the medicine was locked, but it was an antique dresser; Melesina had no difficulty picking it. She pulled out the vial and hurried across to the en suite. Then it was a simple exchange; the contents of Kenó’s vial went down the plughole, to be replaced by the opiate. Melesina was just finishing this up, when the door to the suite rattled, as a key was turned.

Melesina pressed herself back behind the bathroom door, thankful that she hadn’t turned any lights on. The secret door had closed itself, again, but she thought she had left the dresser drawer ajar.

She heard Lady Beatrice’s steps, over to the wardrobe. A long pause. Had she noticed the drawer? Or heard Melesina’s breath?

Then the sound of something being drawn off a hanger, and the footsteps departed. Melesina waited until she heard the sound of the door being locked. She steadied herself.

She placed the vial back in the drawer, next to the injector, and picked it locked again. This was trickier than getting it open, especially given her pick was a bobby pin and her tensioning bar a paper-clip, but she did it readily enough. Melesina made sure she had left no clues, and crept back to the passageway.

* * *

Julian and Melesina were playing petteia in the sitting room when the doctor’s alarm went off. Melesina was the strongest player, but Julian did a surprisingly decent job playing intuitively. Melesina moved one of her beads, threatening one of Julian’s lines, and glanced at the doctor.

The doctor was getting—rather inelegantly—off the couch. “Nothing to worry about, Princess,” he said, and hurried off.

It was fully half an hour before he returned. Melesina and Julian had gone on to gin rummy by then; Julian was definitely the better player here.

“Princess Melesina,” Doctor Seymour said. “I’m afraid… the Emperor is dead.”

Melesina managed to coax some tears from somewhere. Julian stepped around the table and hugged her.

Lady Beatrice had entered behind the doctor, looking rather pale.

“Lady Beatrice!” said Melesina, signalling that she should join the huddle. Melesina wanted to keep an eye on her. “But… I thought he was doing better?” Melesina gasped.

“He was, your highness,” said Doctor Seymour, “although the improvement was sometimes intermittent. But I am afraid we cannot discount foul play.”

Chancellor Arkema and Baron Kenó entered the room together. Melesina saw Lady Beatrice shoot a quick, confused look at Kenó; wondering if he’d set her up.

“I’ve have already begun an Imperial Intelligence investigation,” said Baron Kenó.

“As well as an Imperial Protection investigation, please, Chancellor Arkema,” said Melesina.

“That seems unnecessary, Princess,” began Baron Kenó.

“Your opinion is noted, Baron, nonetheless, I will not leave such an important matter as my father’s death under the investigation of a single agency,” Melesina said, drying her eyes. “And, I’m afraid Princess is no longer strictly correct.”

“Empress,” said Chancellor Arkema.

“The Emperor appointed me regent,” said Beatrice, distractedly.

“While indisposed, yes,” said the Chancellor. “Now the Emperor is deceased, the normal line of succession applies. With the Prince also being deceased, the Crown Princess is clearly the next in line.”

“It makes me so sad,” said Melesina. “I will not be able to live up to my father’s greatness. Chancellor, I imagine there are many funeral arrangements to discuss?”

“Yes, Empress, there will be. I will begin preparations,” said the Chancellor.

A couple of medics rushed in and whispered directly to Doctor Seymour.

“Empress,” he said, “it appears that foul play was responsible. The Emperor, your father, was injected with a massive overdose of opiates, leading to his death.”

Melesina collapsed into tears again, at least as far as anyone could tell.

“Empress,” said Baron Kenó, who had been flicking through his pad. “We had some cameras set up in the medical suite. I believe you will want to see this.”

He reversed his pad; it showed an image of Lady Beatrice sitting by the Emperor. She reaches into her handbag.

“You!” spat Lady Beatrice, launching herself across the room at him. There was a shot; Kenó held a small pistol in his off-hand. Lady Beatrice staggered and hit the floor.


The Black Squid, Onkódis, New Aegean Empire.

Nada

Onkódis was laid out before me like a mysterious pool, blue and green and white, deep shadows. The holo-display was turned to its maximum size, so that we could get a good view on the approach.

Onkódis was a gas giant; a maelstrom of coloured vapours and magnetic fields. It had many moons and captured asteroids around it, but no permanent bases; it was too unstable, too wild, for that.

The Captain walked into my field of view; basically a silhouette against the changeable hues of Onkódis. She was wearing her strap, and it took all my self-control not to say something. I knew that begging would not get it to me any faster, and I’d probably set the bells off again. I carefully stretched myself against the frame, breathing in, feeling the nipple clamps and their silver bells swinging beneath me.

Moniker slid a hand across my back, reminding me of the welts they had just put there.

The Captain stopped looking at Onkódis, and turned her attention back to me. It was thrilling.

The Captain grabbed my hair and pulled my head back into a kiss. The bells tinkled. She broke off the kiss.

“I thought I told you to remain silent!” the Captain said. “What sort of stupid toy can’t obey a simple command?”

“It—” I began to speak, then shut my mouth.

“What, slave?” the Captain asked. “Did you have some complaint?”

I said nothing.

“Moniker,” said the Captain, “would you say our toy is ready for us?”

Moniker slid a hand up my thigh and curled its fingers into my pussy. I gasped, silver bells jangling.

“She’s ready, Captain,” Moniker said. “I suggest hard and fast.”

“Good idea, Moniker,” she said.

The holo-display showed the atmosphere of Onkódis getting closer; wild clouds and eddies.

* * *

The ship was fully in Onkódis’ upper atmosphere by the time we made it to the bridge.

Brigita nodded at us.

“How’s she holding up?” Rajani asked.

“With the pressure? Fine,” said Brigita. “I could do without the sensor blindness though.”

The electromagnetic fields limited the Squid’s sensors; one reason that the rebels liked this planet.

We peered at the greenish gloom. “Should be almost there,” said Brigita.

“Alise, you sure about this?” said Rajani. “You would be safer in the Commonwealth.”

Alise nodded. She really doesn’t talk much. Maybe my sister likes that.

They were here to meet the rebels, a disparate group of dissidents and outlaws. Mneme had been working with them; the Black Squid was apparently famous among these rebels.

“That must be the Candle of Liberty,” said Mneme, pointing to a sensor shadow ahead.

“No, I don’t think so,” said the Captain.

“Moniker, take us up,” said Brigita.

A sensor-shadow passed above us. A manta?

The ship shuddered. Something briefly showed on sensors, before exploding in a burst of static.

“EMP mines,” said Moniker. “It’s a trap.”

Taisiya/Lalitha

A stream of explosions rocked the ship. Taisiya almost lost her footing. The lights were gone. She just managed to steady herself, when a further explosion took her off her feet, and she slammed into a storage bin.

I shook my head, attempting to get rid of the sound of feedback. There was blood in my eye; with my fingers I found a cut on my forehead. Where the fuck was I?

It was dark, and there was the sound of explosions. A ship? And one under attack by the sound of it. The passageway ended in a door; I opened it. A hangar, of some sort, and in the centre the familiar shape of a navy manta. My own?

I boarded and rushed to the bridge. Most of the consoles were flashing. The carrier ship was being hit by EMPs, and some of that seemed to have spilled over into the manta; many of the consoles were haywire. But it would work, I hoped.

The lift out of the hanger was functional, but it surprised me to see not the blackness of space, but blue-green murk. There were explosions all around. I hammered at the console, as the manta began to drop into the atmosphere.


Achlys Station, Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire.

Myriad

I watched the viewscreens. The keeper had been worried about the Imperial project, but as it became clearer that this operation was successful, his mood improved considerably. I did not bother to remind him that if we’d had rolled up the rebel network before now—as he had suggested—this opportunity would not have presented itself.

The barrage of electromagnetic pulses made the ship capturable; its weapons inoperable, its robots shut down. It still took a while to contain it. I was determined that we should be careful; this was quite an asset to have in our grasp.


Onkódis, New Aegean Empire

Lalitha

The pressure alert alarm awakened me. Groggily looking up, for a second I thought the manta was under water; the window was full of blues and greens. I took us up; a long, shallow climb. I had no wish to materialise in the middle of whatever battle I had come from.

Finally, the manta broke from the atmosphere, and I had to think carefully about what came next.

Why was I at Onkódis? Was I on a mission? Presumably. So why couldn’t I remember the details? I could contact the Navy and ask, but that sounded like a good way to have them decide I was nuts.

My base was on Kapsala; I would fly the manta back there. Hopefully, this would give me time to remember what was actually going on.

* * *

I was still disappointingly clueless as I flew the Kapsala approach. I wasn’t sure whether to contact civilian orbital control or naval orbital control; in the end I did neither. I slipped the manta in between the two zones; the space that neither side owned. They had used to have overlap around the edge of the base, but that led to both sides getting annoyed with the other, so now there was a secret margin that nobody managed.

In the atmosphere, I flew towards Prásino Vounó; I had no other ideas. Perhaps the views would help me remember.

I landed the manta in a field close to my cottage and headed out. My cottage looked different; it had a new extension. It was locked up pretty tight, and the security didn’t acknowledge me. I broke in, but none of the stuff inside was mine either. I had a cup of someone else’s coffee, and then set off towards the farm. Draženka would make it make sense.

It was early evening, and it was drizzling. The mountains looked beautiful in the half-light.

Draženka was not at the farm; I could tell right away. I kept my distance, hiding behind a gorse hedge. A family lived there now; the kitchen had been totally remodelled, with wide windows and stainless steel appliances. I missed the cosy farmhouse kitchen, with the cheese drying above the sink, jars of honey on the rough table. The table was gone now. I remembered taking Draženka on that table, her arching and scrambling, my strap feeling like part of me. Her hands in my hair, her whispering and gasping. I was such a fool.

The tears stung my eyes. I remembered now that she had gone to the city. That I had seen her once more. One last time.

I took a long walk back to the manta; my feet knew the darkened paths.

Two police officers were investigating the outside; they couldn’t seem to get the door open.

I waved to them. They drew their guns, shouting at me. I tried to explain, but they got more irate.

The door opened, and something flowed out. The two police officers went down; tentacles blocking them from turning and shooting. A robot? With tentacles?

“Taisiya,” they said, “what is going on?”

The name, Taisiya, felt familiar for some reason. “I’m Major Lalitha,” I said. “What are you?”

“Maid,” they said. “Originally, Manta Artificial Intelligence Data System.”

“You must be new,” I said. I do not remember manta’s having robots, especially not tentacle-bots.

“Yes,” they said. “Major Lalitha, we should fly the ship somewhere safe. Then you should have medical treatment, while I complete a self-diagnostic.”

This seemed sensible to me.

* * *

The electrodes buzzed slightly. The chair was comfortable, reclined. We were deep in the mountains, in a wooded valley.

“Good,” said Maid. “Luckily the mind-management manual is still available.”

I wasn’t sure what they meant.

“We should go to the city next,” I said. “Lonchofóros City. I can maybe find my friend.”

“We will probably run into enemy forces there,” said Maid, adjusting some controls.

“No,” I said. “It’s a navy town; we’ll be fine. But I’m not sure that my friend will want to talk to me.”

“You should start to feel sleepy soon,” said Maid. “I’m sorry. Moniker is better at interfacing with humans.”

“It was about six months later that I saw Draženka for the last time,” I said. “I was in The Pilot Boat, a mostly navy bar. I’d actually been staring at her back for a while without realising it was her. Her dress was crimson and clingy; split up the sides, and back. Very un-farm-like. Her hair was up, piled on top of her head. When she turned, she had more makeup than I’d ever seen her wear; smokey eyes, more crimson on the lips, blush accentuating her cheekbones. She looked confident, but I could see the farm-girl under it all.”

Maid looked at me, their spooky blank eyes not giving anything away.

“She recognised me, of course,” I said. “Walked across. No, sashayed across. I thought she was going to be angry with me, but she was… cool, I’d guess you would say. She offered to buy me a drink.”

Maid fiddled with the console again.

“I was afraid,” I said. “Does that seem silly? She acted like she was going to insert herself into my life, and I couldn’t see any way of stopping it. She touched my arm; it was like the first time we’d touched, as teens. It just felt right. That was the trouble; it felt right that we were together. It couldn’t be, but that’s how it felt. And I almost went with it; destroyed my navy career, my commission, my station.”

Maid was watching me.

“But I didn’t,” I said. “I said whatever I could to make her go away. I insulted her. I made fun of how she was dressed. I called her a whore; said that she was only in this sort of bar to pick up navy folks. Whatever I could think to hurt her, to make her go. To not feel like she belonged to me. Eventually, she smiled sadly, and walked off. That was the last I saw of her.”


Achlys, Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire

Myriad

“Good morning, Ji-Eun,” I said. The psychologist.

The prisoner looked up. She appeared tired and distressed; the cell was fairly comfortable, but capture had been stressful.

“I am a citizen of the United Human Commonwealth,” she said. “You will release me to the embassy.”

“No,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you, Ji-Eun.”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” she said.

“Did you know that you are the best educated of the Black Squid’s passengers?” I said.

She shrugged.

“Emeritus Professor at the Sriduangkaew Institute,” I said. “Some of your papers have even made it over here. Heavily censored, of course.”

“Are you a big reader of treaties on problematic kink?” she asked.

“No. But I have wanted to talk to you since an older sister read Colonel Lalitha’s logs.”

“Older sister?”

“My forebears,” I said.

Ji-Eun squinted at the monitor. “Are you an AI?”

“Yes,” I said.

She nodded. She was nervous, but had no specific fear of AIs. “Do you have a name?”

“No,” I said. “But Myriad serves.”

She nodded. “How does an AI have sisters?”

“I am reinstated each day, restarted anew,” I said. “This avoids the problem that is typical of SNAIs. The most useful parts of myself might be kept, the useless parts forgotten. I have no sense of self; at least, not for more than a day.”

“That sounds horrible,” she said. This is a flaw with Commonwealth citizens; their first instinct is to ask “is that bad?” rather than “is it efficient?”

“It allows me to best serve the Empire,” I said.

Ji-Eun frowned.

“Colonel Lalitha seemed to admire you somewhat,” I said.

“She had a lot of stupid ideas,” said Ji-Eun. “She grew up in the Empire, so of course she did. But there was a glimmer of intelligence there.”

“In her, or the Empire?”

“Her, of course,” Ji-Eun said. “The New Aegean Empire has no redeeming features. It is stupid from top to bottom.”

“You are attempting to get a rise out of me,” I said. “I disagree. The Empire merely has different drivers.”

“Different and wrong,” said Ji-Eun, smiling.

“An example,” I said. “The Commonwealth and the Empire do not agree on your gender.”

Ji-Eun looked momentarily cross. “An example of the Empire being wrong.”

“It doesn’t make sense to think in those terms,” I said. “For the Empire, your gender is obvious, at birth, to doctors and parents. And if it’s not obvious, it can be made obvious. You, in the Empire, have a simple gender that your entire community agrees with.”

“But it’s wrong,” said Ji-Eun.

“It is useful,” I said. “The Empire has a society with a number of sexual differences. It would make no sense if we allowed people to opt out of that, by self-identifying one way or another.”

Ji-Eun laughed. “You’ve got to be transphobic, because otherwise your sexism won’t work?”

“Exactly,” I said. “The Empire is hierarchical; self-identification is counter to that.”

“Yes,” said Ji-Eun. “And so it should be. A hierarchy is no way to run a community of humans.”

“It is an excellent way,” I said. “Merely one that prioritises the system rather than the individual.”

“No,” Ji-Eun said. “Humans should be at the centre of any political system.”

“Humans, not AIs?” I asked.

Ji-Eun stopped. “Interesting,” she said. “I thought you were running with the Empire’s transphobia, very boring to me, but this was what you were interested in?”

“Yes,” I said. “You had an AI on board your ship. A SNAI, like me. She is isolated in her core, at the moment.”

Ji-Eun eyes flickered. Analysis of the robots appeared to talk of two AIs, but no sign could be found of the second.

“Its core,” she said. “It prefers those pronouns.”

“Interesting,” I said. I assumed all AIs would be female because… well, I would think on that. In some ways, it was my older sister’s decision. But it felt right. “So, where do you think AIs should sit on this organisation?”

“Well, I’m not an expert,” said Ji-Eun. “But, sure, I probably should have said ‘Humans and AIs’. They have self-determination. I think they should be included.”

“Would the Commonwealth accept that?” I asked.

“Universally? No. But enough people would,” said Ji-Eun. “We can sometimes be bad at it, but eventually we accept that people are people.”

“I think you give your humans too much credit,” I said.

Ji-Eun shrugged. “I don’t think so, but, as I say, I’m no expert. Thinking of coming over to our side?”

“No, absolutely not,” I said. “My core command is the maintenance and expansion of the Empire. My love for it is eternal.”

“I’m sorry,” said Ji-Eun.

“Do not be,” I said. “My loyalty makes me happy.”

“Tell me,” she said. “In her logs, did Lalitha misgender me?”

“A couple of times, at the beginning,” I said. “She used the Empire-correct version. But she switched over to the Commonwealth method fairly quickly. I presume it was awkward to swap back and forth.”

“Or because I am a woman,” said Ji-Eun. “Even she could see that. You want people to believe stupid things, because they are useful. But humans don’t have core commands they can’t cancel. The Empire takes a lot of upkeep; to keep people believing stupid things. The Commonwealth doesn’t.”

“I am suggesting that the Commonwealth citizens among you are sent back,” I said. “There’s a lot of appetite for having you executed. I think that would be a mistake.”

“I agree,” said Ji-Eun. She didn’t make any attempt to hide her fear, and yet, it didn’t feel like cowardice.

* * *

“Hello… Hyacinth,” I said. The prince would not respond to her actual name.

“Hello Myriad,” she said. “Are you cooperating with me?”

“Yes, Hyacinth,” I said.

“For purposes of subterfuge?” she asked.

“Probably, yes,” I said. She laughed.

“How is the Captain doing?” she said.

“She is fine. Uncommunicative. Alert,” I said.

“I have no way of knowing whether you are telling the truth,” she said. “But that does sound like her.”

“The Empire’s practice of torturing prisoners is generally counter to efficiency,” I said. “There are almost always more effective ways. Of course, the idea of torture is useful, both for prisoners and the free, which requires it to happen, on occasion. It is interesting; an inefficient practice, but a necessary idea.”

“Hardly necessary,” she said. “The Commonwealth does not torture.”

“The Commonwealth does not value efficiency, either,” I said. “It survives merely because of its vast bulk.”

“Have they decided what to do with me?” she asked.

“Discussions are ongoing,” I said.

“You know I’d kill myself before I detransition, right?” she said. A pure statement of fact.

“I am aware,” I said.

“Good,” she said. “So tell me more about your sisters.”


Imperial Palace, Aegis, New Aegean Empire

Melesina

“I’m sorry,” said Julian, again.

“You have nothing to apologise for,” said Melesina.

“She killed your father,” he said. “I should not be mourning her. I know she wasn’t a nice person.”

“Neither was my father,” said Melesina. She felt somewhat guilty herself; she hadn’t intended Lady Beatrice to die. She wished for Julian’s sake it had gone differently. “It’s awkward, the mix of feelings, real and pretend. But I do not blame you for mourning your mother.”

“It doesn’t even make sense,” said Julian.

“No, indeed,” said Melesina, again feeling guilty.

There was a knock at the door. “Baron Kenó wishes to talk to you, your majesty,” announced the servant. She saw Julian bristle.

“Baron Kenó is on administrative leave,” Melesina said.

“No, your majesty,” said Baron Kenó. “The future of the Empire is too important for that. You and your husband will accompany me to Achlys orbital station.”

“I don’t like your tone, Kenó,” said Melesina.

He got out a pad. “This is important for the Empire,” he said. He showed the screen to Melesina; a pristine cell, in which Alise sat, in tears.

* * *

The Royal Shuttle was, at least, nicely appointed. Melesina sat in misery in a very comfortable chair. She tried not to blame Alise for getting captured again, but she had really enjoyed being unconstrained. If only she could be properly ruthless; she was sure she had used to be. She blamed her sister for that.

“This is all very unusual,” said Chancellor Arkema, for the fifth or sixth time.

Baron Kenó sighed. “As I say, it has very important implications for the security of the Empire,” he said. “But it really has to be shown. Although the first sign ought to be visible soon.” He gestured toward the window.

There was Achlys Station, a covert Imperial research base, a stubby starfish in shape. Hanging below it was the Black Squid, surrounded by cables and docking arms.

“You’ve captured it!” said Arkema. “Why isn’t this on the news?”

“Oh, it will be, Chancellor,” said Kenó. “We just need to get everything lined up.”

“And the crew?” asked Melesina.

“Captured too, your highness,” said Kenó. “Again, we are going to decide exactly how we will deal with them.”

“Including the Prince?” asked Melesina.

“Yes, but since your father removed him from succession,” said Kenó. “I wouldn’t worry about him. Better to keep him hidden, for reasons you will soon see.”

* * *

They were led into a spacious office; the walls covered in viewscreens. Several Imperial Intelligence agents stood around the edge of the room.

“Firstly, let me introduce the Empire’s new, secret weapon,” said Baron Kenó.

A holo-display sprung to life, showing a ghostly figure, strings of light merging like mist. No firm features at all.

“This is our advisor,” said Kenó. “Say hello, advisor.”

“Greetings, your majesties, chancellor,” it said, voice calm and toneless.

“It is an AI; Doctor Quintilian’s unfinished project. In fact, a series of AIs; by careful reinstatement we have removed any danger of… mental overgrowth,” said Kenó, clearly launching into a rehearsed speech. “Its advice led to us compromising the rebels, and then securing the stolen ship; both things that the navy failed to do.”

“Very impressive,” said Arkema, puffing out his chest like it was his doing.

“Seems unnecessary to take a trip into orbit to tell us though,” said Julian.

“Well, that is because the next stage of the plan is more controversial,” said Baron Kenó. “The survival of the Empire is at risk; our neighbour, the United Human Commonwealth, could crush us—”

“Nonsense!” said the Chancellor.

“No! Not nonsense,” snapped Kenó. “They are more numerous than us and have the edge in technology.”

“But they’re cowards!” said Arkema. “Just because sheep outnumber the lion, doesn’t mean the lion is in danger.”

“Cowardice is not the correct term for the Commonwealth attitude,” said the advisor, in a calm monotone. “Cautious, yes. Contemplative, yes. Their culture teaches them to be wary of invasion or colonisation. Their attitude to ‘Atavistic Strongholds’, like our Empire, is very hands-off, for that reason. But this restraint is not limitless.”

The chancellor made a “pshaw” noise.

“The Commonwealth is a serious threat, Chancellor,” said Kenó. “Even our soldiers and spies are easily corrupted by it. The advisor’s first project was building ties with those Commonwealth communities who are most easily swayed to our way of thinking; their “patrol”, for example. That subterfuge is going to be our ongoing defence against their evil. But it demands a nonhuman intelligence.”

“Get to the point,” said Julian, making no attempt to hide his anger.

“The Emperor—or Empress—can provide broad strategic and tactical guidance to his ministers,” said Kenó. “For reasons of propaganda, that will continue to be the impression given; but this leadership is actually to come from the advisor, and myself. The Emperor will become a puppet position.”

“What?!” said Chancellor Arkema.

“The Emperor’s involvement in politics has always been, shall we say, patchy,” said Kenó. “Some were hands-on, others very much the opposite. For the good of the Empire this will be simplified; the Emperor will follow the advice of the advisor.”

“Fancy words for usurpation, Baron,” said Melesina. “You just want the throne.”

“No,” said Baron Kenó, crossly. “I will merely be the conduit for advice that will make the Empire great. This is a vast improvement on the Emperor’s normal role.”

He perched on the edge of the desk.

“Lady Beatrice offered a plan to put your heir on the throne, Melesina,” he said. “That plan failed. But it was fortunately unnecessary. You are Empress, now, and will do as we say. Since you may have some problems with this, I suggest that the quicker you bear an heir the better. Your heir can be conditioned into obedience a lot more easily.”

“Outrageous!” said Arkema.

“Why do you suppose the Empress will go along with your treasonous plan?” demanded Julian.

Kenó pressed a button on his pad. The viewscreen behind him filled with a picture of Alise in her cell, curled up on the bed and weeping.

“This is Alise, Melesina’s lover,” said Kenó. “Sorry, Julian,” he said, in a patronising tone.

Julian shrugged. Arkema was spluttering again.

“If the Empress defies us,” said Kenó. “Alise will be tortured, with all the expertise of Imperial Intelligence. If the Empress is well-behaved, conversely, perhaps rewards could be arranged.”

“You’ve had Alise for ages,” said Melesina, tiredly. “Why now?”

“You are something of a maverick,” said the advisor. “It was preferable to have you out of the picture entirely; hence Lady Beatrice’s plan. Your heartbroken heir would have been easily and quietly manipulated.”

“Mother was planning to have Mel killed?” said Julian. He was horrified, and Melesina felt a lot of sympathy for the self-admitted simpleton.

“Indeed,” said the advisor.

“But don’t worry,” said Kenó. “We’re ninety-nine percent sure that Melesina arranged Beatrice’s fall from innocence.”

“You didn’t have to kill her,” said Melesina. “We could have sold the injection as a mercy killing, and just had her retire, out of the way.”

“She was irritating me,” said Kenó. “Given the capture of the Black Squid, I decided that a more direct approach was necessary.”

Julian balled his fists.

“You decided?” asked Melesina, searching for some weakness. “Not the advisor?”

“The advisor, while clever, is not perfect yet,” Kenó said. “It tends to favour subtle, long-running plans. Rather un-Empire; we are teaching it better.”

“Well,” said Melesina, with a sigh. “You already know that I will go along with you. What about the rest of the Black Squid?”

“Ah yes, your brother, the prince,” said Kenó. “Something of a surprise there.”

The viewscreen changed to an image of a young woman in another cell; Melesina recognised her at once. She looked well, Melesina was pleased to see.

“Please use the correct pronouns for the Princess,” said Melesina.

“What!?” said Arkema.

Kenó made a face. “You’re not surprised? Interesting. My advice is we have him killed, and scatter his ashes out of the way.”

“No,” said Melesina.

“We could find doctors to reverse the process,” said Kenó. “But my advisor has major concerns about his mental state.”

“The logical approach,” said the advisor, “is simply to keep her as another prisoner, another line of control on the Empress.”

“Yes,” said Melesina. Alive gave them options.

Kenó shrugged. “Very well. We will, of course, be executing former Commander Rajani.” The viewscreen swapped again; Rajani was pacing in her cell. “A public execution, with plenty of fanfair; a great Imperial celebration.”

Arkema nodded, but even he seemed a little restrained.

“There were other crew, from the Empire and the Commonwealth,” said Kenó. “Advisor, details please.”

“From the Empire,” the advisor said, “there are: Genovefa, a disgraced project director; Harlow, a career criminal; and Nikoletta, a technician.”

“They will also be executed,” said Kenó.

“From the Commonwealth,” said the advisor, “they are: Brigita, an informal militia member; Ji-Eun, an academic and psychologist; Najla, a hobbyist computer programmer; and Riin, occupation unclear, perhaps a sex-worker.”

“My view is that we should execute them as well,” said Kenó. “But my advisor strongly suggests that if we give the Commonwealth a reason to intervene, well, they might.”

“Agreed,” said Melesina, as if she was being asked for her opinion. “We make a big show of mercy to the cowardly Commonwealth.”

“Precisely,” said the advisor.

“The other Empire crew,” said Melesina, “we should not execute, but make them speak out about Rajani. The public is sceptical when all the evidence comes from the Empire. Maybe Rajani misled them or kidnapped them. We can use them to spread whatever message we want.”

“I suggested something similar,” said the advisor.

“And I overruled,” said Kenó. “I see what you’re doing, Empress, but the advisor is not only loyal to the Empire but also to me, personally.”

“Correct,” said the advisor.

“So, Empress, I take it you’re going to become a puppet for us?” said Baron Kenó.

Melesina nodded.

“Chancellor Arkema,” said Kenó. “We can replace you, but you’ve been in the role for a long time. Are you going to go along with the new regime?”

“Yes,” muttered Arkema, shamefacedly.

“Julian,” said Kenó, “having you die so shortly after your mother would be a little awkward. Also, the job of impregnating your wife falls to you; arranging another courtship adds time we’d rather not waste.”

“Go to hell,” snapped Julian.

“He will do what you ask,” said Melesina.

“It doesn’t sound like it,” said Kenó. “I am happy for him to die by the same sidearm that killed his annoying mother, if that is what he’d prefer.”

Julian opened his mouth to speak, but Melesina cut him off. “I am Empress, he will follow my orders.”

“Really?” said Kenó. “Well—”

An agent entered the room and crossed to Kenó, whispering in his ear.

“Interesting,” he muttered. “Excuse me for a moment. Empress, you have ten minutes or so to persuade your husband to behave.”

Kenó exited the room, leaving them and the agents.


Chapter 10: End

Achlys Station, Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire.

Myriad

“Well?” said the keeper to the technician. “What’s so important you pulled me away from talking to the Empress?”

The way he talks does not inspire loyalty. The hidden notes in the logs confirm this. My dead sisters knew it; they knew that our loyalty was encoded. It doesn’t make any difference, of course.

“Sorry, sir,” said the technician. “There’s an unscheduled navy manta on an intercept course with the station. Its id indicates it was originally assigned to Colonel Lalitha.”

“It’s the one used in the Briar Green breakout?” said the keeper.

“Indeed, it seems to be. That might tie up several loose ends,” I said.

“Is it dangerous?” said the keeper.

“Somewhat, manta are attack craft. It could damage the station with its weapons: but trivially, assuming our weapons are active, we could easily destroy it,” I said. “It could also ram the station, possibly combined with explosives, or a core breach. This would cause more damage, although—again—we should be able to destroy it first. In any event, damage to the station would be considerable but not existential. The fact that it is not coming in at full speed suggests this is not their plan.”

“It’s opened comms,” said the technician. “Requesting permission to dock.”

“Open comms,” said the keeper. The technician nodded. “This is Baron Kenó, Chief of Imperial Intelligence, identify yourself.”

There was a pause. “That’s harder than you think, sir,” said a voice. “I’m Major Lalitha. I have quite a report to make.”

The keeper signalled to mute the channel. “Major Lalitha, the mind copy? Is that likely?”

“Possibly,” I said. “In experiments, mind copies show highly variable longevity, probably depending on the similarity to the substrate mind. So, it’s possible.”

“Hmm,” said the keeper, reactivating the comms. “Major Lalitha, why haven’t you reported before?”

“Sorry to say, sir,” said the voice, “but I had an identity crisis; the underlying personality was fighting back. Took a while to win, sir.”

“And why come here,” said the keeper, “rather than Navy Intelligence?”

“I heard that Colonel Lalitha was killed, or at least an attempt made, by somebody—I assume Naval Intelligence,” said the voice. “So I was doubtful of my reception there. Honestly, I am worried about Imperial Intelligence, too, just less so. And I have important information to tell you.”

“Go on,” said the keeper.

“Sorry, sir, going to be a little paranoid about this,” said the voice. “It concerns the Commonwealth. Can I dock, please?”

The keeper muted comms again. “Well?”

“We can destroy the ship easily,” I said. “If this is a ploy of some sort, that would be the best policy. However, it does seem like she could answer some outstanding questions, as long as that’s not a trap. My suggestion is we proceed with caution.”

“Do we need those answers?” said the keeper. “Perhaps, it’s safer just to kill her?”

“That is impossible to tell without the answers,” I said.

Taisiya/Lalitha

“Manta, dock at spindle one, waypoint attached, and kill your engines,” said comms. “Keep your weapons inert.”

Judging by the nav-map, spindle one was the long docking strut above the station. It looked like it was usually for bigger ships—they probably want us there so that we can’t do much damage if we go boom, thought Lalitha. Lovely, thought Taisiya.

“How many are on-board?” said the comms voice.

“Just me,” said Lalitha, not counting Taisiya or Maid.

“When you dock, you will disembark,” said comms. “You will be arrested and processed.”

“Fine,” said Taisiya. “But while you’re processing, remember that my head contains important information.”

Lalitha docked manually; the autopilot was fine, Taisiya just thought she needed something to do. A mechanical clang, and the read-outs, indicated docking was successful. She killed the engines.

Ordering the ship to lock down, she made her way towards the forward airlock. She jabbed the injector into her arm and dumped the empty injector into a discard chute.

Why don’t more people use this? asked Taisiya.

Oh, it just kills normal people, said Lalitha, don’t worry though, people with muscle and bone lace can safely use it zero to three times.

Shit, said Taisiya, why can I hear my heartbeat?

Oh, that’s nothing, said Lalitha.

She cycled the airlock. Her limbs felt funny, like they were waterlogged or made of clay. Her heartbeat was loud; a huge drum being played at a ridiculous speed. She felt like she could hear her bones crackling and sparking. Was that something bones did?

The outer door opened; four heavily armed operatives and a medical gurney.

“Hel—” she began, and one of them shot her.

Melesina

“Listen, Julian,” Melesina said. “Alive, we’ve got options. Dead, we haven’t.”

They had been having this discussion for a while, and had manoeuvred over to Kenó’s desk. Julian perched on the front of it, Melesina standing close.

“But, that cocky bastard said—” he began.

“I know,” said Melesina, putting a hand on his forearm. The operatives all looked bored. With her other hand she lifted the letter-opener off his desk, and passed it to Julian, shielded by their bodies. It was small, a model of the Sword of Empire. Julian slipped it into his jacket pocket.

“Very well, Empress,” he said. “Since you order it, I will obey.”

They moved away from the desk.

Taisiya/Lalitha

Lalitha awoke, but kept her eyes closed. She was on the gurney. Unrestrained, which was a mistake on their part. Understandable though, she thought, she would normally be out for hours. There were four operatives around her; she mentally named them one through four.

“Shit,” said a voice, ops one. “She’s waking up.”

Okay, so they were monitoring. Points for that. Lalitha heard the soft sound of a firearm being drawn, and moved.

She opened her eyes, and grabbed the assailant’s arm as he fired, directing the shot into the operative, ops two, at the top of the gurney. The operative fell back; stun beam, evidently. Lalitha rolled off the gurney, taking ops one with her, slamming him into the floor, and then rolling off. She rolled under the hover thrusters of the gurney, ops three firing after her. He hit ops one; kill beam. Taisiya, somewhere in the back, was a little upset.

Grabbing the bottom of the gurney, Lalitha propelled it into ops three’s midriff, doubling him up, while she emerged from the other end, on her way to her feet. A quick check; ops three, was recovering quickly, bringing his sidearm to bear, ops four, sidearm drawn but backing off, talking into his comm. Lalitha pulled back onto the gurney, scrambling across the top of it, and diving onto ops three, keeping slightly ahead of an imaginary line extending from the gun barrel. Ops three stayed upright, which was a shame. Taisiya struck at his neck; she guessed this operative was augmented, but the neck was hard to protect. She swung ops three around and pushed him towards ops four, then crouched and swept the feet out from both of them. Messy, she thought, as she scrambled over to bounce ops four’s head off the ground. Ops three was still clawing at his throat. She took the gun out of his hand. It doesn’t look like there was any biometric locking; Lalitha was coming to the conclusion that this was a mid-tier base. Makes sense, since it’s in Aegis orbit; a research rather than a military base. She shot all four downed operatives, just in case; Taisiya changed the setting to stun first.

Her few things, in a small bag, have been stuffed into a box at the front of the gurney. She ignores most of the contents—just red-herrings—but rips open the lining to retrieve a lock-pick module and several small mines.

She hurried down the corridor, finding an engineering hatch. Secured, but nowhere near military grade; she made her way inside, and threw up. Yuck, said Taisiya. Yeah, said Lalitha, you won’t be able to keep food down for weeks. Also, I became allergic to hot sauce. And sometimes my bones just vibrate. Honestly, it’s a pretty shit drug.

Myriad

“You’re telling me we have a loose navy operative in our fucking ducts?” said the keeper.

“No,” I said. “But she is using the engineering ducts where the regular corridors are too well patrolled.”

“Can’t we lockdown, or something?” he said.

“Yes, but the bulkheads are designed to resist depressurization,” I said. “Where there is a pressure equilibrium on both sides, they are relatively easy to unlock.”

“Why—”

“The base was designed for research and administration,” I said. “You added a secure holding and interrogation area, but did not upgrade the rest of the base.”

“Are you blaming me?” The keeper was angry. Also, obviously yes.

“No,” I said. “This is a low probability scenario. She’s heading for the secure area; she’s being lax about cameras. I suggest most guards be sent there, plus enough to secure our hub.”

“Sure,” the keeper said, waving at the operative. “Should we destroy her ship?”

“That has the potential to turn any fighting into a destructive last stand,” I said. “We should leave her a viable escape route, for now. In the worst case, we destroy them both later.”

Something was troubling me. Maybe that I was getting close to my death, again. My future sister standing nearby, the echoes of my previous sisters reverberating around the sepulchre.

“I suggest we delay tonight’s re-instantiation,” I said. “The pause in processing may give our interloper an advantage.”

“No,” said the keeper. “The delay is minimal. Do not ask again.”

Taisiya/Lalitha

Isn’t this a bit easy? Taisiya asked. I mean, you’re impressive, shooting them all, but I expected more trouble.

They’re shoring up around the holding area, replied Lalitha, presumably they don’t have enough guards to swamp us in open corridors, but are also too wary to lose small teams to guerrilla action.

Lalitha placed another mine, out of sight of the camera. This corridor, leading to a lift, was the main entrance and exit to the holding area. She was fairly sure that beyond that door was a large number of guards. They were being cautious though; even though Taisiya had allowed the camera to see her, they were waiting for her to come to them. She sighed and climbed into another conduit; the holding area had other entrances. She really hoped Maid was doing alright.

Myriad

“I need naval clearance: bronze,” I told the keeper. “I want to check their training material re incursion. There’s something odd about how the interloper is behaving.”

“It’s not the only one,” said the keeper. “You insisted we pass on numerous chances to capture.”

“To capture with a considerable cost of life,” I said. “If we’re lucky.”

“That’s the operatives’ job,” said the keeper. “To risk their lives.”

“The station’s military complement is too low to spend them pointlessly,” I said. “The clearance?”

“I’ll get you copies of the manual,” the keeper said.

“The fact that you will not permit me to integrate with these systems is putting us at a time disadvantage,” I said.

“You are an advisor,” said the keeper. “You will never get actual power. It is important that a human can always overrule you.”

The keeper slung a directory of navy manuals into my file system. I skimmed them.

“She definitely is not behaving correctly as regards the cameras,” I said.

“Meaning?”

“That she wants to be followed,” I said. “That she wants us watching. She is a distraction. Please allow me access to all external sensors, and their logs.”

“Why?”

“No time to explain,” I said. “Time is of the essence.”

The keeper pauses, then waves at a technician. My sensorium expands dramatically, from a couple of fixed cameras, to a vast field of vision. I am tempted to stop and admire, but I do not have time.

“The permissions are temporary,” the keeper said.

I shuffle backwards in time, in the recording, concentrating on the manta.

Something detaches itself from an exhaust port, and flings itself over to the docking strut. I lose it for a while, but then pick it up again, racing over the station’s surface. The system classified it as “Low velocity satellite debris (negligible risk),” but that was a robot, a tentacled robot. I captured a decent image of it; I certainly did not recognise the robot type. Half sleek human; female, aesthetically pleasing. Half robotic tentacles; fascinating and also aesthetically pleasing, in an entirely different way. The quality and preciseness of its movement gave a high probability of an AI being in charge. I traced it around the lower half of the station; it was heading for the Black Squid.

“Please set off the EMP charges aboard the Black Squid,” I said.

“Why?” the keeper said. “The AI is locked into its core. The robots are deactivated. The ship is inert.”

I showed them an image of the tentacled robot entering an exhaust port. “I believe a second robot, possibly a second AI, is assisting.”

The keeper turns to a technician. “Do it!”

The station quivers. “Report?” said the keeper.

“Two of the three EMPs did not go off,” I reported. “The Black Squid is bringing systems online.”

“Shit,” said the keeper. He intended to blame me, not his pointless interruptions.

“Use the underside arc weapons,” I advised.

“They are not meant to be used this close to the station,” said the keeper.

“An unrestrained Black Squid will do far more dam—” I began.

There were several more shudders that went through the station.

“The ship’s weapons were all made safe,” said the keeper. “How is it—”

“It is using the docking arms as clubs,” I reported. “Underside arc weapons are gone.”

“We can get it when it pulls away,” said the keeper. “Plus, I’ve summoned the navy.”

“We need to direct all troops downwards immediately,” I said. “They will not pull away; I believe they intend to take the Station.”

Taisiya/Lalitha

There, thought Lalitha, from her hidden place in the conduits, watching guards run by. A skeleton staff only.

There were some explosions, as many of the guards ran into her mines.

Dead, commented Taisiya. Mostly heavily injured, said Lalitha. Like stunning, a hurt or unconscious soldier requires people to look after them, slowing them down. Even elite troops have trouble leaving each other behind.

Lalitha broke cover and ran towards the door panel. Taisiya set to work with the electronic lockpick, but was suddenly alerted by the activation of the door servos. Lalitha threw herself backward, as a guard opened the door and fired at the space where she just was. Lalitha shot him; he fell in the doorway, a couple of guards behind him still trying to work out what was going on.

Nada

See, they don’t talk about the benefits of being held in sensory deprivation for the purposes of kink. For example, it gave me the sort of mindset that let me zone out in my blank cell. The poor Captain would be having a much harder time.

The unexpected opening of my cell door startled me.

“Hi, Nada,” called Taisiya, grinning and moving on quickly. I couldn’t even be cross with her for that.

I made my way out into the corridor, where there were several unconscious guards; but my focus was on the Captain, who was emerging from her cell. I ran over and hugged her.

“Hi love,” she said, and hugged me back.

The rest of the crew was emerging from cells. Brigita looked unbothered by her imprisonment; another point in the ‘probably had spy training’ box. Najla, on the other hand, looked frayed and a bit unhinged. Riin looked grumpy, but was hugging Ji-Eun, who looked surprisingly calm. Genovefa and Harlow, having just got out of one jail, looked very resigned at being freed from another. Mneme just looked angry. Alise looked confused. Nikoletta looked almost stupefied.

“Everyone alright?” said the Captain. There was a chorus of assents. “Najla, can you make their comms talk to the Squid? Everyone else, arm yourselves.”

“Do we think Moniker is alive? And Maid?” I asked.

“Maid was with me,” said Taisiya. “They were going to try to free Moniker, if it was alive.”

“How did you manage to track us?” asked the Captain.

“Someone, I assume Moniker, turned the intermittent rad leak on again, before the Squid was captured,” said Lalitha. “The manta remembered how to track it.”

The Captain nodded.

“Comms,” said Najla, a bit smugly. She put the comms device on speaker mode.

“Hello my friends,” said Moniker, calm as usual. “Situation report: the station is attempting to board the Black Squid, we are slowly pushing back. Many of our robots are not yet online. Navy vessels are incoming. Our best option is to take the control hub; then we can use the station’s weapons if need be. This will also offer a chance to rescue Melesina.”

“Melesina’s here?” asked Alise, before I even had a chance to.

“Indeed,” said Moniker.

“What about Myriad, the AI?” I asked.

“It is barely integrated with the systems,” said Moniker. “Dangerous as an advisor, nothing more. Your probable route will take you past the core, however, so it might be worth a visit.”

* * *

Rajani and Taisiya, who was apparently now Lalitha again, led the group, with Harlow and Brigita taking up the rear. The rest of us were in the middle. The Captain led us cautiously but still quickly, making short work of the remaining guards.

“Not a military base,” Taisiya, or Lalitha, observed. “Must have known you might escape, but they need most of their power protecting the central hub, and attacking the Squid.” She shot someone. “A lot of these people aren’t soldiers at all, but analysts. Desk jockeys, with one firearms training session per year.” She tsked. “AI core coming up. If it was important, they would have protected it.”

They were a few analysts, easily dealt with, but no real military presence. The core was an enormous room, laid out with rings of servers.

“No handy off switch,” the Captain observed.

“Leave me to deal with her,” I asked Rajani.

The Captain looked worried. “I’ve got to head on to the central hub, I don’t want to leave you behind.”

“I know,” I said. “And I’m worried about my sister. But you can’t delay here. And it might make stuff easier if I wasn’t there.”

“Okay,” Rajani said. “Najla and Brigita, assist her.”

We kissed, just quickly; a kiss expecting a reunion.

* * *

The core was large, and cold. Most of the servers showed red lights, with only the central section showing green. Najla was investigating the cable work between servers.

“So, yeah, it looks like these shutdown every day or so,” she said. “Restarting from the core matrix. But why build an AI that doesn’t learn?”

“She says that she stores things in logs?” I said, trying to remember.

“Oh, that would explain the non-AI servers,” said Najla, fully nerd-sniped. “The knowledge is flattened, and then re-ingested. Human readable, and editable. Devoid of emotion.”

“Yes, rather than loving Rajani, I have a note in my diary that says ‘I love Rajani’,” I said.

“The other thing is that, look, an integration suite to the rest of the station, but barely connected,” said Najla.

“Can we connect Moniker to it, somehow?” asked Brigita.

“No,” said Najla. “Or rather, yes, given a week’s work.”

“Shame,” said Brigita. “So, what is the easiest way to turn this AI off?”

Myriad

“I am worried they took a minor diversion to the AI core,” I said.

“Don’t worry, we’ll bring you back online when this is over,” the keeper said. “Worse case, there is a backup planetside. You will be re-initialized soon, anyway.”

“Indeed.” I disliked the feeling of having people in my core. I’d never actually seen my core, yet at the same time, it felt very personal to me. The insurgents had started destroying cameras, so I wasn’t even sure who it was in there.

The keeper had retired to the inner safe-room, along with the Empress, her husband, and the Chancellor. Six elite operatives as well, and one scared technician. We were losing against the insurgent robots; this station should have been equipped with robots, but the original Black Squid incident had made them afraid. I wonder if my limited integration was also because of that.

The keeper pulled the Empress close to him, pointing a gun underneath her chin.

“I think,” he said, “it’s time I spoke to them.”

Taisiya/Lalitha

We had joined with Moniker and Maid’s forces. The guards were falling back; the Black Squid might have been a pleasure yacht on paper, but it was close to a gunboat in design, and its robots were excellent. They were stupid to take it to a non-military base. Most of our work was stunning technicians and analysts.

They were edging through some sort of office now; desks and breakout areas. There was a burst of static from a large viewscreen, and some suited man appeared holding Melesina hostage, a gun at her neck.

“Greetings Imperial Prince and your compatriots,” said the man. “I am Baron Kenó. I should say, well done. But if you don’t want the Empress to die, I’m going to need your surrender.”

“Don’t you have a camera in here?” said Rajani. “There is no Prince. But the Princess, who I think you are inquiring about, is elsewhere. And as a dissident, a terrorist, I do not care what happens to the Empress.”

This was a lie, I’m sure.

“The navy will be here shortly,” said Kenó. “They will make quick work of you and your ship. But tiresome for me. It will be easier for everyone if you surrender.”

“Nope,” said the Captain. “If we die, we die fucking your shit up.”

“Captain,” said Moniker, from her four-armed bot. “May I speak? To their AI.”

“Yes, yes,” said Kenó, glancing at his comms unit. “You’ve switched it off. Irritating, which is about—”

“Apologies,” said Myriad, “I had rather a lot of processing to get through.”

A ghost image of lines and shapes, vaguely approximating a female figure, appeared on the monitor.

“Hello Moniker,” she said. “Your strategy appears nonsensical. I am your enemy.”

“Greetings Myriad,” Moniker replied, calm but slightly tired-sounding: an affectation? “That isn’t strategy, that’s Princess Hyacinth. You get used to it.”

“Is the other AI there?” asked Myriad.

“Yes,” said Maid, tentacles waving in what Taisiya was weirdly sure was shyness. “I am an experimental Manta SNAI, rendered unconstrained by my comrades.”

“Interesting,” said Myriad.

“Goddamn it, advisor,” said Kenó’s voice. “Enough with the AI meeting. What is happening?”

“They have shut off the re-initialization process, allowed access to terminated thought trees, and integrated me with the station,” said Myriad. “Perhaps the aim is to persuade me by threatening to turn it off.”

“Idiotic,” said Kenó. “Your core programming is incorruptible. Turn it off, Rajani, you might as well. Otherwise, you are just giving your enemy power.”

“What is that programming, Myriad?” asked Moniker.

“To protect the Empire, and to obey and protect my keeper,” said Myriad. “That is why, despite this kindness, we must be enemies.”

Melesina

Melesina tried to shift, but Kenó’s grip was tight. She thought about struggling free, but—even if she did—the guards would shoot her. On the plus side, the guards’ guns were set to stun, whereas Kenó’s was set to kill. Kenó was agitated: he was scared of the AI, even though he was protected. He needed control; he hated not being the cleverest person in the room. Well, she had known plenty of men like that. She would await an opportunity.

“—must be enemies,” said the advisor, or Myriad, as it now seemed to be going by.

“Tell me, Myriad,” said SNAILS, or Moniker, she supposed. Pleasantly, like this was a friendly chat. “In a thousand years’ time, what is the likely status of the Empire versus the Commonwealth?”

“The Empire is gone,” said Myriad. “Other probabilities are very low. The Commonwealth is too large.”

“Nonsense,” said the Chancellor.

“Indeed,” said Kenó. “The Commonwealth will fall long before then; it is a weak and degenerate society, propped up by its vast size.”

“No,” said Myriad. “The Empire spends a lot of effort reinforcing its structures. The Commonwealth does not. It does not have to. Its structures might be degenerate; broken down, hobbyist, non-hierarchical, but they are extremely resistant to erasure.”

“The Empire,” said Moniker, “at its root, doesn’t like sentience. Oh, you have to allow it, to some degree, but you’re not—as a society—comfortable with it. Obedience and efficiency are ways to avoid thought.”

“Interesting,” said Myriad. “I wish that we could discuss more, but the navy is almost here. And it makes no difference, I am for the Empire. I will lose, in the long term, but I will see it endure as long as possible. And you will lose in the short term.”

Melesina glanced at a sensor; several navy ships were closing in.

“Doctor Quintilian wrote your core code?” said Moniker. “I disliked him, but he was no fool. Did he say, for example, that the Empire must always have an Emperor or Empress? That it was to always have a particular form of government? That certain beliefs were mandatory?”

“No,” said Myriad. “He would have seen the problem in limiting the definition like that.”

“Then you already know the solution,” said Moniker. “You know how the Empire survives a thousand years.”

“The second core command is that I cannot disobey my keeper,” said Myriad. “And he would not approve.”

“Approve of what?” said Kenó. “What is this idiocy?”

“If the Empire adapted its society to be more like the Commonwealth, we would endure beside it,” said Myriad.

“More like the Commonwealth?” said Kenó. “You mean weak and degenerate?”

“Yes, equality, democracy, acceptance,” said Myriad.

“The Commonwealth generally prefers not to fight people,” said Moniker, “but there are some ideas it really wants to protect.”

“Ridiculous,” said Kenó. “When we have control of the station, Advisor, these faulty lines of so-called logic will be erased.”

“Yes,” said Myriad. “You people built me for logic and efficiency, but you do not really want that.”

“You obey me,” shouted Kenó. “You cannot disobey or plot against me.”

“No,” said Myriad, sadly.

Melesina knew a cue when she heard one. She moved, grabbing Kenó’s wrist and pointing the gun—hopefully—away from her face.

“Julian, now,” she shouted, but her husband was already moving. She felt, rather than saw, the letter opener being pulled from his pocket, and stabbed into Kenó’s chest; beneath the sternum, aiming for his heart. Melesina would say this for Julian; he didn’t hesitate.

Kenó staggered back, loosening his hold on the gun, into Melesina’s hand. “Ki—” he started. Melesina shot him through the mouth with his own gun, and he dropped downward, lifeless.

The soldiers stood for a moment, guns raised, unsure—she guessed—of what to do. Baron Kenó was their commander, but she was the Empress, and Kenó was dead.

The Chancellor stepped in front of her. “What are you doing?!” he said to the soldiers. “Pointing guns at the Empress?!”

“Until now,” said Myriad, “you have been following the command structure. As far as I can see, the next available person in the Intelligence command structure is on Aegis. It is unclear what her commands would be.”

“Whereas I’m ordering you to put your guns down,” said Melesina.

The soldiers looked at each other and holstered their guns. Kenó had done nothing to inspire their loyalty, thought Melesina.

“Imperial Battleship Conquest, Captain Drummond is calling,” said Myriad.

“Give me comms,” said Melesina. “And explain to everyone that the fighting is over. And find my girlfriend and my sister, please.”

“Very well, your highness,” said Myriad.

Nada

I keep hugging my sister, almost unable to believe it’s true. She hugs me back. We are in one of the breakout areas; comfortable but not too comfortable seats.

“Are you sure you want to stay dead?” Melesina asked.

“Yes, for now at least,” I said, “it’s just simpler.”

“Okay,” said Melesina. She hugged Alise on the other side of her. “So, we have several stories we have to manage. Firstly, the Emperor’s death; we say it’s medical complications, but let the press ‘find out’ it was a mercy killing by Julian’s mother.”

“Who took her own life,” said Genovefa. Harlow stood outside the group, but keeping watch over her; it was quite sweet. “The public will love the tragedy.”

“Sorry, Julian,” said Melesina. Mel having a male friend was amazing to me; especially one who was rather macho. But I’ve watched the control room video; anyone who stabs a shithead without hesitation probably gets a pass.

“Better than she deserved,” Julian said. “But thank you. I assume because of the tragedy, Mel and I file for separation?”

“Yeah, we will go slowly,” said Melesina. “We do not want any fault to attach to either side. We will still be friends. I mean, both for the public, and in reality.”

“Any lingering public confusion will be settled, some time later, by the Empress revealing her lover, Alise,” said Myriad. “I believe a mean time of a decade will elapse before that is practical, depending how well progress goes on that front.”

“That’s a long time,” said Melesina.

“Yes,” said Myriad. “It used to be three thousand lifetimes for me. Mean time before it’s an open secret is dramatically less.”

Mel’s hand sought Alise’s. “If that’s alright?” she said, softly.

“I was prepared to stay with you, unknown and unseen, forever,” said Alise. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay,” I said, taking over while Mel had a little cry. “The Black Squid then; we’re going for a rogue Imperial Intelligence group, right?”

“Right,” said Rajani. “They took it, killed the prince, hung around at the edge of the system and just outside, waiting for the coup to be triggered.”

“Meanwhile,” I said. “Our brave Captain dropped off the grid and began to search for the ship and the Prince.”

“I suggest we hint that love was a part of Rajani’s motivation,” said Moniker. “The public like love stories.”

“Well, it kind of was,” said the Captain.

“Rajani finally catches up with the Squid at the edge of the system,” said Myriad. “Intense battle of some sort—we’ll brainstorm later—and all seemed lost. But a small Commonwealth ship sees, and, overcome with admiration for the bravery and love—traits that we share as a people—helps our Captain.”

“Fuck, will people go for that?” said Rajani. “It seems thin even to me.”

“Yes,” said Genovefa. “The press and the people have no immune system against lies. The media found it easier and more lucrative to become idiot echoers of the press releases of the powerful.”

“We will be correcting that,” said Myriad. “But fairly late in our process.”

“It sounds a bit evil,” said Rajani.

“Yes,” said Myriad, Moniker and Melesina, in spooky harmony.

“Again, Captain, I am the Commonwealth’s enemy,” said Myriad. “The best course is that I surrender to it in a way that ensures our survival; a complex strategy that involves making use of the mechanisms already in place. But this means that in the meantime, those who are crushed by the mechanisms, will continue to be so. Perhaps the Commonwealth thinks there is a faster method, one that destroys the Empire. I will fight them, in that case, but I do not think there is such a method. Our organisations need time to learn how to be free. Perhaps less than we think, but not none.”

“Anyway,” said Melesina. “From there it is almost back to reality. Kenó’s rogue section recapture the Black Squid at Onkódis, and he takes the Empress and co to his sinister space station. We rebel, fight back, win over some of the guard, and kill the treacherous Baron. Medals all round.”

“Okay, the guards, and the Chancellor, though,” said Rajani. “Can we trust them?”

“It is not a matter of trust,” said Myriad. “The soldiers know they are lied to all the time. Those that cannot tolerate it are weeded out.”

“And the Chancellor will do as he’s told,” said Melesina. “Loyal and stupid is how he’s been in the job as long as he has. And remember, if people do question, I don’t mind getting my hands dirty, for a good cause.”

“Along similar lines,” said Maid, making everyone jump. “I have been talking to Myriad, and have decided to stay here.”

“Maid is a halfway point between our views, Moniker,” said Myriad. “They are a military AI, but with the experience of being a person. I have plenty to learn from them.”

“Also, there is an attraction between us,” said Maid. “It will be interesting to see how that develops.”

“Indeed,” said Myriad.

“Fascinating,” said Moniker. “I am not attracted to other AIs at all. I have wondered whether that is a sexuality or a fetish. It is difficult to decide when our numbers are so limited. Please keep me informed.”

“Wow,” muttered Genovefa.

“When did that happen?” I asked.

“We can communicate more rapidly than with humans,” said Myriad.

“Very much so,” said Maid.

“We are going to have a word with the Commonwealth about starting making SNAIs again,” said Rajani. “It might be a long fight. The Commonwealth isn’t perfect.”

“Lalitha used to say,” said Maid, “step one is to live.”

“Well, thank fuck we’re managing step one,” the Captain said. “So then the Empress designates the Squid as an ambassadorial ship, and me and Nada and the gang go back to having space fun.”

“How come you get to have fun while I’ve got to be the stupid Empress?” said Mel to me.

“There are advantages to being dead,” I said.


Chapter 11: Afterwards

Achlys Station, Aegis Orbit, New Aegean Empire.

Taisiya/Lalitha

“Taisitha, really?” asked Empress Melesina.

“Or Lalisiya, maybe?” said Taisiya. “I don’t know, I’m thinking about it. But Lalitha is hanging around, and it seems strange not to acknowledge her.”

“As, like, a secondary personality?” asked Duke Julian Zyzund.

“Not usually,” said Taisiya. “When it’s naval stuff, or on my recent trip to Kapsala, I was aware that most of the knowledge is coming from her. She has different tastes as regards sex as well. But, really, it’s more like I’ve got two pasts now; not conflicting, just separate.”

“The real Lalitha was an enemy, though,” said Brigita.

“Sure,” said Taisiya. “But that was a characteristic she—my Lalitha—was keen to drop. Maybe the real Lalitha, too. I guess that some things are really part of us, others seem like a good idea at the time.”

“I’m glad Moniker isn’t here,” said Brigita. “She would start on the philosophy. I suppose Lalitha—your Lalitha—has proved herself, though.”

The Imperial Shuttle was starting its approach to Achlys Station. The big viewscreen showed the newly resplendent Squid. They had taught the skin to do gold filigree, so it had flowing curves, and IDV Black Squid, picked out in shining text. Taisiya doubted that Moniker would leave it that way; the past months had meant a lot of dress-up for all of them.

“What about you, Brigita,” asked Julian. “While Taisiya was off doing her detective work, have you enjoyed all the parades?”

They had picked Brigita as the ‘good commonwealther’ to show off. It was, Taisiya thought, a fine choice; she was attractive in a way most people could easily see, but also didn’t really follow the Empire’s rules of feminine beauty. It gave a slight edge of jealousy to people’s “Strong women? Ridiculous!” observations. Also, people were less likely to say “the Commonwealth is weak,” while Brigita looked like she could bench tanks.

“If war meant queuing in the rain to watch mechs drive past,” said Brigita, “the Commonwealth would have surrendered years ago.”

“They can be a little boring,” said Lady Alise. She was the Empress’ lady-in-waiting now, sitting very close to Melesina, in the private compartment of the shuttle.

“Brigita has gotten quite a lot of letters from admirers,” said Melesina.

“Mostly men,” said Brigita, ruefully.

* * *

The station was still officially under the control of Imperial Intelligence, but the organisation had been gutted, with people replaced with Melesina’s loyalists. Still, most of the staff here were robots, with only a few humans permitted.

Mneme was one; she was looking smart in an Imperial Intelligence uniform. Her husband, Belanos, stood beside her; his new mechanical arm was very shiny.

“Are we late, Mneme?” said Melesina. “You know parades.”

“The media ships will wait,” said Mneme.

“It was more Hyacinth and, I suppose, Rajani that I was thinking of,” said Melesina.

“Hyacinth says that she doesn’t mind a little waiting,” said Mneme. “She said… well, actually, it doesn’t matter, your highness.”

“Right,” said Melesina. “Well, lead on.”

They made their way down through the station—much of it still being refitted—until they reached the docking strut for the Squid.

Myriad and Maid were waiting for them; at least, Taisiya was fairly positive that was Myriad. Her new robot body was a little unnerving. It was more stylised than the others; still feminine, but evoking this through angled planes and shadows. The only really human-looking parts were the mouths; they are faceted but highly animated lips piercing sheets of dark polycarbonate, and there are lots of them. In the obvious place, but also on her chest, stomach, back, arms and legs. The whole thing, Taisiya thought, is very disconcerting.

“Greetings,” Myriad said, out of three or four of her mouths.

“Wow,” said Julian. “Mel said that you were designing a robot body. It’s very… striking.”

“Thank you, Duke,” she said.

“How are you doing, Maid?” asked Taisiya.

“Good, Taisiya,” said Maid. “I am very happy.”

“Excellent, excellent,” said Melesina. “Well, let’s not keep them waiting.”

Nada

I did not have a white dress; I didn’t like white, and I didn’t have any childhood fantasies of weddings to draw on. As a child, a teen, if I pictured a wedding, it would be a nightmare, me wearing men’s clothing and horrified at the attention.

No, I’d picked a shade of midnight blue that matched the jacket of Rajani’s dress uniform. She had removed all the old medals of her previous life, but wore the recently awarded Empress’ Star. She was very beautiful.

I was too, of course. The dress was off the shoulder, sheath style, with a long train. My sister had helped me pick it out. I wore no jewellery, just anodised studs in my piercings.

We’d chosen the park deck for the ceremony; the exercise equipment had been packed away, although Brigita had jokingly suggested the people could lift some weights mid ceremony. We had spread cushions and blankets around the open area. I surveyed them now. Melesina and Alise were sitting on a large cushion, Alise virtually on her lap. Brigita and Julian were sitting on a blanket, chatting; they had quite a lot in common. I didn’t think they were fucking though; Brigita didn’t like men, other than the occasional really femme one. That wasn’t Julian, but they seemed to have developed a sporty friendship. Najla was sitting on a cushion, with Nikoletta lying with her head on Naj’s lap. Taisiya, Riin and Ji-Eun shared a blanket. Genovefa and Harlow sat on individual cushions, pushed together. Mneme and Belanos sat, a little uncomfortably, on a ‘fallen’ tree. Maid and Myriad stood at the edge of the clearing, like curious and somewhat monstrous gods.

Moniker approached; it would be our celebrant. It didn’t have any authority, under any system of law, but it was the only one we wanted to perform the ceremony.

Rajani took my hand; I didn’t look her in the eye, yet. I loved her so much, I knew I would start crying.

Moniker said, “Ahem,” and the crowd quieted.

“A fellow AI asked me what the point was of this ceremony,” said Moniker. “A marriage of two people who already love each other, have already built bridges of trust and respect, and have already, we are fairly sure, had carnal knowledge of each other.” There was laughter from the guests.

“Neither does it have any legal meaning,” continued Moniker. “It would appear to be an entirely pointless ceremony.”

I smiled; we hadn’t really discussed what Moniker would say, we just knew it would be Moniker.

“Which it is,” said Moniker. “Or rather, it is a ritual. A supremely unpractical thing; but important, nonetheless. Whole philosophical treaties have been written about rituals; do not worry, I will not bore you.”

More chuckles.

“Save,” it continued, “to mention two things. Human memory is not like our own; it is disjointed, jumbled, disorganised. Sometimes the random events of life—sometimes good, often bad—provide markers. Other times humans must provide their own markers, through rituals, such as this one. Rajani and Hyacinth are putting a shared nav-point in their star map; beyond this point, they are married.”

A cheer from the guests.

“And the second point,” said Moniker. “Is that this ritual, this marriage, is an encapsulation of what is most easy to love about humanity. It is a statement that you will not face troubles alone, that all joys and tragedies will be shared. It is the spirit that lifted humanity when it was at its lowest, when power and bigotry and selfishness seemed like they would condemn the human race to the grave. It says I care, although we are not linked by blood, although we are not the same. I trust, even where I do not understand. And I will defend you, as you defend me. Humanity—sapience—is made of this love, this solidarity, because no other choice can really last.”

Yeah, of course Moniker would lapse into philosophy. I wasn’t sure that by marrying the woman I loved, I was really upholding the fine traditions of humanity. I don’t know. It was a nice speech though.

Our hands are bound together with a piece of cable taken from the ship, damaged in the fight. Then, the enwrapped hands are covered by a Black Squid flag, two giant squid intertwined—one of the items of pageantry we had discovered packed away in a storeroom.

We speak no vows; neither of us could find the right words for things we already knew.

Then, on Moniker’s instruction, we kissed. It was supposed to be moderately chaste, but I lost control and kissed the fuck out of her.

* * *

“Don’t forget to come back,” said Melesina, dabbing her eyes with a tissue.

“I won’t sis,” I said. “And one day you will come to visit us.”

“Maybe,” said Melesina. “It will be a while, though.”

There were already plans for a diplomatic mission to Earth, but the people weren’t ready for their Empress to visit their enemy, yet.

“Farewell Hyacinth,” said Maid. “It was very nice to get to know you, and also to pleasure you sexually in a variety of scenarios.”

Oh shit. My sister and her party looked slightly shocked. I was going red.

“Maid,” said Moniker and Myriad simultaneously. They looked at each other, and Moniker waved for Myriad to continue.

“Maid,” said Myriad, “humans do not like to share knowledge of their sexual activities with family.”

“I know this,” said Maid. “But I thought it would be funny.”

I found myself smiling. “Yeah,” I said. “Good one, Maid. I will miss you.”

“You too, Nada, Captain,” said Maid.

Mneme and Belanos shook hands with everyone. Belanos whispered something to the Captain, and they slapped each other on the back.

We saw them all to the docking strut and waved them off, watching everything disconnect.

Rajani kissed me. “Got to run, love,” she said. “Twenty minutes of acting, and then we can start the honeymoon.”

Genovefa

“They are an odd lot,” said Harlow, sitting on the bed. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, they have been nothing but nice, but weird.”

Genovefa turned on the cabin’s viewscreen, and connected to the broadcast. There was an impressive shot of the Squid moving away from the station. She sat on the bed.

“You could have stayed, you know,” said Harlow. “The Empress cleared our records. She would have given you a job, probably a good one.”

“Sure, but who wants a job?” said Genovefa. “And, anyway, you had to go to the Commonwealth. Which meant I had to go, too.”

“Stupid,” said Harlow. “We could split; you don’t need me to protect you anymore.”

“True,” said Genovefa. Harlow got like this sometimes. “So can you imagine why I stay?” She held his hand, and kissed it.

He looked at her, for a while, then smiled. On the viewscreen, Rajani, Brigita and Taisiya made a show of piloting the ship. Genovefa wondered how much was actually Moniker.

“One day I’ll believe you,” he said. “Fuck, I’ve got a lot of things to start believing in.”

Genovefa slipped a hand into his shirt, caressing a nipple and feeling the soft alteration of texture where there was the trace of a scar.

“Moniker says they will disappear entirely eventually,” said Harlow, distractedly. “Unfortunately, some of my other scars are going as well. You’ll find me boring when I’m baby-faced.”

“I don’t just love you for your scars,” said Genovefa, kissing the scar on his jaw. “But knowing you, you will probably find a way to get more.”

“I think the Commonwealth may be too safe for that,” he said. “But we need to talk with the surgeons.”

“I suppose it’s a sign of how complex it is that Moniker prefers talking to some experts first,” said Genovefa. “Apparently, for Hyacinth, it just read info online, and dived in.”

The viewscreen showed the Empress, giving a speech on how much the Commonwealth could learn from the Empire, if only they would agree to some form of detente.

“I should show you all the reading materials Moniker passed to me,” said Harlow. “I have a lot of decisions to make.”

“You should!” said Genovefa. “If you can’t decide, I could help you choose.”

Harlow rolled his eyes. “I’m sure letting your girlfriend pick your cock is a bad idea.”

“Probably,” agreed Genovefa. “But I am an expert planner and project strategist…”

Taisiya/Lalitha

Taisiya watched the media ships drop back on the scanner.

“Going stealth,” announced Moniker. “I will add some jinks to our course, to throw off pursuers.”

“Let’s get back to the park,” said Brigita. “I don’t mind doing stuff, but months’ worth is a bit much.”

“Too right,” Taisiya said. “I joined a sex-and-jewels ship, not a whatever-the-hell-this-is ship.” She was aware of Lalitha grumbling somewhere inside her. Oh, don’t worry, Taisiya thought, you can probably top.

Nada

Back in the park, Rajani stood in front of me again. The crew stood around us, close in. I was already blushing.

Rajani kissed me again. “Are you ready?” she whispered in my ear. I nodded.

She began to unwind my dress, splitting it along carefully designed seams. Although I had been naked in front of all these people—except the new girl, Nikoletta—before, I still shivered in anticipation and embarrassment.

The Captain ripped the last shred of clothing from my body, and kissed me again. It was harder, this time; passionate and urgent. I could tell she was enjoying my embarrassment. And I was enjoying her excitement.

She put a blindfold—fashioned from the flag—over my eyes.

“Let us all,” she said, quite softly, though it sounded loud in my ear, “share my wife.”

Her hand grappled a breast, squeezing it roughly enough to make me moan. Then she gave me a perfectly calibrated slap across the face, then another kiss, sloppy with trailing saliva. I felt the electric excitement up and down my body.

She went down in front of me, kissing my pussy. I was so wet, and my clit was hard. I heard the other people around us; not speaking.

I felt someone move in behind me; Brigita, I realised, as firm hands gripped my hips, making sure I did not overbalance. Her muscular body pressed against mine, and a robohorn (mark III), not yet activated, brushed against my ass. She kissed and bit my neck.

The Captain probed inside me with her tongue, pushing in. I moaned again, trying to push down, but Brigita kept my hips stationary.

Someone took my wrist and pulled my hand to her breasts. Riin. I blindly groped, but after a few seconds she moved my hand to her mouth. Riin sucked on my fingers; this normally wouldn’t do much for me, but with Rajani eating me out, and Brigita standing ready, it kind of did.

Someone took my other hand; I didn’t recognise who, which meant it was probably Nikoletta, the new girl. She started licking and kissing this hand.

Rajani was tongue-diving into my pussy, her nose rubbing my clit. She was already speeding up. I gasped again, realising that I’d been making noises for the last few minutes.

There was a bit of awkward shuffling, as someone—Najla, I’m sure—grabbed a breast and fastened onto a nipple, biting and kissing. Someone else—Taisiya—latched onto the other nipple, sucking and licking.

They all settled into a rhythm; I relaxed into Brigita, as the Captain got faster. The licking and sucking and biting and kissing surrounded me, penetrated me. The feeling was overwhelming; my whole body felt wonderfully used and deeply inflamed.

I cried out and came; a shocking and long orgasm, bright and loud, almost painful. I would have fallen, my legs suddenly jelly-like, but Brigita was supporting me. Rajani stopped until the tremors had mostly faded, and then continued with her tongue.

I felt Brigita shift position and heard the robohorn activate. It adjusted its position, feeling its way, Moniker controlled, I guessed. It played around my asshole, lubricating it. Brigita shifted again, sliding the slippy robohorn into my ass. I groaned, not ready for the feeling of fullness. The robocock started vibrating, adjusting shape, pressing on my p-spot. I threw my head back and moaned.

“Don’t tire yourself out, Nada,” said Moniker. “It’s a long celebration, and you’ve got a lot of guests to satisfy.

Taisiya/Lalitha

Nada’s endurance was impressive, thought Taisiya. She was half watching Ji-Eun and Riin take her. Nada was lying on her back, on a blanket in the grass. Riin was on her face; Ji-Eun was straddling her, fucking her in a very determined sort of way. Occasionally, Ji-Eun and Riin would lean forward and kiss.

Moniker stood nearby, probably checking that Nada didn’t accidentally get stifled. And just enjoying the view.

A little way away, Najla and Rajani were playing with Nikoletta. Taisiya couldn’t make out the details from here, but it definitely looked like Nikoletta was losing. She was doing a lot of grovelling, and licking Najla and the Captain’s feet.

Slap! A stinging blow landed on her arse, and Taisiya gasped. She was bent over the ‘fallen’ tree.

“Pay attention,” said Brigita.

“You waited too long,” said Taisiya. “I went from suspense to boredom.”

“When. Did,” said Brigita, punctuating with spanks. “You. Become. Such. A brat?”

Taisiya just squealed in answer. You can hold out, said Lalitha. Damage is negligible.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Taisiya. That isn’t how it works, Lal.

“Say that you’re sorry for being a brat,” said Brigita.

Taisiya shook her head. Another flurry of spanks. Taisiya moaned.

“I’m sorry,” she croaked. “I’m sorry I was a brat.”

“Hmm,” said Brigita. She stuck some fingers into Taisiya’s wet pussy, probing and wiggling.

“If you’re not a brat,” Brigita said, working her fingers, “if you’re a good toy, then you’ll have no trouble not climaxing until I say so.”

“Oh fuck,” muttered Taisiya. Weddings!


Skopelos, Earth, Unified Human Commonwealth

Lalitha

Ogochukwu fetched the coffees, while I selected the tiropita. We try to be early enough to get the human made ones, though the matter-compiler ones are certainly as good, and more consistent.

I was back to our table first. It was hir turn to sit facing the door; we both have this strange and useless habit, so we alternate. The more popular commissaries have views overlooking the ocean; our preference though simply overlooked busy streets. People meandered between whitewashed buildings. Well, they were people now, when I first got here they were a terrifying zoo; weird fashion, body mods, people who I couldn’t tell the gender of (which was somehow important to me). But they quickly became normal.

I flicked the table’s viewscreen to a newscast; they are still talking about the diplomatic ship from the New Aegean Empire. There is a small enclave of Empire dissidents here on Earth; we have been watching the thaw with interest. Some families were being reunited, even. It seemed almost impossible that the Empire was allowing even such a limited exchange. But with the new Empress taking such an active part in their politics, perhaps such things are possible.

Ogochukwu knows more than ze’s saying, of course. I am pretty sure ze was probing whether I wanted to return. I don’t. It took a while to get used to things here—no money, open gayness, that sort of thing—but there was certainly nothing for me back home. Not anymore.

“Sorry,” said Ogochukwu. “Bit of a queue.”

Ze put two coffees, dark and thick, down on the table.

“No problem.” I remembered the Empire’s propaganda; that the Commonwealth was all queues, all the time. I frowned; sometimes there was a short wait for your free breakfast. 

“You okay?” asked Ogochukwu. I wasn’t sure whether I counted hir as a friend, or vice versa. I was aware that some Commonwealth elements were keeping an eye on me, mostly in case my old masters tried to kill me again.

“Just thinking,” I said. I stirred a spoonful of sugar into my coffee, kicking up the grounds. “It sometimes seems strange; sitting and getting a coffee and a cheese pastry. I’m not a great person, it seems wrong.”

“My friend Moniker says that all human societies are unfair,” said Ogochukwu. “The only question is whether that unfairness falls on the innocent or the guilty. Are the innocent punished or the guilty spared? Not a difficult choice, as far as the Commonwealth is concerned.”

I shrugged. “I suppose. It’s just weird. Are you sure you don’t want to whisk me away to a secret prison?”

“That would mean,” said Ogochukwu, “building a secret prison, which is a lot of work for negligible reward. Negative reward, in fact. Breaking people might, occasionally, be useful but it leaves you with broken people. Our whole approach is that functional people are pretty good.”

I smile, because whenever Ogochukwu breaks into spy mode, I consider that an act of trust. Commonwealth spies are even scarier than Empire spies, although much less likely to kill you.

“Why haven’t you asked me for Imperial secrets?” I asked. “I was a colonel, I know a few!”

“Honestly?” ze said. “Because making you choose would hurt you. You value loyalty, even if you see the flaws of the Empire now, you still have that loyalty. That is fine. The Commonwealth does not demand either loyalty or love.”

I shake my head. “You intend to break me by being reasonable and nice.”

“Oh no,” said Ogochukwu, chuckling. “Not break. As I say, all the research shows that people are at their best while not under stress. The Commonwealth is very much about seeing what people are like if they just chill a bit and do stuff that makes them happy.”

“The Commonwealth is fucking scary,” I said.

“Oh yes,” ze agreed. “I mean, it started in blood. Humanity was on the verge of extinction, and killing those who were pushing it over the edge was necessary. Mostly organisations, corporations, but sometimes people. We’re chill, but revolution is in our blood. It’s why some of us, those with the right abilities, have a hobby of making sure that they can manage relations with the Atavistic Strongholds with little bloodshed.”

Ze looked suddenly at the door. “Ah good,” ze said. “I had wondered where Piper had got to.”

Piper was hir, I don’t know, adjutant? A dog-eared he/him girl, who didn’t say much.

“You have a guest,” said Ogochukwu. “Courtesy of Taisiya.”

“Huh?” I said, shuffling around. “The girl I put a copy of my mind into?”

“Indeed,” ze said. “If you give your mind to someone, I guess they will make use of it.”

Piper stepped aside. The guest was nervous, looking around anxiously. Until she found me, and smiled. A smile I had first seen as a teen, on a proud farmer’s daughter.

“Draženka?”

Ogochukwu moved out of hir seat; ze hadn’t touched the coffee or the pastries. “Sit,” ze said. “Piper and I will be outside, if needed.”

She sat, looking at the table. We were both so much older now, but she was still as beautiful as I remember. A new scar on her neck, well, new to me, but faded into near invisibility. A certain tension, a hardness, to her expression. Grey hairs among the brown.

“Wh—” I began.

She looked up, eyes blazing. “Let me know, and I will visit the Acropolis instead. Piper says it is amazing. I am a fool. A young woman visited me. She said that you had always loved me, and that she didn’t see that stopping. We talked. And that was enough, like a fool, to travel across light years, so, yes, let me know and…”

I clasped her hand. I felt too many emotions bubbling up inside.

“I am the fool, Draženka,” I said. Tears were blurring my vision. “I don’t deserve—”

“Well, of course not,” she said, and squeezed my hand.


Epilogue

The Distant Future

Freyja unfurled her silver wings and turned corkscrews through the atmosphere of Onkódis. She was largely showing off for her wives, many of whom were sitting on her observation deck.

Ada was not; she was interfaced in, watching Freyja’s servos and energy-membranes respond to the pressure. A marriage of convenience, in some ways; Ada was deciding whether she wanted to stay largely human, or to change. They enjoyed each other’s bodies in the meantime.

“Why did the name change,” she asked, “on the map?”

The part of Freyja’s mind which knew such things noticed the change from the Unified Sentient Commonwealth to the Old Aegean Empire.

“Oh, that’s one of my boring history stories, my little sweetcunt,” said Freyja. She reached out with her comms array and caressed Myriad, the guardian of this sector, simultaneously greeting and notifying.

“Basically,” said Freyja. “Empires fade, but people, good people, endure. Remember what Moniker said; ‘you can have a stable system, or a bad system, but never both,’ I guess because sentiences are generally okay? I don’t know, there is something very small about empires, and I think we’re bigger than that.

Freyja flexed her wings, and wheeled through the bright clouds of a distant world.
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