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Content Warnings

	Unjust Depths is unsuitable for minors due to repeated scenes of graphic sexual activity. You must be 18+ in the United States or the legal age of majority in your own country to read it. The sexual acts depicted vary in nature and include kinks and BDSM but are always between consenting adults. There are implications and past references to sexual violence or exploitation suffered by classes of people, ethnicities, or specific characters, that are handled tastefully as part of political discussion. 

	Graphic sexual content, and depictions of graphic torture, suicide and self-harm are tagged at the top of the respective chapter to prepare readers for this type of content as it is more extreme than usual. As a whole Unjust Depths contains graphic violence, psychological distress, and depictions of racism, bigotry, and extremist ideologies. The graphic violence includes dismemberment, disembowelment and the eating of human flesh. There are depictions of national socialist iconography and frank discussions of their ideology. Graphic violence, political content and so on, are not tagged, as they are very prevalent throughout the story and form part of the core themes surrounding the narrative.



	



	Foreword

	Greetings, comrades! This is Premier Madiha. Thank you for reading this book.

	This is a living compilation of content from the website https://unjustdepths.com

	Unjust Depths is an ongoing web serial novel. That means this is not a complete work.

	In this document, you will find the living compilation of chapters from Anthology 2: Weltgeist.

	This is a snapshot of the story, as of, 3/25/2024

	The latest content in this book is: 13.3 through 13.8

	There are still some typos. It is not a professionally edited work, but a one-person passion project.

	However, this book, generally speaking, is “cleaner” than the work on the site.

	So you can think of this as a more “refined” version of the text, since I do a bit of extra work on it.

	If the text of this book differs from the website, this book is the source of truth.

	Feel free to share this book with friends interested in Unjust Depths so they can experience it too. 

	All I ask is that you do not alter the book, and that you tell your friends about the website! 

	And let me know if you enjoyed reading it! 


Arc 3: Volksgemeinschaft

	 


Surviving An Evil Time 

	10.1

	Two thousand meters under the surface of a fallen world, in the pitch-black depths of the Imbrium Ocean, there sounded the guttural cries and clashing arms of a great rebellion. It was an era of great tumults.

	“We can defeat them. Remain steady! We are the Ummah! La tahzan innallaha ma`ana!”

	Do not fear, God is with us.

	In the year 934 “After Descent,” in the rocky, deep land of Eisental, armies arrayed themselves over a chasm that yawned red with ancient blood. Thirty three ships on one side and fifty-two on the other; the grey and gold Imbrian ships with beveled prows, winged fins, heavily filigreed in the symbols of Empire; versus the boxy, brown, almost brick-like vessels of the “jihadists” challenging them.

	As they approached, the combatants saw each other only as blurry images on computer screens. Sonar sensors, laser imaging arrays, computerized rangefinders. To the opposing side, they were each concealed physically within their own vessels and invisible. Never would they meet; they would not see each other bleed. Yet it was a war all the same, with the weapons of the age locked and ready to kill.

	It was said that the Imbrians were stronger, that with less ships they could still win.

	It was said by defeatists, “one Imbrian ship is the equal to ten of the ships we can make.”

	This was neither science, nor was it respectful of themselves and their ummah.

	Mehmed Khalifa knew that the Shimii could not only fight the Imbrians; they could win.

	This Imbrium Ocean had seen so much upheaval, been the site of so much pain.

	Once referred to as the “Atlantean” ocean after a civilization that had control of it, the Imbrium lay in the western hemisphere of the world, fenced in by the dead continents of Occultis and Nobilis and bifurcated by the presumed remains of “Atlante” now called the “Khaybar Mountain,” which divided the Imbrians north to south, east to west in their waters. This was the ocean’s secret history, known to a few– in 934 After Descent, this ocean was only known by the name of its latest conqueror, The Imbrian Empire. 

	Mehmed Khalifa kept the secret — and how he learned it — to himself.

	“Atlante” was an irrelevant word. Only the world of the here and now truly existed.

	It was because this Imbrium Ocean had seen so much upheaval, because it was divided, that Mehmed knew that he could win. If the Imbrian Empire was founded over this, then it was founded on the corpse of a world and its own Imbrian Empire before it. So then, what precluded Mehmed from building his own Empire over this mass grave? He had the power to rule, and he had the site to lay down his palace.

	As he stood on the bridge of his flagship, as the ships neared a kilometer of each other and began to fire their blazing weaponry, Mehmed Khalifa watched the computer screens intently. He had divined the enemy’s intention and put together his strategy. Now all he could do was watch it unfold before him. To believe in the men and women he trained, to believe in the powers that he had given his people.

	For a moment, he was gripped by a great anxiety–

	At his side, a heavy hand set down comfortably on his shoulder. It felt warm, familiar.

	Mehmed turned, his cat-like ears vibrating slightly at the touch, locking eyes–

	Smiling, as a deep voice told him, “Imam of Imams, I am blessed to fight at your side.”

	In return, a fond whisper drew from his lips–

	One word, full of all of his love. “Radu–”

	

	

	Inside the apartment a percussive noise began to play from the room’s sound system. Along with the reverberating sound, the bed was also gently vibrating to awaken its occupant. Her limbs seemed to wake before the rest of her, her legs kicking out while her hand groggily laid on the wall. Around her hand a square outline lit up green on the wall surface, authenticating her to the room.

	Homa Baumann lifted herself up to a sitting position. Head pounding with fading visions.

	With the room lights off, a tiny crack of yellow light from the hall cut across the floor.

	Blearily, she rubbed her hand over her face and over her hair. Her cat-like ears folded forward as she ran her hand over them. Behind her, she swished her short, fluffy bobbed tail. She had an odd dream, but the sight and sound of it was slipping away from her as her senses returned. There was a lot of praying in the dream, in Fusha— a language Homa knew embarrassingly little about for a Shimii.

	From across the room, she heard a low, whirring mechanical noise.

	LEDs lit up on a little machine; a timer, and a temperature reading.

	For a moment, with her legs out of bed but her mind lagging behind, Homa sat quietly.

	Aside from the noise of her cooking pot, reheating yesterday’s lonac, everything was quiet.

	“Turn the lights on, dim.”

	At once, the LED clusters on the roof came to life, casting a gentle white light.

	Homa found herself surrounded by smooth, metal walls. Behind these walls were various amenities tucked away with sliding plates. There was a tiny bathroom, tighter than a public bathroom stall, with a combination shower, toilet, and sink subject to water fees. There was a small closet that could warm and spray down her clothes for a tiny fee. Most of her possessions lived under the square frame of her bed, which had a remarkably soft mattress, about the only room feature that felt luxurious.

	Her most prized possession, however, was her multicooker digital pot.

	Sat atop a small refrigerator in the corner opposite her bed, the pot had a simple computer and a panel for touchscreen controls on the front. It could hold around 7.5 liters and it had a metal pot that could sear meat, and it could also boil, and cook under pressure, as well as having other modes. Every morning, Homa could get up from bed and finish off yesterday’s lonac, and then cook today’s stew in it.

	Homa’s head began to simmer with the directives of daily living. She made herself get up.

	She slid her hand over the wall behind her fridge and multicooker and it slid open.

	Inside were a few plastic bowls and cups, cutlery, and other items, along with three pill bottles.

	She popped open two of the pill bottles and took into hand a pink pill and a yellow one.

	Taking a cup from the little closet, she went to the bathroom, slid open the door, and with her elbow, hit the touchpad on the wall to bring up the sink, which slid out of the wall inside the bathroom stall. There was barely enough room to actually enter the stall with the sink raised up, so she did everything at arm’s length, taking water from the sink and drinking her pills before returning to the multicooker.

	Homa made a mental note that she was running low on her pills.

	She would need to make a trip to the Gender Equality Institute– if it was open at all.

	These days, with the whole Volkisch thing–

	Bah–

	She didn’t want to think about it. Food first; then go to work. That was her life.

	Cracking open the instant pot, she found, freshly warmed up from its slumber, a bowlful of an orange and red stew, thick with pale green cabbage, glistening with rendered fat, shredded chunks of red-flecked brown meat tucked away like little treasures inside. While the stew was traditionally made with many vegetables, her “bachelor’s lonac” was composed of mainly cabbage, with a bit of stew meat, flavored with tomato paste and “Zlata,” a seasoning blend of dried and powdered vegetables with a little salt.

	This meal was her humble companion, keeping her alive. It was her little ritual.

	She filled her bowl by pulling the pot out of the multicooker base and tipping the contents into it. Then she set the pot back. Before eating, she bent down to the refrigerator and checked her current stocks. She had some cubed stewing beef left, which she put into the pot, and then set the pot to sear it nice and hot for a few minutes while she ate; she still had a bag of cabbage for today’s pot, but she would need to get more. She had a bit of bread, and a cupcake that a neighbor had given her, along with her seasoning bottles and tubes, which were still decently in order. Satisfied, Homa returned to bed with her bowl.

	Homa lifted a spoonful of stew into her mouth and instantly shut her eyes with pleasure.

	Lonac warmed her heart. Every morning and every night.

	That vegetal, tangy cabbage and savory meat made her want to keep living.

	Everything was tastier when she was hungry, but this stew was her little masterpiece.

	Despite everything, despite all the hardships, she could at least do this–

	Tears welled up in her eyes. She tried to fight them back as she ate.

	There was no use crying. Crying wouldn’t make anything easier than it was.

	Every day that she lived, God willing, was a day where something good could happen.

	So she focused on the taste of the food, how good it felt to eat. She forgot the bad things.

	“Have to get food ready for tonight, and then get to work. That’s it; that’s everything.”

	Homa cleaned out her bowl, and by then, the cubed beef got a bit of a sear and rendered some fat into the pot, to join whatever drippings were left over from the last pot. Homa took a mug of water and poured it into the pot, along with a squeeze of tomato paste from a tube and a half-dozen shakes of Zlata seasoning from a “family size” shaker bigger than her fist. She stirred the liquid, paste and seasoning until it formed a uniform yellowish-orange, flecked with red. Then she layered shredded cabbage and topped everything off with a bit more liquid before sealing and programming the pot.

	Those beef cubes were very tough; tender marbled beef was expensive for Shimii to get. However, the beef cubes were full of flavor waiting to be unlocked. Cooking them all day in the pot broke down the tough meat and spread rich, savory flavors into the cabbage, making a little meat go a long way.

	Tonight, she would come home to enough lonac for a big bowl for dinner and breakfast.

	To ensure that would continue to be the case she would have to hit the market after work.

	And to do that, she needed to get paid.

	If a ship came today, or if she got some kind of gig at the docks, she could make it.

	Inshallah, she would make it.

	She double checked the pot, double checked the fridge, and then walked over to the closet.

	From the closet, she withdrew her black lycra diving suit, a sports bra, and the jumpsuit she wore to work. She stripped off the camisole and shorts she wore to bed, putting them in place of her work clothes so they would get freshened up inside the closet. Because showers cost money, she only showered when she came back home from work. In the morning, she still felt pretty fresh from her last shower.

	Then from the cupboard, she withdrew a necklace, a weathered old thing, valueless.

	She carefully, even reverently, put it around her neck. She would zip her jumpsuit over it.

	In terms of sentimental value, it was a priceless good luck charm.

	And she needed all the good luck she could get.

	Homa dressed, pulling her fluffy little bundle of a tail through the holes in her diving suit and jumpsuit. She tied up her blue-black hair into a fluffy ponytail, donned her work boots, and from the same cupboard with her bowls and pills, she withdrew a trio of ID cards clipped to a lanyard. One was her dockworker pass, another her resident ID, and the third was her work permit for the main Kreuzung station, so she could leave the segregated Tower Eight. Those papers were her entire life.

	“Power saving mode until I return. If there’s an outage, apply battery to the multicooker.”

	She gave instructions to the room computer, and an acknowledgment appeared on the wall.

	Then she left the room.

	Directly outside her room was a hall, a few meters wide, soft brown matting covering the metal floor, while the walls were the same bare metal colors as the rooms. Room doors lined the walls, and the hall branched at every 10 doors. Each room had a customizable framed plaque space where something could be displayed to add color to the hall. Homa did not use hers for anything but her next-door neighbor on the right, who had given her the cupcake, had a banner with Al-Fusha characters, purple and gold colored. Homa could not read it, but her neighbor told her: it meant “God loves those who do good.”

	Homa followed the hall to an elevator, and she took this elevator up sixty stories.

	Kreuzung Tower Eight was known as the “Shimii District.” It was “tower eight” because it was situated at the 8 o’ clock position from the central tower. There were twelve towers in total, each connected to the core station by a tube. Shimii were rarely allowed to live in the main tower, so Tower Eight had rooms, shops, mosques, and other amenities distributed across the tiers of the tower for their use, so that they would never need to leave its confines. At the very top of the tower was the tram that led into Kreuzung, along with a small dock exclusively for the delivery of goods via the cargo elevator. That tram was Homa’s destination, but she would stop at the market a few tiers down from it on the way back home.

	Her room was underground, in the cheapest habitat to live in.

	Above her, there were tiers with real houses, even a simulated sky with rain.

	And the sort of people who could afford to live in them– certainly not her.

	She spent several minutes on the elevator, people infrequently stopping to get in and out. Doors opened and closed quickly shut on seedy commercial areas, a beautiful garden plaza surrounding a mosque, a massive warehousing district, an expensive housing habitat, all piled up on top of each other, slices of the layer cake of Shimii living in Kreuzung. Finally, Homa looked out the door onto the upper tier.           

	Homa stepped out onto a metal floor —

	–and found herself, immediately, crushingly, surrounded. Surrounded by something enormous.

	Staring up, helplessly, and recalling the details of her life, framed beneath the metal and glass.

	She did not just live in a normal room, contained in a building, with her pot of lonac.

	It was the year 979 A.D. in Kreuzung, capital station of the Imbrian province of Eisental.

	Homa lived 2500 meters under a vast ocean beneath the dead surface of the planet Aer.

	It never got easier to look at the enormity of the cold, dark, and vast Imbrian Ocean under which they all lived. Tower Eight’s upper floor had reinforced metal ceiling girders with enormous gaps between them that were glass paneled, exposing grand long streaks of the swirling black water outside, along with the occasional glimpse of marine life. Along with that glass and metal dome overhead, the thick, sturdy tram tunnel connecting Tower Eight to Kreuzung loomed in the distance with its sealed metal hatch. 

	That tram tunnel, massive and industrial, was like an arm that Kreuzung had extended out to Tower Eight, clapping on its head and squeezing, uttering ‘you Shimii belong to me, and this is your place.”

	For just a minute, Homa felt a sense of foreboding. Maybe it was the long elevator ride that took something out of her at just that moment every day, and the combination of that and then staring at the deep blue-black eye of Shaitan threatening to crush her from overhead. For a moment, she felt like a speck of dust. Her breath caught in her chest, her eyes briefly spun, she felt vertigo. But every day, she mastered herself, closed her fists at her sides, and made herself walk to the tram station.

	“Go to work, come back, eat dinner. I can do this.” Homa whispered to herself.

	She did it every day– today was no different. It would be the same for the rest of her life.

	There was a checkpoint beside the tram platform, with an armed, uniform Imbrian officer in a booth behind safety glass. Homa could see the waiting tram engine and its two cars on the track. There was no line in front of the checkpoint; a paltry few cat-eared, cat-tailed people were waiting on the tram station already having crossed the gate. She walked up to the guard’s booth by herself.

	“Card up against the reader. You know the drill.” Said the guard in a disinterested voice.

	He was watching a video on a portable terminal.

	That guard was not there to operate the gate and card reader. They operated themselves.

	He was there to shoot gate jumpers or arrest people with forged papers.

	Homa held her work permit card up to the touchpad on the guard’s booth.

	A few seconds later, the gate partially opened, allowing her through, before shutting again.

	“Have a wonderful day at the Kreuzung core station.” The guard mumbled.

	Homa did not respond to that. She walked to the edge of the tram platform and waited.

	Finally, the train doors opened, Homa walked in, and took a seat. 

	There were less than a dozen Shimii around, and all of them dressed in work clothes, Homa saw a woman who was clearly a desk secretary, a man in a padded suit, maybe from a cleaning company, and others like them. Unpainted metal walls, barely padded plastic seats, there was not much to say about the tram itself. When the hatch into the tram tunnel opened however, the dark, yawning maw ahead was just a bit unnerving. With the few people in the tram, and everyone keeping to themselves, there was nothing to hear but the indistinct metallic sounds of train on track, stirring right through Homa’s gut.

	At first the tunnel was fully sealed and there was nothing to see out the windows. 

	As they approached Kreuzung, there was a section that was made of glass, and through the ceiling panel window of the tram car, it was possible to see the vast shadow of Kreuzung ahead of them. Tower Eight was about 700 meters tall, with about 400 meters of it above ground, but Kreuzung was over 1.2 km tall and it was even wider than tall. Compared to Tower Eight, it was its own separate, entire world.

	All of this, the vast Kreuzung, and its twelve clockwise towers, was set into an enormous crater itself several kilometers in diameter, and Homa had heard the crater was actually ringed with external facilities, and the walls of the crater had habitats for mineral workers and soldiers, and military and industry installations– overall, the Kreuzung crater and the entire complex housed millions of people, it was massive. It was not even the largest such complex either– the Palatine and Veka both had a city complex larger than this. And Shimii legends told that their ancient cities were bigger and grander.

	Nevertheless, that moment in the tunnel, staring up at the distant shadow of Kreuzung, an enormous pillar that rose to fill the sky, its millions of lights barely outlining its figure in the vast darkness of the Imbrium– Homa almost felt like it was meant to make her feel small. Like it was deliberate.

	As if to say to her personally, that there was no possible way to change any part of this.

	Homa Baumann, a poor mixed race Shimii, brown skinned, dark haired, sitting alone in that tram in her blue jumpsuit and workboots, her fluffy tiny stub of a tail caught against the seat, her yellow eyes staring up at that pillar. Struggling for food, struggling for medicine, struggling to control her life, segregated from the Imbrians who could come and go where they pleased, who owned this ocean. None of this could be challenged by someone like her. All she could was sit down and stare at it every day.

	In the shadow of a thousand year history of her people that led to this day.

	Things she barely knew or understood, loomed over her, whispering shadows.

	Sitting there alone on the tram with all of this in sight, she thought–

	How did it come to this?

	How did it come to be that their people lived with these injustices?

	But she never even learned Fusha, she barely really knew their religion. She didn’t know their history. 

	She went to school with the Imbrians and never learned much there either.

	So how could she even begin to think about such things?

	She held a hand up to her head. “Just go to work, come back home, and eat.” She mumbled.

	

	

	Homa stepped off the tram in Kreuzung to a sectioned off platform where Shimii were subject to yet another inspection before they entered the station proper. At the gate out of the platform, she had to go through a combination heat, laser, and acoustic body scanner with a gate. She shut her eyes; she knew it was over when she felt the rumble of the ground sonar shake out over her skin.

	“Free to go. Next in line, come on!”

	She was ushered out of the gate area by an additional guard, and down a slightly angled ramp. She walked through a dimly lit maintenance tunnel before coming out through a nondescript door that fed into Kreuzung. When she stepped out, she was already in the middle of a crowd. It felt like they wanted her to blend in, but she always felt like she was committing a crime by coming here with how walled off and surreptitious everything was. Like she broke in despite being let through.

	Kreuzung was so enormous, it didn’t make much sense to think of it in terms of tiers like she thought about Tower Eight. Each “tier” of Kreuzung had multiple modules inside it called “blocks” that could have vastly different uses and layouts. Homa found herself in an enormous, vast pavilion with multiple stories. Each ring was divided up into spaces for storefronts, restaurants, and other businesses, connected by a spiraling staircase in the middle, or by elevators. Everything was ritzy, the thoroughfares were carpeted blue and fenced with glass panels beneath pearl-white guardrails. Every storefront had colorful digital signage and prominently displayed its hottest merchandise up front, such that scanning the horizon was like looking through a catalog of clothes, electronics, food, toys, jewelry, home decorations, anything Homa could possibly think to buy was sold here, maybe even by a few different shops a piece.

	Unlike Tower Eight, where the ceiling never got far enough to ever feel like a sky, this pavilion alone had stories that were twenty meters tall each, and at the top, where Homa was, the domed glass ceiling that was projecting an artificial sunlight looking down into the mall was forty meters up. Even in the tiers of Tower Eight that had individual “buildings” instead of just halls of “rooms,” most of the “houses” were maybe, at most, 10 by 10 meters inside, much bigger that Homa’s room but not extraordinarily so. 

	Here, each shop was bigger than that, and even the humblest storefront was the size of six or seven or eight of Homa’s room. It was truly insane, the amount of space being devoted to commerce.

	Homa could sometimes afford to shop at some of the stores here, or to eat at the restaurants, but she preferred to frequent the shops in Tower Eight because she always felt like people were staring at her in Kreuzung. Not only that, but every item was also more expensive in Kreuzung, even in budget shops, so where she could buy two shirts and a pair of sturdy boots in Tower Eight, she could buy a shirt or some synthestitched sneakers in Kreuzung– though they’d be from flashier brands at least.

	It was lean times for her company, however, so her wallet was looking worse for wear.

	She could forget about trying on a dress or any more feminine clothes than she had–

	If they didn’t get a few ships today, she wouldn’t be able to make rent this month.

	She would have to ask for help– maybe even do the unthinkable, ask Madame Arabie–

	No way– things had to work out today. Homa waded her way through the crowd.

	Making it to the elevator, and down to the dock owned by Bertrand Shore Works.

	B.S.W. was a bit out of the way, for a commercial dock. 

	They were at the bottom of the Kreuzung pillars and Homa had to take an elevator, walk through a residential hallway, and then take a second elevator, to reach a dark, grimy old cargo ramp that she took into the dock’s “dry” structure. That sense of grand scale returned as she crossed the bulkhead door from the ramp into the docks proper, and everything opened up in front of her, from a tunnel into a grand and open mechanical space, 50 meters tall from the walkable floor, but up to 75 meters tall in the berths.

	Attached to the dock platform, BSW owned two cage berths, enormous boxes with titanium walls and massive glass windows that could be sealed for extra protection. These structures opened and closed into the Imbrium ocean outside. Each berth had complete water and pressure control, separated between the two, multiple magnetic arms, and the ability to extend platforms to the docked ships so they could work on them “dry” or while flooded. Both berths could hold up to a Cruiser in size. One of the Berths, the one farthest, was attached to a massive mechanical conveyor, its mighty gear-works exposed on the far wall, that could take a ship up and out of the berth, out of B.S.W and into the city itself, for heavy duty work at a contracted or private yard– or for scrapping and parts sale. It was a gate into the tower proper.

	Everything was black metal and green grime, sharp angles and discolorations, rainbow pools of oils, chemical weathering in parts of the floor from accidents, burns on the walls, it was an ugly place, but it was massive, industrial, the kind of place that Homa wanted to work in, piloting huge machines and working on ships. There was an open space where they could work on parts repair for individual ship sections, flanked by a parking space for a forklift, a crane, two demilitarized Volker Diver suits and a wheeled ferrostitcher assembly the size of a truck. Just off of the ship conveyor at the far wall there was a shitty little plastic building that housed the main office, the bathroom, and the breakroom.

	Homa walked along the edge of the berth walls, glancing at the massive, empty windows into the Imbrium. Because these were lit up by the berth’s lights, the water was a dark, greenish-blue rather than pitch black. There was nothing there, but she was trying to manifest it. Today, they would get a ship in, and get a good chunk of cash out of the deal. Or at least a gig around the station waters.

	As she approached the back of the main building, she heard a lively discussion.

	“–it’s crazy, isn’t it? They work for Rhineametalle, make way more than we do, with benefits, and they’re still bitchin’? No one would give a shit if it was us here making a fuss at old Bertrand, nobody would give us solidarity, but those guys can throw a fit and have TV cameras up their ass in one afternoon.”

	“Ehh, no use thinking about it. I don’t think the Volkisch are going to let it drag on long.”

	“Those Volkisch haven’t been able to oust old Werner from the high tower. They weren’t able to stop the riots either. We were lucky that mess stopped itself. I’m telling you, these guys’ tantrum is gonna last for weeks and give us all headaches. What if ships don’t come in when they hear of it? It could get bad.”

	“Ships already are barely coming in. I don’t think strikers are gonna change any of that.”

	“But that striking shit, it scares off the business type guys. I’m telling you, it’ll be trouble.”

	“What are you two hollering about?”

	Homa approached from around the corner of the office, brows arched with curiosity.

	She found her two older coworkers, Becker and Aicher, chatting away with their backs to the plastic wall beside the office door, small disposable coffee cups in their hands. They were both dressed in the same blue jumpsuit coveralls as she was. They were old hardy men, olive skinned, rough voiced, with lots of facial hair and little on their heads, rough hands, big shoulders, and bad backs. 

	Both of them put on their best facsimiles of a smile when Homa appeared, as if it took some effort to get their faces beyond sneering. Becker and Aicher had been sneering for a long time.

	“Mornin’ little sunshine!” Becker said. “Homa, did I ever tell you you’re about the only damn reason to want to come to Bertrand’s junk pile these days? Did I ever tell her, Aicher?”

	Aicher rolled his eyes. “I really wish you never had, not now and not before.”

	“Oh come on.” Homa frowned at Becker. “At least bug me later in the day than this.”

	“Sure thing doll.” Becker said. “We were talking about the strikers.”

	“Strikers?”

	“Yeah, you know, when folks get mad at the boss, and try to take over the equipment.”

	“I know what a strike is– I didn’t know one was going on.” Homa replied.

	“It’s the steelworkers at Rhineametalle. Tower Nine.” Aicher said.

	Becker scoffed, shaking his head. He was clearly impassioned by the topic.

	“I was just tellin’ Aicher, those guys make a killing compared to us greasemonkeys at the docks, and they’re still throwing fits? They should be happy to have a job at all. Not everyone gets to live in a place like Kreuzung, it’s not cheap, but at least it’s nice, there’s opportunity. Every room has a computer! Those guys make enough to eat at nice places, have good rooms. They oughta be keeping quiet.”

	“I guess so.” Homa said. She was immediately worried.

	Rhineametalle was a lot of the reason Kreuzung was the way it was.

	It wasn’t just the steelworks at Tower Nine. It was almost everything.

	The factories in Tower Three, the engineer habs in Tower Ten, the semiconductor plant, and hell, the equipment for the police and the garrison too. Kreuzung had a huge school mainly sponsored by Rhineametalle for its STEM program. Homa began to worry, that if there was some trouble with Rhineametalle in one place, it would make trouble for the entire station complex.

	She wasn’t angry at the steelworkers– if she could shout at old Bertrand for more money and get anything out of it she would have been happy to do so. She couldn’t blame them. She was anxious and a bit annoyed, verging on anger, at “the way things were” in a vague sense. Any kind of disruption would just get the Volkisch riled up. People might get hurt. Prices of stuff might go up. She barely got through the week of the election back when the Volkisch took over Thurin. That was an absolute nightmare.

	Everyone at Kreuzung was panicking and taking advantage of the panic.

	People did get hurt and prices did go up, despite how far away the violence in Thurin was.

	And Tower Eight locked down. The Shimii were left to fend for themselves.

	Even when liberal old Werner remained the governor, people still panicked at Kreuzung.

	“Man, this sucks.” Homa mumbled. At least back then she had a little money saved up.

	Becker nodded his head. “Well, what else can we do? Let’s just hope whatever head-cracking goes down will just go down fast and be done. Homa, you need the money more, so I’ll let you tool up the vehicles, that’s what Bertrand wanted us doing today anyway.” He pointed to the machines sitting at the edge of the workspace. They needed tire changes, battery checks, and other routine maintenance.

	While this was partially him fobbing off work on her, it was also kind on Becker’s part.

	Homa might have gotten fired by old Bertrand if she had nothing to do for this long.

	Becker and Aicher and the other crew had seniority. Homa was the new kid, and a Shimii.

	Even with her Diver piloting certification. They had another pilot– they could do without.

	So she saluted old Becker with a little smile. She wasn’t opposed to working.

	She preferred to have a job than not; and she liked getting to poke at the heavy equipment.

	Homa walked inside the office, waving at the secretary behind the desk, a compact lady with short brown hair named Emma. She waved back with a smile, while working on something on her desktop terminal. The interior was white plastic, far less dirty than the exterior, with nothing more than Emma’s desk, the closed door to Bertrand’s office, and the door to the breakroom. Homa put her hand on a scanner on the wall next to the breakroom door, which would clock her in and automatically clock her out at the end of the day. Dockworkers were paid by the hour, but their base pay was subpar because without ships or cargo they were being paid to sit around, and Bertrand was stingy about it. But on top of their mediocre hourly pay, they had opportunities to earn some real cash through piecework and gigs.

	Once she was clocked in, the tools locker would allow her to take out needed equipment.

	Thus she began her business of the day. 

	Her first target would be the Diver, since they could get a gig at any moment that might require her to go out in it. They had two demilitarized Volkers, stripped of their curved round armor so they looked like a pair of crates with arms and legs and an exposed camera system for a head. Some of the ductwork for the hydrojet backpack and its front-facing water intakes was exposed. It was still a Diver, a large humanoid armor built for braving the ocean, so it could still withstand pressure and allow the operator to go out in the water and perform work (or fight bad guys, in some far-off impossible fantasy of Homa’s.)

	However, without its armor, it needed regular maintenance to remain operable. Seawater would wear away the so-called “waterproof” lubricants and seals on the exposed joints. The armor on a Diver was alloyed against seawater corrosion, but the interior works meant to be hidden behind armor were not as protected, and without the armor, corroded much faster. That meant the lubricants and waterproof sealant had to be reapplied judiciously, and the machine had to be checked for corrosion, and any exposed weld joins or bolts or joint balls exhibiting advanced stages of corrosion had to be completely replaced. Thankfully the metal could be partially broken down and reused by their Ferristitcher, or else Homa would probably be paid even worse by Bertrand if he had to buy new parts all the time. 

	As long as Homa caught problems in time, it wasn’t too bad.

	As she worked on the Diver’s legs, checking the knee and its internal water intake, the “pelvic” platform to which the legs attached to the cockpit structure of the chest, the ankle joint that allowed the angling of the hydrojet on the sole of the foot– Homa looked up sometimes, her heart soaring with a bit of awe at the machine. Standing over 6 meters tall and close to 4 wide, it towered over her. One swing of that arm would break every bone in her body. There were larger things than a Diver, but only a Diver was shaped like a human, shaped enough for comparison. It had arms, legs, a body and a head. A metal human.

	These machines fascinated her– that was why she had wanted to work in the docks.

	Out of all the dirty jobs Madame Arabie had in mind for her, this one appealed the most.

	And so, Homa diligently cleaned the old Volker suit, took note of the observed levels of corrosion in the parts, none of which needed immediate replacement, and reapplied lubricants and waterproof sealant gel wherever needed. Sometimes, with the gel fully dried, it almost looked like the Volker had some of its armor back on its shoulders and hips, between the joints in its arms and legs. With the exterior taken care of, she brought over the wheeled lift to help herself up to the cockpit to check the instruments–

	–when her favorite part of the maintenance was interrupted.

	She heard a cracking, buzzing noise coming from Bertrand’s building.

	Over a loudspeaker, the old man’s voice boomed,

	“We got a ship incoming! Cruiser size on the second berth, taking the lift. Homa, get a portable and go check their papers out. Sound off when you do, and the boys can get the lift going.”

	Responding at lightning speed, Homa quickly took off her greasy gloves, dropped them in a bucket of cleaning solution, and ran back to the office. A huge smile had crept up on her face, almost mad with elation– a ship! They finally had a ship coming in! As she ran, she saw, in the distance, the outer wall of the far berth opening and the magnetic arms shifting to grab hold of the incoming Cruiser.

	It was real; it was real!

	She hadn’t had shipwork pay in almost two weeks!

	Emma came out of the office and handed her a portable terminal as she approached, and then Homa took it like a baton pass and ran a dozen meters from the office to the edge of the conveyor up from the second berth. She opened the door to a booth which had a touchpad with the controls to the berth doors and to start up the conveyor engine. She also had controls for a movable airstair so that the crew of a ship on the conveyor could come down and show their papers or haggle with the dockworkers.

	From the booth Homa had a good view of the Cruiser as it began to pull into the berth.

	With a clanking noise the outer door of the berth closed, and the magnetic arms affixed themselves to the hull to hold it into place. Powerful pumps drained the berth water into the ocean outside. The arriving ship was gruesomely ugly. A massive, brown, and roughly rectangular vessel with rounded sides and a slightly angled deck and prow, with thick fins on the midsection and rear. It looked like the kind of ugly old hauler with trick cargo holds to ran poppy for Madame Arabie, except scaled up to be twice as big. 

	That was the one thing it had going for it– this was a huge cruiser, heavy-looking and substantial.

	Homa checked her portable, which had the arrival information from the port dispatcher.

	“The ‘Pandora’s Box’, huh?” She whispered to herself. “It was christened really recently too.”

	Treasure Box Transports. Extremely shady– no wonder they came to Bertrand’s dock.

	‘Transport Company’ usually meant some barely above board criminal outfit.

	But if they hid all their stuff right, they could go in and out of Kreuzung without problems.

	As long as you were good and prompt with money, nobody cared about anything else.

	Once the berth was entirely drained and the mechanical arms holding the ship completed an automated stability check, a light appeared on the touchpad in Homa’s booth. She pressed a button to open the berth into the dockyard, and the thick metal door slowly lifted to allow the Pandora’s Box to be deposited inside and onto the conveyor. Homa’s entire view of the conveyor was filled by brown metal as the ship took up half the interior of the yard. Becker or Aicher or one of the other guys was operating the conveyor, and it was them who attached a series of magnetic clamps to keep the ship in place.

	With the Pandora’s Box fully inside, Homa closed the berth opening behind them.

	For a moment she was bewildered by the sheer scale of the operation. Bertrand’s was just a lot of space when it was empty, but with a ship inside, Homa felt like she truly understood once again the degree to which everything around her was massive, industrial. It was just a little daunting as she got to work.

	From her booth Homa controlled the boarding airstair, guiding it on a rail until it aligned with the bulkhead on the Pandora’s Box. Once she got it where she wanted, she left the booth, and walked along the side of the vessel, flicking her finger on the screen of her portable to bring up the program that could scan and verify the documents from the incoming crew representative. She felt a bit of a thrill as she walked alongside the enormous ship. Yes, it was ugly and unadventurous and it did not look romantic at all, nevertheless, it was a ship. It sailed the oceans, it saw different vistas and peoples all the time.

	A workaday cat like Homa envied even the relatively small freedom of working on a ship.

	At the top of the airstair, Homa waited for the bulkhead door to open.

	A few minutes later, she heard the hissing as the door unlocked.

	“Good afternoon! Thank you so much for your hard work. Very reasonable prices too!”

	From behind the bulkhead door of the Pandora’s Box appeared a representative of the crew, and what a representative she was! Tall, busty, and leggy, with long, wavy blond hair, green eyes, and a mature, sophisticated affect. Her uniform was sharp, a white button-down and tie with a teal half jacket, long-sleeved, along with a black pencil skirt, tights, and black shoes. She was stunning, as if the world had heard Homa’s brain muttering her taste for adventure and responded in kind with this woman.

	“Can– Can I get your name please?” Homa said, trying not to sound too dorky.

	“Captain Korabiskaya. Ulyana Korabiskaya.” She gave Homa a handsome smile and a little wink, before turning over a portable terminal with their papers. Homa could not meet her eyes.

	The bashful Shimii took that thick portable and waved her own smaller portable over it.

	There was a little green flash of acknowledgment. Crew, cargo, passengers; their manifest just checked out. A ship’s manifest was like their passport, and this one was legit and up to date.

	“Your papers are in good order.” Homa said, trying to neither lift her voice too high nor to murmur at her attractive customer. “Um, do you all– do you have a loader lined up to take your ship somewhere? We have some contacts– good guys, they’ll get your ship where you want it–”

	Captain Korabiskaya interrupted gently. “We have something lined up. Thank you.”

	“Alright.” No commission for that part, but it was fine. “Can I get your destination?”

	“We’re taking the ship to a rented drydock in the main tower, it’s leased to Solarflare LLC and the contact for it should be under Theresa Faraday. If you need to reach us personally about it, you can get a hold of Ms. Faraday on Tower Five, Tier ten, Block D. Will that suffice or do you need more information?”

	“Yes, thank you. That’s everything.” Homa said simply.

	She figured these people had their situation planned out already.

	So she would not be able to upsell them on additional services. But it was fine– just getting a ship up on the belt and signed in was piecework for everybody, and Homa would be going home with a decent chunk of cash she had not been expecting. A little closer to making up her upcoming rent.

	“Keep working hard, cutey.”

	“Huh?”

	By the time Homa recognized the compliment, Ulyana Korabiskaya was back in her ship.

	The Pandora’s Box closed its bulkhead, and it was ready to be slid uphill into Kreuzung.

	As quickly as that mysterious ship and its alluring Captain had appeared, they exited.

	Massive, grinding metal works towed the ship up the conveyor ramp and through gigantic metal doors into the interstice of the tower. A gargantuan network that could take material from the docks to the huge shipworks or scrapyards inside of the monumental Kreuzung complex. The Pandora’s Box was on its way to its next adventure. Homa hadn’t worked with a ship in so long she almost forgot how it felt.

	Those little glimpses, as if of another world entirely, flashing by Bertrand’s–

	Out in the water, something was always moving, always stirring, all of the rest of life.

	She felt so,

	small

	insignificant

	helpless

	worthless

	alone,

	–but there was nothing she could do.

	Homa lived 2500 meters below sea level of a scarred world without justice or peace. 

	In the bottom of the Imbrian Ocean, the throne oppressing a whole hemisphere. Everything was in tumult, the future was uncertain– and all she could do was go to work, return home, eat and sleep–

	She couldn’t even pray– she had never learned the words properly in Fusha.

	

	

	At the end of the day, Homa left the breakroom, waved all of the guys and Emma goodbye, and left old Bertrand’s behind for home. Her bank account was a little bit buoyed– apparently the Pandora’s Box did not haggle even a mark down, which was rare for private docks like Bertrand’s, for whom there was a relationship of mutual desperation to their clientele of lowlife crews. Bertrand was greedy, but sharing the spoils was part of the code of honor of any thief who wanted to keep a crew together. 

	So the Pandora’s Box “overpaying” benefited her quite directly that day.

	She retraced her steps, back up the Kreuzung elevators, up to the still crowded pavilion, through the checkpoints at Kreuzung and then at Tower Eight, and there she stood again. Hours later, and the Imbrium Ocean was still staring down at her from overhead in Tower Eight. That mighty and overwhelming force loomed in heaven, outside the dome, as she waited for an elevator.

	“I hope the price of meat hasn’t gone up already. I haven’t heard any more news.”

	Homa hadn’t been paying attention to any news.

	Some part of her didn’t want to know; but if the strike made things really bad again–

	Well– she would find out anyway if the tower locked down again.

	There was a ringing noise that startled her out of her thoughts.

	An elevator had arrived to take her down.

	She entered and pressed the button for the eighth tier commercial block.

	When the elevator doors opened, she stepped out of the tube and onto a double-wide concrete street. Up above the metal roof used a pattern of blue and yellow LEDs to try to represent a sky, but it was not so high up that it made any sense as such, it was nothing like the skies they were taught about in school or in scripture either. On both ends of the wide street there were shops, many of which were also the homes of the shopkeepers, who did business on the street level and slept in a second floor. All of the homes were made of plastic. Some of them had coats of green or purple paint, but most of them were the grey, brown, and black of the various interwoven, synthestitched pieces that made them up.

	There were small plants in bubbles along the road for decoration. One of them had a flower.

	Homa briefly stared at it– she couldn’t smell it because of the glass bubble protecting it.

	Sometimes, she was struck by a brief but powerful longing to be able to smell such a flower.

	But that would entail breaking the glass, and maybe killing it– and certainly receiving a beating.

	At all times, it passed her over quickly and she walked past.

	Some of the shops sold hand-made goods or offered services like room or home repair or haircuts or cosmetics or instruction in Imbrian language; others sold prepared foods like shawarma, cups of soup or stew, and wraps; but there were several that boasted affiliations to known Imbrian companies. 

	“Proud Volwitz affiliates” were authorized to sell Volwitz Foods products to the segregated Shimii– “Part of the Epoch family” meant they were selling Epoch Clothiers textiles. “Arleiter Tools Subsidiaries” sold everything from power tools to cables to fireproof suits, Homa bought her jumpsuit there. There was at least one shop for each of the big brands. Many Shimii couldn’t get papers to enter Kreuzung. Homa was “privileged” in this way. Most Shimii could only stay in Tower Eight or immigrate to an Agrisphere or to a Shimii quarter in some other station. So for many they could only get branded goods at these stores.

	Even at this time of the day, there were a lot of people out on the streets.

	Workers coming down in dirty clothes after clocking out, or towngoers dressed in their best and most colorful synthetic tunics, perhaps on the way to bars or dance clubs or even to gamble. Women who had just gotten their hair done up to go dancing, pulling along friends who dressed modestly and wrapped their hair, ears poking out of the hijab, all laughing together. There was such a huge variety of people. Homa could tell who the really religious folk were because they were hurrying back from the shops to the elevators in order to make it home by the nightly prayer. Other people would make it up when they did get home, “for Allah is most merciful;” others still would simply not pray, or only when convenient.

	In all of this, Homa was alone. 

	Watching from afar; feeling at once compelled to be a part but also separated from the rest. 

	As the kind of Shimii she was; as the kind of woman she was– and whether or not people treated her as either of these. Watching the teeming mass of life around her, people joyous, people down on their luck, people haggling to the last cent or dropping a lot of money on name brands– it felt like a world as separated from her as the distant stations of the rest of the Imbrian Ocean. Places like Thurin, or the imperial seat at Heitzing in Palatine, so far away and so unreachable that they seemed like legends. 

	Fitting in among the Shimii here also felt like a distant fantasy.

	She got herself moving again, casting her eyes at the ground and away from people’s faces.

	Homa had one particular store that she bought from, located atop the bend in the street.

	Named only “Hasim’s” but this one was not only painted royal purple: it had a Fusha sign.

	Homa would say she “didn’t know a lick of Fusha” but she knew a good few common words and she was familiar with the really popular Surah passages, and the one on the sign in particular: “Not even an atom’s weight escapes your Lord on earth or in heaven.” Any given passage of scripture had a multitude of interpretations, but Homa knew the message of this one to be: God is always watching you, and He will see crimes against you redressed. No one can ignore the presence of God and sin without consequence.

	In this context: it was one of the passages featured on businesses to show they were owned, protected, enabled, or otherwise associated with the gangster Madame Arabie. On the surface, these were just pretty words in Fusha language, but everyone here knew that it meant that this shop couldn’t be messed with. And that friends and supporters of the shop could get in good with the big boss herself as well.

	No matter how she wanted to view herself, Homa was one of Madame Arabie’s goons.

	So she shopped cheaper at Madame Arabie’s shops. It was another silent privilege.

	Hasim’s was the only place worth checking if you were as “privileged” as she was.

	If Hasim did not have something, it was not worth checking anywhere else. Nobody else had the same supply line as he did. Madame Arabie was probably giving him some kind of special treatment, or using him to smuggle stuff. Hasim always had the best goods, best prices, best selection, and all he sold was natural stuff. Not factory prepared Voltwitz meatloaves, but real meat, vacuum packed and frozen.

	“As-salamu Alaykum, Hasim.” Homa said, trying to put on a smile as she entered the shop.

	“Wa Alaykum Assalam, Homa!”

	Hasim responded with ten times the cheer that Homa had. He was older than Homa by several years but could still be called a young man, particularly by his looks. He was slim and had a handsome boyish face, with the hair on his ears and tail perfectly trimmed (fluffy ears and tails were more of a woman’s fashion). Golden-skinned, with bright eyes and a brighter expression, colorful clothes, he was his own mascot.

	His shop was as richly decorated as his clothes were. There were all kinds of religious souvenirs about, little hanging pictures of beautiful mosques from who-knew-where, colorful tassels between shelves of boxed products, his meat freezer’s walls had patterns of Girih tiles in blue and gold– very festive.

	“Anything I can help you with?” He asked, cracking a big smile at her.

	Homa cast a glance at the large meat freezer on the side wall of the shop, which looked like it had been picked clean aside from some vacuum-sealed beef bones and pile of frozen whole chickens. He had bags of vacuum sealed fresh cabbage in the refrigerator, and some fresh-ish steak that looked too expensive. In a pinch she could use dried chipped beef, but neither boxed nor canned did she see any there.

	“Can I trouble you for any uh, budget, frozen stewing beef? Are you sold out?”

	“Afraid I’m all sold out of the cheap beef Homa. Trying to get more in. It’s very popular, everyone can tell it’s a good deal, you know? Big beef eaters around here. Thrifty schoolmarms can feed an army of kids with my stuff too.” He pretended to look around, as if there was anyone else in the shop but the two of them. “For you, though, I could interest you in the steak? You ought to treat yourself, don’t you think? You work hard! You deserve some luscious, marbled beef melting in your mouth, today, only–”

	As charming as he tried to be, Homa was not interested in his line delivery or the upsell.

	Silently, she balked at the price. She needed to make rent. “Not today Hasim.”

	She turned her eyes back to the frozen beef marrow bones. They would have to do.

	“Pleasure doing business as always Homa!”

	“Hasim,”

	Before leaving, she turned to him, bags in hand, a bit of worry across her face.

	“Have you heard anything about prices going up?” She asked.

	“Homa, I have the best prices on the station! Why would they go up?”

	“There’s something happening in the Rhineametalle towers, I heard.”

	“I heard about that but– you know, successful businesses adapt to the conditions–”

	“You just don’t know yet.” Homa gently interrupted, her ears drooping a little.

	“Valued customers will always be the first to know my prices, Homa, you know that.”

	Hasim smiled at her, but she could tell he didn’t like the topic. His tail was straight up.

	She took it as a tacit admission. Yes, if things got bad again, he’d raise his prices.

	Having any amount of forewarning wouldn’t change anything. Prices were prices.

	When she walked out of the store, her bank account was still quite intact, and she had a bag of frozen beef bone sections with a nice cylinder of marrow in the center of each, and a fresh pack of cabbage for nutrition, along with a can of beans to bulk it up a bit. She was feeling positive about it. While she wouldn’t have the nice falling-apart beef cubes, the marrow would add good flavor, especially if she seared the bones, and the beans would fill her up nicely in the absence of shredded beef.

	Her heart was lifted up a bit– tomorrow’s lonac would still be good, and she had money.

	And then, almost instantly, her heart was cast far, far down. Slammed into the ocean floor.

	When she met those razor-sharp emerald eyes approaching, she was instantly cut down.

	A voice soft as song with the wickedness of sorcery–

	“Salam. Homa, darling. I’m so blessed to have run into you before you left.”

	Madame Arabie.

	As beautiful as she was deadly, a walking promise of pleasure or pain.

	Her flowing chestnut brown hair swayed behind her in the gentle breeze blowing from the air circulators as she approached. Long-limbed, lithe, dressed in a fashion hopelessly unattainable to anyone who aspired to her level. Her tunic had a finish as if lacquered, deep red filigreed with golden lines tracing dazzling geometric patterns across her chest. Shoulders cut wide, neckline plunging deep to punctuate her hefty bust, with a skirt that seemed modestly long but had a slit on one side unveiling some skin. 

	Her red lips briefly sucked the end of a vaporizer pipe held on slender, long, and deft fingers, rumored to have seen the insides of both men and women’s bodies in contexts of love and violence both.

	Behind her, a fluffy brown tail traced gentle lines in the air. Her ears were sharp, fluffy, perfectly manicured. She was beautiful, strikingly beautiful, the most beautiful woman on Aer, perhaps, with a mature affect in the expertly applied cosmetics on her olive-tan face. A radiance in her smile and the bleak, hopeless, crushing pressure when that smile turned to disdain. Madame Arabie, the sanctioned ruler of Tower Eight under the distant and callous eyes of the Imbrians. Demon and woman, love and hate, believer, and heretic; Madame Arabie trod a path that was sheer power in itself.

	It was in her every step, it was the softly blown sweet fig smoke from her pursed lips.

	It was Homa’s purse strings, which she completely controlled. It was life and death.

	In a sense, it was even Homa’s very identity, permitted only under the Madame’s decree.

	Homa could not speak. 

	She stood rooted in place, watching the woman approach with a sense of utter helplessness. Her mind flashed, between kisses and beatings, stroking hands, and slicing claws, blood and spit cast against wine and perfume. It all flashed in an instant, and she wondered where the slot machine would land. 

	An insane part of her heart felt almost relieved.

	If this was her monthly run-in with Madame Arabie, then so be it. Let it be now, let it come.

	Homa mastered herself, used all of her willpower not to flinch, when the silken skin of Madame Arabie’s fingers caressed her chin, and the woman planted a gentle kiss on Homa’s cheek. 

	She parted slowly from her and looked at her with the fondness of a mother. 

	A tiny grin on her lips suggested not motherly affection, however, but incoming depredation.

	“Working hard as always. Come with me to the restaurant. I’ll get you changed, get you a good meal– we can catch up. Don’t worry, I’ll get you back home before bedtime. What do you say, darling?”

	What do you say? She heard it in her mind as a shout. She knew what she needed to say.

	“Thank you, Madame. I’m always happy for your hospitality.” Homa forced a smile.

	

	

	On the southeastern side of the Kreuzung complex, an ordinary passenger ship descended the crater and crossed Tower Four before being flagged into the eastern end of the Kreuzung core station itself. It was a small, workman-like ship with maybe two dozen people inside, so it could dock almost anywhere. 

	Within the hour it was berthed at the Kreuzung International Seaport, and its passengers stepped into the station. A massive, shining steel-blue concourse greeted them, with posters everywhere boasting the many attractions of Kreuzung, its affiliation with Rhineametalle and its association with many large brands. In fact, the concourse itself was proudly named Arleiter Tools International Concourse– a brand now owned by Rhineametalle. Volwitz Foods was the next most prominent advertiser. Signs directed the concourse-goers to stop by the Volwitz Restaurant Pavilion after they were fully checked into the station.

	Before the war, there were hundreds of interminable lines of passengers being checked by customs authorities, coming and going through Kreuzung as the vast flows of intra-Empire commerce itself did, but comparatively, the Seaport was almost barren that night. Those who were traveling now were only people from Rhinea itself trying to make business work in the silent chaos of the Civil War.

	–and opportunists from abroad slipping in to fight their own shadowy battles.

	“Hey! Not that way! Shimii! We process your people over here, come on!”

	One of the border guards waved over a pair of women who had come out of the little ship last.

	They had been headed for the wrong line to be processed out of the concourse.

	Judging by their attire, the two women must have been wealthy, to be Shimii with freedom of travel and such colorful clothes. One of the women had on long brown slacks and a shirt that was blue and adorned with bright green and yellow palm trees and half-moons. She was carrying two jackets in arm, hers, and her companion’s. The leading woman’s skin was an odd grey-brown color, her shoulder-length hair a silvery pale, and one of her ears looked like it had all its fur singed off, smooth, grey, and overlong, crooked at an odd angle.

	Her companion was a vibrant young girl, sandy brown skin with sandy brown hair in a ponytail, wearing a yellow sundress over a white, long-sleeved nylon bodystocking with a brown sun-hat. She was all smiles, quiet and peaceful, and quite obedient. Possibly younger. Such pairings were not altogether unknown.

	No one would judge them overmuch– their money was still good here, if they knew the rules.

	When called, the pair headed cheerfully to the immigration line without a care in the world.

	They handed over a portable terminal that had their papers on it.

	“Confirm your name, origin and business, please.” Said the border guard.

	Speaking for the party was the woman with the odd ear. She grinned calmly.

	“Madiha al-Nakar. Came by way of Mostar, and she and I are just here for pleasure.”

	She pointed at her companion. “Her name is Parinita Al-Muhairi.”

	“Alright. Your papers check out. Enjoy your stay– but listen up first,” the border guard leaned closer to the slot in the glass shield of his booth, so Madiha and Parinita could hear him whisper. “Go to Tower Eight. Talk to Madame Arabie in the Flowing Scarlet, it’s a restaurant in Tower Eight, Tier 4. You can’t miss it. She takes care of Shimii around here for us. Don’t dawdle or you’ll get in trouble. Kreuzung is real segregated. You can’t avoid that with just money. Go to Arabie and get Kreuzung papers there.”

	After listening to the whispered instructions, the two women pretended everything was normal.

	“Oh what a happy coincidence. That’s exactly where we were going first.” Madiha said.

	“Alhamdulilah.” Parinita added with a big girlish smile.

	“Fantastic. Then don’t let me stop you ladies. Get your luggage and have a great time, alright?”

	In front of them, a little gate opened, allowing them out of the concourse into baggage claim.

	The guard tipped his hat to them, and Madiha smiled knowingly back.

	Hands in her pockets, taking in the sights. A tiny flickering flame of violence in her heart.

	“Are you ready? My mawla in the making?” Madiha asked.

	Parinita took in a deep breath. Holding her gentle, unbloodied hands to her heart. 

	“Yes. I’ve got to be. For our people’s future.” She said, with a sad, sighing breath.

	Madiha smirked. From between her lips, a tiny bit of smoke blew out.

	Her eyes glowed briefly red with determination.

	“Don’t worry. I’m here for you. Anyone tries to touch you, I’ll incinerate them.”

	

	

	 


10.2

	Madame Arabie casually reached for Homa’s face, taking a lock of her dark hair, and rubbing it between her fingers, feeling the texture. She looked pleased with herself, touching Homa’s hair, rubbing her cheek, as if she had been tending a garden and found bushes flowering. Her proximity and the liberties she took with Homa made the elevator ride extremely uncomfortable. But she did not feel like she could protest.

	“Lovely, lovely. You’ve been taking care of yourself.” She said.

	“Yes, ma’am. Skin and hair care, like you taught me.” Homa said.

	When she could afford to do so, anyway. Shampoo and moisturizer was extra in the shower fees.

	“Good. It’s beautiful. You do make a pretty girl, Homa. This is your mother’s hair, right?”

	No. That was wrong.

	“Yes. That’s right.”

	It was her father’s hair color and texture.

	Her father was an Imbrian; her mother was Shimii. But Madame Arabie didn’t really care.

	And Homa did not want to spoil her seemingly good mood.

	Looking on the bright side, she was being taken to Madame Arabie’s club and restaurant.

	The Flowing Scarlet, the headquarters of Arabie’s gang and nexus of control over Tower Eight, was a grand building impossible to miss. Its home in tier four was an “open” type layer of the tower, where rather than having a high-ceiling corridor with spaces set into its walls, there was a free, cubical space with discrete buildings inside it and streets which ran through them. This allowed the Scarlet, a two-winged, three-story structure that looked like an entire hotel, to stand on its own over the smaller shops and houses surrounding it. Everything around the Scarlet looked fairly ordinary but the main thoroughfare from the elevator leading to the Scarlet was well lit and amply beautified, like a carpet into the venue.

	Once upon a time, this tier had been a warehousing district, with crates stacked high. When the tower was converted from an industrial hub to a segregated habitat for the Shimii, this particularly spacious tier started to be built up by Shimii that had connections to powerful Imbrians in Eisental and beyond.

	Homa had heard that this was before Arabie’s time, but that she came in like thunder afterwards, sweeping everything up and quickly climbing the Shimii underworld. She could believe it easily.

	Now, this place was her temple, the symbol of her wealth and the pleasures it bought.

	Homa had been to the Scarlet before, and she knew the interior well. From the front door was a dazzling lobby branching right and left. On the left wing of the building on the ground floor there was an upscale bar space, while the right wing contained the main attraction: a restaurant space with a theater and a runway that bifurcated the floorspace, surrounded by tables. Dancing girls in revealing, “exotic” clothing performed for the crowd, singing, dancing, putting on short, sexy skits, flashing skin at the men below.

	Even Imbrians came into Tower Eight exclusively on the promise of a night of adventure at the Flowing Scarlet. This mystique surrounding the venue helped Madame Arabie to rake in a lot of cash.

	Between her qualities as a hostess and all the heroin she traded in, the Madame had made a lot of friends.

	On the higher floors of the Scarlet, Madame Arabie herself made her residence, and her close business associates came and went. Behind those beautiful, marbled halls, were nestled the spoils of bribery, extortion, and drug trafficking. Sometimes, even committed by boys and girls Madame Arabie “hosted” as a “benefactor” to lost and orphaned Shimii. This was all part of her power– and it was all tacitly supported by the Imbrians, for whom Tower Eight was a lucrative attraction as well as a ghetto.

	Here, the lowlife Shimii unworthy of Imbrian grace could do everything illegal the Imbrians couldn’t.

	They provided pleasures that became desirable because they were forbidden and distant.

	It was for that reason, and almost that reason alone, that Tower Eight was how it was.

	Homa was keenly aware of all of this, of its deepest depths. She had seen it all.

	With all that said– the food was delicious. Madame Arabie had priority on goods after all.

	Flowing Scarlet was the liveliest place here. Homa could at least enjoy the luxury.

	Goods, talent, people’s bodies; Madame Arabie had her pick of all the best from the station’s Shimii.

	They were all hers to use, whether they believed it or not. 

	Better to be used than discarded. Better to have a little pleasure than suffer frugally.

	“If it weren’t for the girls being so sensitive, Homa, you would live with me.”

	It was a promise she had heard a few times before.

	Like everything else Madame Arabie said, it didn’t mean anything until she actually did it.

	As soon as they stepped off the elevator, Madame Arabie removed a sash around her waist.

	She wore it as a drape over her head instead, like Hijab, to conceal herself on the street.

	“You’re not going through the front dressed like that. Come with me.”

	Madame Arabie took Homa up the street in front of the Flowing Scarlet and then turned a sharp corner around it, taking her into an alleyway abutting a warehouse that was likely owned by the venue and its Madame as well. She swiped a keycard to open a side-door into the warehouse. 

	Homa’s assumption proved correct. 

	Inside, she found herself in a room dominated by long lines of racks from which hung dozens, maybe hundreds of costumes and uniforms for the waitstaff and the dancing girls. There were risqué strapless cut off tops with golden tassels hanging from the underwire, the cups designed to push up the girl’s breasts. There were long skirts with broad slits across the sides to bare the girl’s legs for the customer’s delight. Cut off translucent sleeves and veils added a touch of tantalizing sheer black to the costumes, which came in many colors, but all of which were glittery and filigreed in gold and silver seams.

	Stereotypical “harem girl” style costumes– people went wild for these.

	It was the complete opposite of what Shimii women were supposed to be like, but no one really cared.

	Homa had to admit she would have gone wild for a girl wearing this too.

	But about wearing it herself– she wasn’t too sure. She felt a hint of excitement, but it felt weird too.

	Homa’s breasts and hips had grown quite a bit– but she probably still couldn’t pull it off.

	Still– it was adventurous to think about– girl’s clothes fascinated her–

	“Don’t worry, I am aware you don’t like this kind of thing, and besides, it’d only alarm people if I was seen walking around with a dancing girl, it’d be like preferential treatment. Those girls can get quite catty, you know? No, you’ll be wearing one of these instead. It’ll suit you better and draw less attention.”

	She withdrew from the racks a button-down shirt, a waistcoat, and a pair of pants.

	While it was much less embarrassing to wear, there was a part of Homa that was a little bit disappointed– being able to try on the dancing girls’ costumes harmlessly, without becoming Madame Arabie’s restaurant minion, might have been fun. Still, maybe the waitstaff uniform did fit her better.

	Madame Arabie put Homa’s work clothes in a bag and watched her get dressed up as a waiter.

	“Put this on too– you’ll be my gentlemanly guest, rather than seen as a waiter.”

	Saying this, Madame Arabie handed Homa a blazer to go over the shirt and waistcoat.

	“Do I get a monocle too?” Homa joked.

	There was a little instant of fear– had she gotten too casual?

	But Madame Arabie just giggled at her.

	“Don’t get cocky. Usually it’s only people of refinement who get a date with me.”

	She poked a shocked Homa in the chest.

	“Be grateful and come on. You can get your stuff back from here on your way home.”

	With a coquettish expression, she glided out of the warehouse.

	Homa donned the blazer and followed her with utter bewilderment.

	Inside, the Flowing Scarlet was as opulent as Homa remembered it. 

	Shiny white floors decorated with geometric, floral patterns, and the banners of the walls with Shimii heraldry, moons and stars and images of mosque architectures– these were the most authentically “Shimii” design elements of this fantasy venue. Golden chandeliers and fake wood desks and cabinets and tables, the torch-lit sensuous atmosphere of the restaurant, the dancing girls putting on their tantalizing show, all the rest of it, catered exclusively to the Imbrian imagination. Not that there weren’t plenty of Shimii enjoying it as well. Those who couldn’t afford the restaurant could go to the bar and get a glimpse of the girls every so often from afar. It was like paying for a drink and a sandwich just to get to watch a distant advertisement for the rest of Madame Arabie’s offerings. Homa couldn’t understand it.

	Both halves of the venue were extremely popular, however.

	Maybe because there just wasn’t anything else as lively as beautiful as this.

	No other clubs, even those owned by Madame Arabie, had this atmosphere.

	That mixture of high class with exotic, unabashed sexuality, existed nowhere else.

	And on that night, the proprietress herself walked through the front.

	As soon as they entered through the door she pulled off the covering from her face.

	Madame Arabie began to embody the “madame” once more.

	Swinging her hips, smoking her vaporizer pipe, walking with an entirely different cadence.

	Keeping up behind her, Homa felt more like a butler than her “date.”

	All eyes were on the Madame, every visitor in the lobby and everyone who could see from the bar or the restaurant out to the lobby, they were all following after her tail with their eyes, and she never once deigned to return their attention. She walked as if none of the world existed but each tile she stepped on, as if with the confidence that wherever she trod there would be a step for her.

	Of course, nobody dared approach. Madame Arabie touched you if she desired you.

	Raising hands to her yourself was tantamount to death. She was nobody’s plaything.

	And Homa knew very well– it was not just her goons who could kill you.

	If it was just that, anyone who could be Madame Arabie.

	Madame Arabie gave her no instructions. Homa just followed behind her.

	They got on an elevator together. She blew a puff of fig-smelling vapor in Homa’s face.

	“See? You play the part excellently. That’s why I like you so much.”

	What part? Boy-toy? Homa liked this situation less and less by the minute.

	“Ma’am, I–”

	“I’m only teasing you. If you want to me to stop, then stop reacting to it.”

	“No, it’s just–”

	“Shush. We’ll talk business soon. Just enjoy– not everyone gets this treatment.”

	She pinched Homa’s cheek, then the elevator opened.

	Homa followed her out onto the floor of what was clearly the private residence. From a small hallway they entered a luxurious living room, by itself two or three times the size of Homa’s room. A false wooden floor painted a rich brown and a pearl-white roof seemed to suggest earth and heaven, and impressionist paintings incorporating fluid geometries interwoven with Fusha calligraphy adorned the walls. 

	There was a trio of white couches arranged into a square on a raised island, sat around a tea table in the center of the living room, and the space branched from there into a dining area separated off by a long metal island with an overhead air circulator, and a hall likely leading to the bed and bathrooms.  

	Though she couldn’t help but be bewildered by the opulence of the upper crust, there was one incongruous element in the living room that quickly caught her eyes– and Madame Arabie’s.

	As soon as they walked in, there were people already in room, waiting for them.

	Homa glanced at Madame Arabie.

	She was grinning, but twining her own hair on one finger– fidgeting. She was agitated.

	“My, my. Who let you two in?”

	“Ana asef. I didn’t have a reservation, so I let myself in.”

	There were two seated on the bigger couch, both Shimii women judging by their figures and features. 

	The one speaking had her arm wrapped around the other, who in turn had her eyes closed and was gesturing apologetically with her hands. That dominant woman was taller and slender, with silver hair down to the shoulder, slightly wavy and with an unevenly cut ends. One of her ears looked like any Shimii ear, sharp with trimmed grey fur in a masculine style; the other ear however was grey and hairless and bent in an interesting angle. Her tail, too, was hairless and gray, and it forked slightly at the end. She was dressed in a gaudy, flowery shirt, and brown pants. Homa had no memory of this woman at all.

	Her companion had on a sundress and hat, and was nearly a head smaller, with long brown hair. Her own ears and tail looked completely standard for a Shimii, if a bit unkempt, the fur on them slightly frizzy.

	Homa realized quickly that Madame Arabie recognized these two.

	“Hmph.”

	Madame Arabie switched off her vaporizer and left it on an end table near the door.

	“Should I introduce you, or would you prefer to do it yourself?”

	“To the kid? Go ahead. But I’m going by Madiha al-Nakar right now. So use that name.”

	Madame Arabie turned to Homa and gestured vaguely at the couch.

	“Fine then. Homa, this is ‘Madiha,’ a Katarran mercenary playing a Mahdist Shimii activist.”

	With a cruel grin on her face, she pointed out the grey-brown skinned, silver haired woman with the odd ear as if introducing an actor to a play. Upon closer inspection Homa thought she could tell– it wasn’t just the ear, but the tail, too, it was so cartilaginous and hairless. Homa had never been aware that there could even be Katarran Shimii– she barely knew anything about Katarrans generally except that they were usually violent criminals and “mercenaries,“ and they were “made in vats full of fish ovaries.“

	Madiha glared at Madame Arabie with simmering displeasure.

	“Pfeh. You’re lucky you’re too useful to be angry about.”

	Madiha’s companion patted her lap with a hand as if to comfort her.

	Madame Arabie ran a hand through her hair, thinking. Staring at Madiha’s companion.

	“And the girl– I believe that’s– oh, that’s Al-Shahouh, isn’t it? You’ve grown up. How is your mother?”

	“She’s fine.” The girl muttered a reply almost on instinct, then realized she did wrong.

	“Call her Parinita!” Madiha shouted. “Like I said, we’re here on specific business.”

	Madame Arabie sighed. “Fine. I have a date, so let’s get done quickly so you can leave.”

	Again with the word ‘date’– Homa wanted to sink through to the ocean floor.

	“Happy to. I’d be glad to never hear your harpy voice again, inshallah.”

	Madiha stood up from the couch.

	She raised her hand, and in an instant, something appeared in it, which she was suddenly holding in her fingers. It happened between a blink of Homa’s eyes, like a magic trick, and drew a sharp reaction.

	Madame Arabie took a step back in response and raised a hand in front of Homa suddenly, as if protecting her from something. Homa could not understand the situation at all, but she thought Madiha’s eyes had briefly glinted red, and she had stopped approaching. There was a bar in her hands–

	–a bar of metal? A sleek, shiny metal?

	“Your sorcery doesn’t work on me, Katarran!” Madame Arabie hissed.

	“Relax. I’m well aware and I’m not doing anything to you. Here.” Madiha grinned, bearing sharp fangs.

	She stretched out her hand. What she had in it– was a bar of gold.

	Or at least, it looked like pure gold, shimmering slightly orange-yellow. It was stamped.

	There was a moon and a star embossed across the top of the bar, along with numerical codes.

	Madame Arabie’s posture instantly softened. Her eyes drew wide at the sight of the bar.

	“Mehmedist Gold? Mashallah.” She said, in awe of it.

	“Mashallah, indeed.” Madiha said. “This bar weighs 12 kilograms of pure gold. Not the ferrostitched bullshit they put in machines. Real, valuable gold, a king’s ransom right in my hand, from a king of our people himself. I want you to take this, and in turn, give me two million of those despicable Imbrian marks from your little gang’s war chest. I have some shopping to do and gold would raise too many eyebrows. You must be well aware of what a tidy sum that leaves you with. Aren’t I generous?”

	“There must be a catch.” Madame Arabie said. Glancing between the gold and Madiha.

	“Of course there isn’t, Leija–”

	Leija? She knew–?

	“Don’t call me that, Khaybari.”

	Madame Arabie’s hands closed into fists. Madiha shrugged her shoulders.

	“Look, I also need papers to come and go, and that’s your deal, isn’t it ‘Arabie’? And I might need a few favors while I’m here. Favors worth a couple million marks. It’s still a once-in-a-lifetime deal.”

	Madame Arabie grit her teeth and narrowed her eyes.

	“Two-faced Mahdist, it’s always like this with you.”

	Madiha locked eyes with equal displeasure. “Look who’s talking, you Rashidist viper.”

	Parinita ran from the couch and shouted, putting herself between Arabie and Madiha.

	“Can we cut it with the name-calling? Please? Let’s behave like adults.” She pleaded.

	Madiha looked at Parinita and sighed deeply. Her aggression subsided quickly.

	Madame Arabie was far less moved but did not press any further.

	Parinita relaxed and clung to Madiha’s side as if to contain her.

	“I’ll be needing a lackey sometimes while I’m at Kreuzung. Why not that kid? I can pay.”

	Madiha spoke up again after a few moments of silence, her tone moderated.

	Homa didn’t know what she was getting into, but the word ‘pay’ was tantalizing.

	However, she couldn’t speak in this situation. Not unless Madame Arabie decreed.

	That thickening tension between the two of them– someone like Homa could do nothing.

	In this atmosphere, she was like a chained convict.

	Madame Arabie crossed her arms. “Hmph! Homa, I have some errands for you too. And I expect them to take precedence– but whatever you do with this woman, I don’t care about it, nor will I stop you. But if you take her money, I won’t be able to protect you if she retaliates against you. Be smart about it.”

	She said all of this without even once looking at Homa. Madiha laughed about it.

	“Look closely, ‘Homa’, at how this woman is. Anyway, whatever. Do it or not.”

	Homa would definitely be after this woman’s money as soon as she could– if she could.

	But in front of Madame Arabie, she would put on a façade of nonchalance about it.

	Finally Madiha reached out with the gold bar again. Madame Arabie scoffed at her.

	“Put it down on the table, Katarran.” She hissed.

	“Whatever you say, Leija.” Madiha replied. She flicked her wrist with the bar in hand.

	Madame Arabie grit her teeth at the taunt again but did not respond.

	Homa hadn’t even considered– 12 kg, just casually held in one hand like it was nothing.

	At least dumbbells had a grip between the weights. That was a solid bar of gold.

	Was that the legendary strength attributed to Katarrans?

	Madiha flicked her wrist once more and the gold bar disappeared from her hands.

	Suddenly, it was on the table, without even making a sound. Again– like a magic trick.

	“You fancy your wicked powers of illusion, I see.” Madame Arabie said.

	“I do. Now the gold’s yours. Where do I get my money?” Madiha pressed.

	From the sleeve of her dress, the Madame produced a strip of what looked like red plastic.

	In the light, it shimmered with lines like a circuit board.

	“Take this out of the restaurant, and across the street, to the warehouse front office. You’ll get your money from the bookie there. Don’t cause any fuss. Just have them scan this and tell them the exact amount of money you need, not a cent more. And you better not use your magic tricks to take back the gold after you collect your payment. The entire station will be after your head if you try to cheat me, understood?”

	Madame Arabie extended her arm to its full length, offering Madiha the card at a distance.

	Madiha’s eyes shone red again, for just a moment. Had Homa imagined it?

	Then she laughed again.

	“I see– so if you’re holding it, your aura is on it– because you’re resisting– interesting.”

	“What are you mumbling about?”

	“Nothing~” Madiha put on a mischievous little song-like voice. “Pleasure doing business~”

	She snatched the little card from Madame Arabie’s fingers.

	With Parinita in tow, they left the room to the same elevator as Homa and the Madame.

	For a moment, Madame Arabie just stood there and quietly seethed.

	Staring daggers at the gold bar. Then, her shoulders visibly relaxed. She breathed in.

	“Money’s money. This will be more valuable even if the Imbrian mark inflates. Idiot majus.”

	“Is everything okay, ma’am?”

	For a moment after the words left Homa’s lips, she saw the briefest glimpse of the rabidly furious eyes that Madame Arabie had been giving the gold bar but turned upon her instead. Enough time in that glare for her heart to seize in her chest like a heart attack, for her soul to try flying out of her body in terror– but it was only an instant in real time. Madame Arabie softened considerably quickly– her eyes cast down at the floor, just as briefly taking on a sadness and age that Homa rarely saw in her face.

	She then smiled again. She put a hand on Homa’s hair and shook it.

	“Of course I will be fine. I’m the boss around here. Think about yourself instead.”

	Homa could tell she was still troubled, but she was back to putting on an act.

	She felt strangely compelled to sympathize– she had to very specifically pull herself out of that thinking.

	“I won’t let her ruin our date. Come on, Homa.”

	I wish she would stop saying that. I don’t want to think about being on a ‘date’ with her.

	She and Madame Arabie had a weird relationship– but it was not that degree of weird.

	Right? It wasn’t– it couldn’t be allowed to get that way!

	“Sit.”

	Past the living room they entered a comparatively intimate dining room, with a glasstop table that sat four at most on artsy glass chairs arrayed in a cross. Overhead hung a lamp with adjustable lighting for mood. There was a button on the table and Madame Arabie pressed it as soon as she and Homa were seated across from one another. While the button was held down, the glasstop exposed itself as a touchscreen LCD in the guise of a tabletop. Madame Arabie ordered dinner via digital menu.

	“You don’t have any allergies right? You can eat anything?”

	“I can eat anything ma’am.” Homa replied obediently.

	“Fantastic.”

	While they waited, Madame Arabie laid her hand hovering just over the table.

	Homa reached her own hand out, and Madame Arabie held it, stroking the knuckles.

	“How have things been, Homa? Have you gotten to pilot a Diver often?” She asked.

	“Whenever Bertrand needs it. His other pilot is an old guy.” Homa said.

	“Do you like the job?”

	“I do ma’am. I like being around the machines. And going out in the water is exciting.”

	It was impossible to say, ‘I wish the job you got me paid more’. But she wasn’t lying either.

	Her job was the tiniest bit of freedom she had, so she enjoyed it.

	Madame Arabie smiled, her eyes narrowing a little, keen, and bright.

	“You are allowed to tell me when you are hurting, Homa. And to come to me for help.”

	Homa nodded. “I didn’t want to bother you ma’am.” She wasn’t lying about that either.

	“Nonsense. You can rely on me, Homa.”

	But she didn’t want to.

	She didn’t want to crawl back to Madame Arabie and be further in her debt.

	Homa needed her own power, her independence, to escape from this rotten place–

	“You’ve helped me a lot, you know? I wasn’t aware of the difficulties you were facing– but I heard that it was lean times for some of the private docks. So I wanted to compensate you, bring you back in, give you a little job. Show you that I’m still on your side and make up for any negligence.”

	Madame Arabie’s slender fingers pressed down on Homa’s hand, tracing to her wrist.

	That touch sent a quiver into Homa. She had to calm down.

	If the Madame wanted to hurt her, she would have. She had nothing to hide from her.

	For some reason– Madame Arabie needed her. So she just had to play along.

	“I’m grateful ma’am.” Homa said, smiling politely. “It’s been kinda fun already.”

	“Not the kind of fun I wanted, with that damned Katarran interrupting. But, anyway.”

	She leaned a little on top of the table, coming closer to Homa, eyes fixed on her–

	Homa trying desperately to keep her eyes up and off her breasts as they rested on glass–

	Her whispering voice like a warm breeze. “Now we can continue our little date.”

	She winked at Homa and drew back, laughing a little to herself.

	“My, my! You’re so red, Homa! Look at you! Such a cute little thing; you can’t handle a woman at all still, can you? I’m telling you, if you keep being so fun to tease, I won’t be able to control myself.”

	Homa averted her gaze and grumbled silently.

	Then, finally, their food arrived, sparing Homa from more teasing.

	One of the waitstaff from the restaurant below came up with a cart and deposited their plates gently on the table. Madame Arabie had ordered two plates of pulao, rice with nuts, peppers and figs layered through it, and topped with hefty slices of glossy red chicken breasts. Chicken breast had never been Homa’s favorite, but the cooks at the Flowing Scarlet never missed (or Madame Arabie would let them know it). For a chicken breast it was richly juicy, pull-apart tender, and the firm exterior of the breast had been fully coated with the spicy glaze– it was to die for, an explosion of savory flavors that made Homa’s life before it feel utterly monochromatic. Meanwhile the varying textures and tastes of the pulao, sweet and spicy, soft rice with firm green peppers and snappy chilies, it practically tasted of wealth.

	Homa tried to keep her pleasures as close to the chest as possible.

	Madame Arabie’s curious eyes tracked her closely, with a little smile on her red lips.

	“Homa, do you think I’m being cheap with you for ordering this?”

	“No ma’am! This is fantastic! Thank you for the meal!”

	She wasn’t lying, but she did sort of think Madame Arabie was being cheap.

	That “melt in your mouth” beef that Hasim had been advertising at his shop was something that Madame Arabie could have any day of the week. In fact, she had better, because Hasim and all the other shops that got shipments from the Imbrians had to sell the absolute best to Madame Arabie first. So for Madame Arabie to choose a chicken dish instead of the high quality beef her restaurant VIPs got–

	“Pulao is my favorite dish. This is my recipe.” Madame Arabie said. “I wanted to share it with you.”

	That was a surprise– it was just more teasing though. “Thanks ma’am.”

	After carefully going through her own meal, eating so as not to spill anything or spoil her cosmetics, Madame Arabie had the plates taken away. Homa felt fuller than she had been in months, maybe years. However, as soon as the waiter and their cart had gone, Madame Arabie leaned against the table again, fixing her deep emerald eyes on Homa’s quickly wavering yellow gaze once again.

	“Homa, I promised old man Radu that I would look out for you. I am well aware that my business is not godly, and out of this respect for my esteemed elders and of course, my affection for you, I have tried to keep you on a respectable path. I have only asked for you to run errands when necessary, and I try to keep your hands clean. But I do need your help again, Homa. I have taken every precaution to insure your safety, but it is an important task, maybe the most important I’ve ever given you.”

	Homa’s ears stood on end.

	Entranced by the cruel but enticing intellect and beauty of those eyes holding her tight.

	Mentioning old man Radu was a cheap emotional appeal.

	But it was one she very rarely played on Homa.

	“Sometime in the next few days, a ship will arrive at Bertrand’s for an extensive repair. There will be a blond woman on the ship who will likely pose as a customer. She is very dangerous, Homa, and she is plotting something, but she will not suspect anything, and you must see that it remains that way.”

	Madame Arabie pressed the button on the table to bring up the LCD screen layout again.

	On Homa’s side, a photograph appeared of a woman in a dark blue military uniform.

	That woman in the picture reminded Homa of Ulyana Korabiskaya, tall and blond standing on the edge of the docks, cutting a dashing figure in uniform, but it wasn’t her of course. Her hair was a different shade of blond, darker, and longer, and her countenance lacked some of the regal maturity that characterized Korabiskaya. She was younger, maybe, or less refined; not that Homa, who was only 21, could say anything like that for sure. Homa had never seen a uniform like hers. Imbrian soldiers had grey uniforms, and the Volkisch dressed in black, not this ocean blue color that this woman was wearing.

	Maybe it was ceremonial?

	“When you confirm the appearance of this woman at the dock, you will take this letter for me to Tower Twelve, the Laurentius Military Center. It sounds daunting but you don’t have to go in, just call for Standartenführer Imani Hadžić and she will come see you on the gatebridge. Give her the letter and tell her everything you saw and heard. She will likely make you into her informant at that point.”

	From her shirt, Madame Arabie withdrew an actual sealed plastic envelope.

	Inside, there was likely, from the weight of it, an actual rock paper letter.

	Homa could imagine it. Maybe even written in real ink. Containing deadly secrets.

	As much as she disdained Madame Arabie and her duplicity–

	she couldn’t say,

	this wasn’t,

	adventurous.

	All kinds of dark fantasies began spinning off in her mind.

	There was something happening in Kreuzung. Something big and dark and dangerous.

	Labor strikes; economic hardship; the Volkisch movement; and these strange visitors.

	And Madame Arabie was connected to it? And there was a military officer involved too?

	Imani Hadžić — that was a Brenic Shimii name, one of the western cultures.

	–her wild leaps of thought were finally interrupted as Madame Arabie spoke up once more.

	“Do this for me, Homa, see it through to the end, and if officer Hadžić is satisfied with the result, Inshallah I will make any dream of yours come true. Hell– you may even get to pilot one of your machines for the military or merchant marine, instead of a dingy little dock. Just take this offer from me, and then do what Hadžić tells you. You’ll be a real hero at the end of all of this. You’ll have cachet beyond your dreams.”

	Homa– a hero? Fingers in her mind pored over those words, the texture, the color, sound.

	Even beyond the grip of spiraling fantasies– the promise of payment alone–

	Yes– she couldn’t just fantasize wildly! Madame Arabie was still the same liar as always!

	There was some ulterior motive to this. It would be dangerous. It wouldn’t be honorable.

	But this wasn’t the first time Homa had done something awful for the Madame’s favor.

	She had street smarts, she knew she was she was getting into. She couldn’t escape it.

	If she saw it as a gig, she could not turn it down. She wanted the money– needed it.

	“Of course, Madame.” She took the envelope. There was no other choice. “Always.”

	“Excellent. I would ask you to stay and celebrate, but, you have to go get ready for work, after all.” Madame Arabie winked at her. “Just come see me after everything is done. Keep the clothes.”

	So much for things not getting too weird with Madame Arabie–

	There was no choice if she wanted to survive. “It’d be my pleasure, madame.”

	

	

	Homa saw herself out of Madame Arabie’s home, her head still turning over everything that had happened. She just barely registered that she had agreed to rat out someone to the military. She imagined it must have been a business rival of Madame Arabie’s, maybe someone trying to run in contraband or drugs from another station, or maybe someone who owed her money. It didn’t matter in the end. No matter who it was, Homa knowing or not knowing the whole truth would not change anything. If not her, someone else would do the job. Money always found its way to people.

	She did not have naive expectations of herself– but some part of her really wanted to be a hero.

	On the way down, she almost imagined she might see that “Madiha” character again.

	But there was no fuss being made at the warehouse. That woman disappeared too.

	Homa got her clothes and bags and left without being noticed by anyone.

	Overhead, the artificial sky had turned dark, with only the tiniest crest of false moonlight.

	She slunk home.

	Homa made her way down the halls, quietly, looking at her own feet.

	There was a sense of tension inside her, filling her chest and stomach like a balloon.

	Restlessness, anger, worries about the future. Frustration.

	Dropping her bags on the floor of the room, undressing, taking off her boots, putting the goods she bought into the cupboard and the refrigerator. Setting her pot to keep the stew barely warm through the night. She hung up her new, fancy set of clothes as well as her work clothes and paid the fee to have them misted, scented, and dried. Then she paid the fee for the shower and locked herself in the bathroom like a sardine. Water came pouring down over her head and back, her arms at her sides.

	Her black hair came down over her eyes as she bowed her head, putting it to the wall.

	In the shower, she was alone, and no one could see or hear her.

	There was no neighbor on the shower’s side of the room.

	And even if there was, the mechanisms around the shower that served and drained water and cosmetics and shampoo, the sink that came out of the panel, the toilet that could pulled in, all of those things meant the shower was surrounded by mechanisms. So she was insulated, nobody could hear.

	Sealed up tight. In a place truly, completely, alone.

	She flipped the lights in the shower on, and via touchpad, also turned on the mirror.

	Drawing in a breath, she screamed at the top of her lungs into the mirror.

	Breath ripped ragged through her lungs and neck. Her fists clenched hard enough her nails might have drawn blood had she gone any further. Her whole body had tensed. Then she spread her lips, lifting gritted teeth from each other and heaved a sigh. Looking up at her reflection.

	She did feel somewhat relieved. But it was not enough.

	So she screamed again.

	Her tired yellow eyes and long black hair in the mirror, over her soft, smooth face, slick with the little trails of water coming down from her crown. Water trailed down the muscles of her back, across the slope of the shoulders, over her breasts. Sometimes, Homa needed to look, to remember that she wasn’t a mass of scars, that her hair wasn’t going white yet, that her back wasn’t out, and she had all her limbs. 

	She was very young– some people still called her a kid.

	And yet, she still felt like she had lived too long and lived through too much sometimes.

	What did other early twenty-somethings do? They still went to school didn’t they?

	Homa looked at the sad girl in the mirror and narrow her eyes.

	“Listen up. None of this is going to bow down your back.”

	She told herself. And that girl in the mirror– didn’t look any less sad.

	Homa banged her head against the mirror, gritting her teeth.

	Thankfully, the “mirror” was only the LCD layer over the wall, projecting her face.

	“Old Man Radu, huh?”

	Hearing that name again after so long, it bothered her then, it infuriated her.

	What did that man care how Madame Arabie treated her?

	And why would Madame Arabie care what he told her either?

	It was all cheap emotional manipulation!

	Radu the Marzban was somewhere out there having adventures without her.

	Some big hero he was supposed to be! Her mother was dead! He couldn’t save her!

	And her father– who knew who that was?

	All she’d ever known was Kreuzung, Tower Eight. Loneliness and Arabie’s fickle moods.

	With her head up against the mirrored wall, she looked down at the water draining at her feet.

	“If Kreuzung goes through something really bad– what’d be left for me, then?”

	There was nowhere to go. Out there, was only the Imbrium Ocean.

	Stations were only connected by ship docks. Nobody could just travel or move anywhere.

	Everyone was trapped!

	And ships were a luxury– or a grave danger.

	“Old Man Radu. You might as well have just thrown me out of an airlock.”

	She was full of trepidation– and now she was in the clutches of Madame Arabie again.

	How could she ever get out?

	There was no way to get out clean– without dirty work, without blood on her hands.

	“I wish! I wish everything could be fucking perfect! But it’s not possible!”

	At least she would have money now! She would be taken care of!

	“Who cares if I’m doing some nasty thing for that bitch Arabie! What choice did I have?”

	She shouted her heart out in that empty shower where no one could see or hear.

	“I need money to live! Now I’m getting it! I’m not going to feel guilty or afraid!”

	She continued to shout. As if a voice long suppressed needed to finally escape.

	“In fact, I’m glad! I don’t have to worry about the fucking rent! No one else will help me! So nobody can blame me for this! I’ll get out of this place! I won’t die old in this ghetto! I’m glad! Thank you Madame Arabie! Yes ma’am, I’m grateful ma’am, I’ll do anything you say ma’am! Nobody else will help!”

	Her mind was made up. She set her feet, straightened her chest.

	She wasn’t going to change her mind.

	(Not that she could– not when she gave Madame Arabie her word.)

	“Fuck!”

	Once more she banged her head against the wall.

	Everything from her ethnicity to her womanhood to her livelihood, everything was so much trouble, nobody made it easy, nobody helped her, nobody ever let her just have anything she wanted. She was a freak to everyone in Kreuzung who thought themselves a “decent” person so all she had left was the basements, the dark corners, places unwanted. She struggled for every bit of cheer she ever had.

	Whoever it was Madame Arabie wanted her to feed to the sharks– fuck them.

	That was her thought. They could complain if they had a solid alternative.

	“Fuck them.”

	She looked up in the mirror.

	Now that was a determined little grin from that once sad and downtrodden girl.

	That’s what she wanted to imagine herself looking like.

	“I’ll get out of this place. I’ll get out of here, whatever I have to do.”

	Overhead, the stream of water shut off, having dispensed what was paid for.

	Homa felt a warm breeze instead, blowing to partially dry her off.

	Without waiting for it, she stormed out of the bathroom and threw herself into bed.

	Nude and still a bit wet, she rolled up herself up in her blankets and closed her eyes.

	Trying to lose herself to the comforting softness of the mattress and the bed’s warmth.

	

	

	“Homa! If any ships come in today, you take the lead, okay?”

	“You’re being awful kind, Becker.”

	“Well, if you don’t get any work, Bertrand will fire you, and if he does, I’ll have to quit. If I can’t look at your little ears and tail all day, there’s just no point to coming back to this dump every day.”

	Homa grumbled and thought of throwing something at Becker.

	But she wouldn’t say ‘no’ to the work.

	Around noon the next day, Bertrand Shore Works got a new customer approaching, and there was a great excitement about getting two ships in two days after such a drought in the work. 

	Unlike the Brigand, which had been an enormous Cruiser, this was a humble yacht, just 40 meters long and 13 meters tall, with a blue and white livery that was generic to the specific model, made by a company called “Tigershark.” It had an exposed bridge compartment at the top, a sleek pointed box that followed the profile of the hull, with a long, thick titanium-strutted glass roof allowing for the person at the helm to look at out into the water above them as they sailed. The rest of the hull was beautifully curved down to its keel, it looked flawless. Through and through a rich person’s toy.

	“They’re coming in for a full maintenance and repair job, repainting, and a jet replacement? And they’re coming here for that? We either have God or the Devil on our side here.” Aicher said.

	It was a big job, it’d be a lot of piecework on a delicate ship, a lot of expensive parts. 

	Everyone was surprised. Yachts usually went to subscription yacht clubs for this kind of thing. Bertrand’s usually worked with larger ships that didn’t travel to Kreuzung enough to pay for an expensive licensed space in the Seaport or didn’t want to deal with Seaport security or pay union rates for repair work. Old Bertrand would collect a premium on having a little toy taking up space he “could” be using for industrial ships — if there were any coming through, which there weren’t, but he wouldn’t tell the customer that. 

	He would definitely play up the opportunity cost to seem aggrieved.

	So B.W.S was buzzing. Becker and Aicher were leading the crew like a battalion.

	Homa meanwhile just acted surprised. She recalled the conversation with Madame Arabie.

	Someone knew this ship was coming, and that someone was working through the Shimii in Tower Eight to snoop on it. Madame Arabie had warned that it was dangerous– Homa tried to act natural, but as the ship was brought into berth, and then deposited by the metal arms from the drained berth into the workshop area, beached inside the dockyard, her anxiety and trepidation grew stronger. An icy chill gripped her heart as the side of the hull opened and a ramp extended down from it.

	Aicher waved Homa over to go greet the owner of the ship and get them an airstair.

	And from out the bulkhead door, came the woman Homa had seen, exactly as the picture.

	Rather than the uniform in Arabie’s photograph, the young, long-legged blond beauty was dressed in an extremely fancy-looking fur coat (it couldn’t have been real– it had to be synthetic) over a collared shirt and shiny leather-like pants. She wore tall black pumps for shoes and perched on her strong nose were a pair of black spectacles. Her earrings and fingers glinted with jewelry, with rings and gems.

	“Bonjour!” She called out with a glossy red smile, descending the airstair like a runway model.

	Homa found her brain utterly arrested by the sheer aggressive beauty of this woman.

	In the damp, drab environment of the B.W.S. dockyard she was like a flashbang grenade.

	Aicher surreptitiously tapped Homa in the back, and she walked forward to meet the lady.

	As soon as they neared each other, Homa caught a strong, sweet scent from her.

	“Oh what a dear! I’m so happy I decided to berth here. I’m Kitty McRoosevelt.”

	“Uh. Hello!” Homa smiled awkwardly. “Welcome! I’m Homa Baumann, I– I work here.”

	She hastily extended her hand and “Kitty McRoosevelt” gave her a firm shake.

	Not a common name but that didn’t matter; Homa wasn’t an expert on names.

	Madame Arabie’s words rang in her head as she shook that soft, slender, but strong hand.

	This woman was dangerous. She didn’t seem like it, but appearances weren’t everything.

	All of this, her glamor, sweetness, energy– it could be an act.

	“Pleasure to meet you. Got my papers right here.”

	Kitty handed Homa her portable and Homa scanned it. Everything came up fine.

	Her last port of call was Worms, which, from what Homa knew, wasn’t too far, and made sense. Worms and Mostar were the two closest stations. For a yacht, 40 meters was big, and pretty seaworthy, so she could travel it between stations. She had one item of listed cargo, which was a leisure submersible stored in a cargo hold in the prow. None of them would need to touch that. All their work would be in the back, with the hydrojets and the intakes in the rear underside, and on the bridge and the living quarters in the rear center where they were swapping some electronics. And everything was indeed registered under Kitty McRoosevelt. Her papers were stamped by the Aachen Station Authority. It was all legit.

	That didn’t mean anything by itself though.

	Madame Arabie could get legit papers for people who didn’t exist.

	Maybe this Kitty was the Madame Arabie of Aachen Station. Homa couldn’t know.

	“Checks out. You can go into the office to work out pay and a work schedule.” Homa said.

	Kitty smiled at her. “Thank you dear. By any chance, will you be working on her?”

	Homa blinked at her, briefly stunned at this deviation from the typical script.

	“Oh, yeah!” She averted her eyes from Kitty’s own. “They’ll probably have me doing the exterior. I can help out a little with the duct work too, but I am not certified to do anything with the electronics. So uh, I guess I’ll be painting and shining and applying the anti-organic coating and stuff like that.”

	“Ah! So all the stuff I care about the most. I’ll be looking over your shoulder then.”

	She briefly met Kitty’s eyes out of shock, and then averted them again.

	Her client patted her shoulder with a knowing smile before walking away to the office.

	Becker and Aicher then, unfortunately, approached the stunned Homa at the airstair.

	“Ah, damn it, the customer’s trying to steal her away– and she looks a damn sight nicer than I do.” Becker said. “I don’t have a chance. I better enjoy having Homa around while I can.”

	Homa narrowed her eyes at him.

	“Homa Baumann, popular with the guys and the ladies. This black cat’s got all the luck.”

	Homa turned her evil, narrow-eyed gaze at Aicher instead.

	There was some levity, everyone was happy to have more work and pay coming in. 

	As the woman disappeared into the office, and they began to assess the work that would be done to the ship, however, Homa felt that tension in her chest start to build again, constricting her breathing and heartbeat. Kitty was exactly the woman in the photos that the Madame had shown her. Come to think of it– it had skipped her mind, but she never got a name for the woman out of Madame Arabie, only the photo and her instructions. This was all deeply mysterious, but she had shown up, Kitty, the cosmetics, and fancy clothes aside, had the same face as the woman in the photograph.

	After work, she would have to head to Tower Twelve.

	Laurentius Military Center.

	And there she would meet–

	Standartenführer Imani Hadžić.

	“Becker? You were in the military right? Can I ask you something?”

	She and Becker were sizing up the ship using a digital laser scanner when she asked.

	Becker was holding the laser, and she the cable. His wizened face looked suddenly proud.

	“Ah, but I was a volunteer patrolman, not really military. Those were good days though.”

	Homa interrupted. “Is Standartenführer a really high rank?” She asked.

	His expression darkened suddenly. He looked at Homa with surprise. Maybe– maybe fear.

	“Homa– are you in trouble?” He lifted a hand from the laser. He looked startled, worried. “Is that why you’ve been looking down lately? Listen, if it’s anything with your papers, I can vouch for you. If the Volkisch are hounding you– If you have a citizenship hearing or something– I can–”

	“No, no!” Homa replied, as surprised as he was. “Becker, I’m okay. I was just curious.”

	“I see. Homa, that’s a Volkisch political rank. That’s– it’s not a– it’s not normal. It’s bad news.”

	Homa tried to persuade the stammering Becker that she was fine, and everything was okay, but his reaction, and that little episode with him, just made the fear gripping her heart swell tenfold.

	

	

	Tower Twelve loomed like a gun to the temple of Kreuzung station.

	Homa had learned a lot about it in the past months due to the ongoing imperial unrest.

	Laurentius Military Center was the main garrison of the Kreuzung Complex. While there were troops also stationed in the walls of the Kreuzung crater for defense and patrol purposes, if anything happened in Kreuzung’s core station, the response would come from Tower Twelve. Eight weeks ago, the election of Adam Lehner led to an enormous crisis in the Kreuzung complex. Imbrians rioted in the core station, prompting severe lockdowns, and the troops in Laurentius picked sides within the chaos.

	Some of them joined the rioters, some of them deployed to contain the riots and ended up fighting their own colleagues, and others broke into factions within Laurentius itself. Perhaps the largest group of security forces simply refused to participate in this and guarded the Kreuzung government center at the top of the core station while the violence worked itself out elsewhere. The Volkisch eventually took control of Laurentius, but nobody was successful, whether Volkisch or not, in toppling Governor Werner, who navigated the entire crisis and came out of it with both the grudging respect and cooperation of both the rioters and the Volkisch. The Shimii in Tower Eight had been distant witnesses to the violence, because their tower locked down during the chaos, preventing them from resupplying needed goods.

	She hadn’t been there to see any of it, but Becker and Aicher had a lot to say about it.

	Especially Becker– he followed conflict news closely and knew a lot about the military.

	So he explained everything to Homa– from his perspective.

	Regardless, what happened, happened. And Homa had not been hurt, except that Kreuzung locking out Tower Eight led Homa to spend extortionate amounts of money for pitiful amounts of food in the Shimii market, barely keeping herself alive. It was a shock to her, one she had not felt since she first started her gender transition– at 19, she realized that for her, being a woman required the mercy of the Gender Equality Center and their policies. And now at 21, she realized, everything, food, shelter, electricity, was at the mercy of the Kreuzung Core Station’s security and stability. Tower Eight was their hostage.

	Weeks later, things settled down. Life returned to a sense of normalcy at Kreuzung.

	Laurentius, however, continued to represent the threat of the Volkisch attaining complete control over the station, or at least, that’s what Becker and Aicher thought about it. If there was a crisis again, the Volkisch might have the excuse they need to not just station their black-uniformed forces in Laurentius, but to replace the Kreuzung Core Station’s police and security– and the local government.

	All of this grand politicking was over Homa’s head. She only vaguely understood.

	However, the idea of Laurentius as a threat felt visual when she beheld the tower itself.

	Unlike the rounded, drum-like towers meant for people to live in, Laurentius looked like a weapon from afar. From the gatebridge, she could stare out the glass panels at the tower, some thirty meters separate, its shadow like a coiled cylinder made up of brutal spikes. The Gatebridge itself was like the closed maw of a beast with black iron teeth and camera eyes. Laurentius was home to warships, armed Divers, missiles and guns, and the black uniformed soldiers that made old Becker pause, unable or unwilling to fit them into his heroic myths of the gallant frontier patrolmen. It was an evil place, death at the midnight hour.

	Homa had traveled through a lot of Kreuzung to make it here.

	Through elevators and steel hallways and civilian checkpoints.

	Now, standing in front of the armored entryway to the station, she had no idea what to do.

	There was an enclosed guard post, but the glass was tinted. Was anyone actually in there?

	Swallowing hard, she pushed herself to go near the box.

	She raised her ID and work permit to the wall of the box to be scanned.

	A red square appeared around her papers that flashed. Normally it was green.

	Confused, Homa raised her card and permit off the wall of the guard post and set them back on to try to rescan them. She got the same result. There was a red box around them and it started to flash. She waited a moment for anyone to say anything, but the guard post was silent.

	Mind in a fog from the stress, Homa was about to try again–

	When, from the guard post, an irate voice sounded.

	“Are you fucking stupid? You’re not allowed in here, Shimii! Go back to Tower Eight!”

	“I’m sorry!” Homa cried out. Her ears curled against her head in fear.

	Suddenly, a line of green and yellow laser light traveled over her body from the box.

	“You’ve got nothing in your hands, nothing in your clothes– consider yourself lucky.”

	Homa stood there, briefly speechless. Staring with wide, nearly weeping eyes at the glass.

	Unable to see a person inside– at least the Tower Eight border guard were visibly there.

	“Fuck off kid. Keep standing there and I’m going to read it as intent, understand?”

	“I’m– I’m looking for someone! Please, it’s really important!”

	There was a grumbling noise over whatever hidden sound system the guard post possessed.

	“God damn it. Name and rank and you better be exact, kid. Or I’m calling this shit in.”

	Homa cried out, “Standartenführer Imani Hadžić!”

	Silence.

	When the guard spoke again, she sensed a change in his tone.

	“Um. Repeat please.” Was that a tremor in his voice?

	Homa blinked. What was going on? “Standartenführer Imani Hadžić.” She repeated.

	There was no further response from the guard post. For a few minutes, nothing but silence. No motion, no lasers, nothing. As the silence stretched, it scared Homa more than the shouting.

	Just at the point where Homa thought she would scream with anxiety–

	–without warning, the black teeth of the bridge gate began to spread open.

	Then she heard a pair of sharp footsteps approaching, a tap and a clicking heel.

	Looking through the open gate, Homa spied the figure and her long, confident stride.

	A swishing noise– a black peaked cap twirling on one of her fingers.

	Homa had been right. Imani Hadžić was a Shimii like her, with rounded off ears and a very long, thick tail perfectly manicured into an unbroken little cylinder behind her. She had long limbs and a young face, cutting an attractive silhouette, a Madame Arabie in the making, Homa thought, but she was far tidier. Her dark blue hair was shoulder-length and orderly, covering the sides and back of her head quite evenly, with perfectly arranged bangs over her forehead and a slight curl at the back. Homa couldn’t tell whether she was wearing makeup, but she had a tiny bit of a blush to her. Thin spectacles perched on her nose.

	Draped over her shoulders like a cape, the empty sleeves swaying with her movements, was an all-black Volkisch coat, with two red armbands around the sleeves emblazoned with black symbols in a white circle. One was a black disc surrounded by lightning bolts, the disc itself made up of a single line, like a picture of a complicated maze; the second armband had a black moon and a black sword in the white. Neither of these were symbols that she recognized; it was a Volkisch coat, but their symbol was an eagle.

	Aside from the coat and the hat twirling like a toy in her slender fingers, she had on a long-sleeved, button-down shirt with a buttoned-up collar, a black skirt, and pitch-black tights. Those sleek, sharp heels of hers lent her footsteps an almost metallic ringing on the thick concrete of the bridge. On the collar of the coat draped on her there were several pins, maybe signifying her rank or awards. Homa could not read or understand their significance, but she recalled what Becker had told her earlier.

	From just looking at her, before she ever spoke a word–

	That cold, cutting gaze on her pretty face– her self-confident stride–

	a little grin forming on her lips as she approached–

	–and the casual way she wore and played with her symbols of office.

	Something, maybe her own nervousness, Becker’s words, a gut feeling, it all told her.

	Imani Hadžić was the most dangerous person she had ever met.

	She could almost see a black outline, like a dimension of death swirling around her.

	And a red, furious glimmer in her eyes for the briefest of instants.

	Was Homa hallucinating? When did she get like this?

	Homa closed her fists and caught her breath. She couldn’t afford to lose her wits now.

	Not in front of this woman.

	As soon as Imani Hadzic crossed the bridge, Homa extended a hand in greeting.

	Try to be brave now. She told herself.

	“As-Salamu Alaykum.”

	Hadžić accepted the handshake and answered in a sickly-sweet voice.

	“Wa Alaykum Salamu.”

	“I’m Homa Baumann. Madame Arabie sent me to deal with you–”

	Poor choice of words! Poor choice of words! Poor choice of words!

	“Eh– I mean–!”

	“Oh? Deal with me? That’s very interesting. Then, let’s deal, Homa Baumann.”

	Imani leaned into Homa and pulled her close, invading her personal space instantly.

	They were almost breast-to-breast– Imani was nearly the same size as her.

	Her grip was much stronger than her appearance would have suggested.

	“Imani Hadžić. But you knew that already.”

	Imani’s tail curled around Homa’s leg, prompting her to quiver.

	Her warm breath in Homa’s cheek, and the smell coming off of her chest–

	–unlike the sweet-smelling Arabie with her perfume, Hadžić smelled like chemicals.

	Homa almost thought she might faint when she caught a whiff of it. She held back disgust.

	“Homa Baumann. An interesting name; enchanted to meet you.”

	Imani drew back, releasing Homa from her viper-like grip.

	Her smile looking particularly twisted for a moment.

	“So, I take it you’ve confirmed the appearance of our mutual acquaintance? And so soon, too.”

	Awaiting an answer, Imani seamlessly went back to twirling her black cap on one finger.

	Homa was forced back to reality. She was on the hook to complete this job.

	“Yes, sorry, I did. There was a yacht in today, from Aachen, by way of Worms. Registered to Kitty McRoosevelt. She came with it too. Blond– there was a picture that Madame Arabie–”

	“Indeed, this picture.”

	With her free hand, Imani produced a small portable handset.

	On its LCD screen was the exact photo that Madame Arabie had shown her.

	The Standartenführer transitioned seamlessly to a calm, interrogative tone of voice.

	She was not playing around with Homa anymore.

	“So it was this woman?” Imani asked.

	Homa started to feel at ease. “Yes, it was her. I’m completely certain, I talked to her.”

	“What did she bring the yacht in for?”

	“A lot of work. Full hull repainting and coating, hydrojets, electrical system.”

	“How long will that work take you and your company?”

	“We quoted her seven eight-hour days. We have a 2-day weekend this week, and next week we only get the Seventhday off, so– we’ll probably be done the week after, on that Firstday, I think.”

	“Ah, the bottomless joy of the Imbrian work calendar.”

	“We could have done it in a few days but we’re trying to wring money out of her.”

	“You’re an honest girl. Well, don’t you worry about being too greedy. I’m positive she doesn’t care. She’s not in here to get that yacht repaired. That’s the crux of our entire dilemma, after all.“

	“Madame Arabie told me to give you this letter.“

	Homa withdrew the letter from the interior pocket of her jumpsuit. 

	Imani took the envelope and dextrously split the glued flap with her gloved fingers.

	She withdrew the stone paper from inside. A single sheet, folded closed.

	Her eyes scanned over the contents quickly, and then stashed the letter in her coat.

	She seemed far less interested in the letter– than in Homa herself.

	Slowly, that playful smile from before faded back in over her once neutral expression.

	“Ho~ma~”

	She said the words in a too-sweet singsong voice.

	“Yes. I believe this can work Ho~ma~. Indeed, indeed.”

	Was she talking to herself? Homa couldn’t tell where the conversation was going.

	For a moment, Imani tilted her head toward the guard post.

	“Hey, dumbass. This girl is with me. You scared the fuck out of her. Apologize now.”

	From the hidden speakers on the guard’s box, Homa heard the guard’s trembling voice.

	“Y-Yes ma’am. Acknowledged. Ms. Baumann– I’m terribly sorry. Won’t happen again.”

	“You’d better show her outstanding customer service from now on.”

	She didn’t have to say more. They all felt it. From the dreadful glare she was directing at the box, the threat was implicit. Homa almost imagined that she had said ‘I’ll kill you,’ ‘I’ll torture you,’ ‘you’re a dead man’ after each of those sentences. It seemed like the natural extension, and it felt like a form of cruelty to withhold the obvious. But Imani looked delighted with the response from the guard.

	When she turned back to Homa, she was all smiles again.

	“Ho~ma~ heh, what a cute name.” She leaned into Homa again, but not as close as before. Homa tried not to breathe in the smell. What was it anyway? It smelled like the inside of a hospital. “I asked Arabie,” Imani continued casually, “if she had an urchin with connections to a private dock, so we could have a firm hand in Kitty McRoosevelt’s scheming. After our arrangement, I surreptitiously worked to have her land in B.S.W to keep an eye on her. I never expected to get such an interesting specimen in return though. Yes, I’m interested in you. Homa, from now on, you’re working for me, okay? Kitty McRoosevelt is a dangerous terrorist and has done many misdeeds in Eisental. I am afraid she might be plotting her worst attack yet. With your help, however, we can save Kreuzung Station from another catastrophe.”

	“Ma’am–?”

	She saw it again– those red glinting eyes that stared as if right through her.

	What was it that Imani Hadžić was seeing through those eyes that interested her this much?

	Madame Arabie had made it sound like she would be Imani’s gopher for a bit, which was an ordinary task for Homa, but she didn’t expect Imani to get so handsy. Her entire demeanor was terrifying. Her presence was so heavy, so morbid, but Homa barely understood where those feelings were coming from. She tried to be rational, to return to her own motivations. She needed to stay good with Madame Arabie, and she wanted money, whether Hadžić’s, Arabie’s or even that Madiha character’s money–

	–and even more than that, the word terrorist began ringing around in her brain.

	Joining the expanse of black, mottled with colors, that had overtaken her emotions.

	There really was some catastrophe brewing in the station.

	And if it hit, maybe Homa wouldn’t even survive it this time.

	She didn’t think Imani Hadžić was a good or heroic person at all. She was a soldier, and in Kreuzung, the soldiers had been beating and killing people weeks ago in order to “restore order” and “prevent a catastrophe.” Homa had no sympathy for that kind of wanton terror. But if she could help Imani to keep things from escalating to that point, then maybe such an action could be called heroic.

	There was another voice, that Homa didn’t want to acknowledge.

	Because it felt childish, and simple, the thinking of a kid when she needed to be an adult.

	However– she did, distantly, think that this would be adventurous, exciting—

	“What do you say, Ho~ma~? Would you be willing to help me– or–?”

	Imani Hadžić was not going to give her a choice, anyway.

	Homa saw it written in her face. She was already Imani’s puppet, she was destined to be.

	But she wasn’t going to do it for nothing.

	“Ma’am, I’ve been promised a lot of payment and gotten none. I need a guarantee.”

	“Oh? How bold of you. Trying to extort something upfront? My, my, my–”

	Imani’s fingers suddenly darted to Homa’s cheek. She thought she would be slapped–!

	Instead, however, they simply patted on the edge of her jaw and sat there, holding her.

	“–You’re lucky that you’re a Shimii. Or at least, half one.”

	Her disdainful, icy gaze locked on to Homa’s own.

	“If I didn’t have a soft spot for you, that would have been a slap. Little~ Ho~ma~”

	She drummed her fingers on Homa’s cheek. Homa remained speechless in her grasp.

	“I– I need money for my rent. It’s coming up. Otherwise I’ll be kicked out.”

	It took all her strength to speak despite the smothering, invisible weight around Imani.

	But Homa spoke up. She tried to meet Imani’s icy gaze with determination.

	For a moment, she realized Imani’s eyes were two different shades of icy blue.

	Among the Shimii, this was exceedingly rare. Mismatched eyes.

	As rare as Homa’s mutant tail– but viewed as beautiful rather than shameful.

	Imani Hadžić was not only a full-blooded Shimii, she was an exceedingly rare kind.

	“That’s it? That’s such a humble request. It’s so cute. Sure. I’ll pay your rent. Personally.”

	Imani drew back, crossing her arms and giggling.

	“Ma’am–?”

	Personally? Why did she emphasize that?

	“But maybe I’ll use your address to come bug you too~ we’ll see!”

	Oh no–

	Before Homa could object or respond, Imani reached into her coat and procured a second handset portable of the same model as the one she had been using before. It was a trendy new model, handheld with a slate form factor, jet black with a crisp touchscreen. If Madame Arabie was 15 years younger she might have been glued to a device like this. It fit perfectly in one’s hands, could go into any pocket, but it had the same computing potential as a normal portable terminal or room computer connected to the station’s network. Homa had seen them advertised around the pavilion shopping center.

	Nonchalantly, Imani handed to Homa ten thousand marks worth of tech.

	“I’ll contact you through this whenever I need you. I’m not clingy, I don’t expect you to twist into a knot to call me back or answer my mails immediately, but if I don’t hear from you within the same day, I will camp out at your apartment and get answers personally. Fair warning not to leave me hanging.”

	“What? I can just have this–? Ma’am, this– this is really expensive–”

	“Yeah. You’re welcome. Take good care of it. Don’t lose it– or pawn it or anything.”

	“I wasn’t going to! So to be completely clear, I can just keep this, to talk to you?”

	“You can use it to watch videos or play games or whatever too. I don’t care.”

	Homa blinked, looking down at the handset’s black LCD with confusion.

	“I’m– I guess I’ll give it a go? Um. Thanks ma’am. This is– a lot more than I expected.”

	“Uh huh. Anyway. I’ll call or mail you when I need you. We’ll talk about your rent later.”

	She turned sharply around, waving her hand behind herself.

	Homa could still see that grin, clear as day, still right in front of her.

	That was how fast, how confidently, she dismissed her.

	“Take care, my~ little~ Ho~ma~,” she laughed, as the black jaws of the gate shut behind her.

	Leaving Homa paralyzed for a moment, still processing the wind that had swept her up.

	

	

	By the time Homa had walked all the way back to Tower Eight from Laurentius, it was night again, and she wouldn’t have time to go food shopping. However, because she had eaten with Madame Arabie yesterday, she still had beef cube lonac in the morning, and could have more of it when she returned. Then tomorrow, she could set her bone marrow lonac to cook and have it for dinner.

	She did not usually meet anyone on the way back to her apartment, but coming back this late at night, two nights in a row, made her feel a bit lonelier. There was nothing to be done about it, however. Homa had no friends, a generational difference to almost all of her coworkers, and was foreign enough, weird about gender enough, and secular enough, that she didn’t feel comfortable going to the mosque, or hitting the clubs. She worked, and she ate– her only hobbies were just reading fantasy stories, which was hard to do on the walls of her room, and sports, particularly waterjet racing, which were cancelled.

	From her pocket, she withdrew the slate Imani Hadžić had given her. It was nice to have a portable.

	When she graduated from vocational school, they took the terminal she got loaned for studying.

	And Shimii weren’t allowed to withdraw anything from Core Station lending libraries to take home.

	Maybe she would spend her days off playing with this portable. Figure out the games and such.

	It’d be easier to read books on it too. She could pick up reading The Coral Knight again.

	As soon as she returned to her home, she threw off all her clothes on the floor and jumped into bed. She would have to get up soon to eat and shower, but she had been walking for so long and she needed to relax. That cool comfort of her room’s climate control, the LED clusters overhead, the stale scent of metal around her, it brought her relief. She was home, she was safe. No more walking. No work.

	She lifted the portable in both hands, holding it over her eyes. Her mind drifted off.

	Kitty McRoosevelt, the terrorist. Madame Arabie, the gangster. Imani Hadžić, the cruel and dark soldier. Homa Baumann, the noble knight, caught up in the whirlwind of events. Her exhausted mind drifted off into little fantasies of this. Her pure heart standing determined against evil; but aside from fantasy, she felt no emotions. In that moment, she was not shaking, and the stress had passed her by. She felt fear when she was in the presence of some bigshot. But in her room, everything was eerie, normal.

	Out there, outside her door, there was some kind of plan in motion.

	In here however– well, wasn’t that always the case?

	Homa was not an esteemed knight involved in some quest. She was just some kid.

	Shimii had no knights. They lived in the shadows of the Imbrians’ wars and upheavals.

	Things just happened to them. They did not have the power to be involved.

	“Ugh. Quit thinking about that big brain stuff. You’ll go insane, Homa Baumann.“

	She rolled over on her side, toying with the portable, her tiny tail wiggling what it could.

	“I’m gonna pick up the Coral Knight where I left off this instant.“

	A dose of pulp heroics would do wonders for her mood–

	Then as she began to feel cozy and relaxed, the portable lit up suddenly in front of her face.

	She saw a portrait appear on the display and a recognized name to match the face: Imani Hadžić.

	Homa fumbled with the portable, sat up, put it to her ear; heart gripped instantly in fear.

	“Oh good.” Imani’s tinny voice sounding from the portable. “You’re awake, Ho~ma~”

	That little drawn-out singsong rendition of her name again. “Um, officer Hadžić, ma’am–?”

	“Eww, don’t call me that. Homa, you are to call me ‘Imani’ at all times from now on, okay? Anyway. We’re going on a date. Meet me in Kreuzung, G3 Block, Tier 8, tomorrow at 9 o clock sharp. The block is called ‘Ballad’s Paradise’ if that makes it any easier to find it. Wear something decent, okay?”

	Homa felt like someone had taken a mallet to her chest. “A– um– uh– a date?”

	“Uh huh. You ever been on one? Don’t worry. I’m the kind of girl who takes the lead if she has to. You just show up and look nice next to me, okay? It’s a really nice place I’m taking you, expensive too.”

	“Um. Imani. With all due respect– why are we going on a date?”

	She heard a loud and clear and extremely dismissive scoff on the line.

	“It’ll be super fun and you’re gonna love it. C’mon, it’s the last day off I’m gonna have in a while.”

	Homa heard a softly ringing noise as Imani suddenly disconnected.

	Surprised, she lifted the slate from her ear, stared at the screen in disbelief.

	A moment later, a little banner on the screen notified her of a message.

	Homa flicked her finger at the banner–

	And found a mail, consisting of nothing but a black heart, sent by Imani Hadžić.

	She fell back down to the bed, the slate slipping out of her fingers.

	Up from her chest, she lifted a hand and set it over her eyes.

	Homa drew in a deep breath, filling her lungs.

	In silent awe and growing exasperation of the capricious witch she was involved with.

	“What have I gotten myself into? She better fucking pay my rent.”

	So much for all the adventure and mystery. This really was her life now.

	Of course, there was no choice. Not with this woman– not with any part of it.

	She was someone who things happened to. Not someone who could do anything.

	So then– now the only question was, what would Homa even wear?

	To her date tomorrow. With Imani Hadžić.

	

	

	 


10.3

	That morning, Homa was awakened not by her alarm, but by a pulsating red glow.

	Her groggy eyes partially opened, and on the opposing wall, she saw the red lettering.

	Once her vision settled, she could make it out.

	There was, on the wall, a brutally flashing Rent Due notice.

	It was not due that specific day. And when she acknowledged it, the message went away.

	Soon, however, it would begin to flash permanently as the rent drew nearer.

	Those bright letters in the pitch dark room, twisting and turning in her confusion.

	It brought back a certain memory. Pitch darkness; a message just out of sight.

	Her hands instinctively reached for a necklace she did not wear all the time anymore.

	When they came up empty– there was a brief moment of frustration.

	With a heavy sigh, Homa got herself off the bed, turned on the lights, and began her day.

	First she cleaned up her multicooker pot and set it back on its element, and using the dim blue touchpad, she set it to searing mode. This would heat up the thick steel bottom and sides of the pot rapidly in order to render fat and to brown meat. For the things Homa knew how to cook, this was an essential feature. She had picked this multicooker especially for its searing ability. It was adequate at the task.

	“When you don’t have a lot, you have to bring the best out of the ingredients.”

	His voice, still reverberating in her head sometimes. Deep and booming through his helmet.

	She set three of her marrow bones down on the heat. She had been soaking them in a bowl overnight to get the blood out of them, so they introduced a bit of stray fluid into the element, but that was okay. Its evaporation let her know that the pot was getting nice and hot. Homa used a spork to flip over the bones and pressed them against the hot walls of the pot. When the pink bone marrow began to exhibit some surface browning and the stray bits of meat and fat on the exterior of the bone began to cook out and render, she squeezed in some tomato paste from a tube, swirled it on the searing hot bottom of the pot, around the marrow bones. She threw in her cabbage, emptied her can of beans in there, topped it off with water, and seasoned with Zlatla. Then she turned the pot temperature down and sealed it. 

	Another day, another slowly cooked lonac. Homa was sure that it would be delicious.

	Sizzling and smoking of meat on steel– there was something nostalgic about that too.

	It brought back a memory about the single time she ate roasted meat around an actual, burning fire. Her recipe for a simple lonac that was both tasty and nutritious, she learned from none other than a bandit. A famous bandit known as the “Marzban” for his deeds. Despite his ignominy, he saved her life, and in a brief journey, taught her a lot of lessons about living. Within the rocky core of a mountain, with carbon sticks and liquid fuel, he ignited the first real fire Homa ever saw, and cooked some tough beef for them.

	“Look up. On the cave ceiling.” He had said.

	That day– the fire illuminated the crevice, and Homa could see the pool of water just off of the rock they were camping out on. The air pressure inside the mountain kept the water from rushing in through the makeshift moonpool. And overhead, the fire and smoke revealed letters, old letters in an old tongue, lit up in the dark like signals. Homa had never seen them before and never again since.

	“We were here. We’ll always be here. We will learn to survive and keep living.”

	Homa shook her head. She hated feeling anything about that man. It made her feel small.

	Radu the Marzban. Legendary raider and local hero of the Shimii in Eisental.

	For someone who had met him, Homa did not feel like she had become a strong hero.

	Kids who got saved by really cool guys, became really cool themselves right?

	“That’s just in fucking stories, nowhere else.” Homa grumbled.

	Fat chance she would ever be a hero– she had learned to cook and traveled around a bit–

	Then Old Radu just dumped her in Kreuzung for Madame Arabie to order around.

	She was still just a useless girl getting jerked around. “Surviving” was all she was doing.

	“Whatever. He’s gone back to being a legend and I’m just working day by day.”

	No grand destiny for her. Heroes didn’t have to make rent, did they?

	With a sigh, Homa left the side of the multicooker and caught a quick shower.

	It was a Sixthday, and it was 7 o’ clock, so she had time to think idly before setting out.

	Time to think about what she would wear– to her date with Imani Hadžić.

	“It can’t just be a date! She’s just teasing me. It has to be a stakeout or going undercover.”

	Out of all her clothes, Homa’s fanciest set was clearly the waitstaff clothes that Madame Arabie had given her. While it was just some nice pants, a shirt, and a waistcoat and blazer, Homa felt initially out of sorts about dressing up like a waiter to meet Imani. Would she know–? But then– she imagined that the Standartenführer would probably just show up in her atrocious black military uniform.

	Did military people ever take their uniforms off? Homa briefly imagined them being like toys that only came with one type of outfit and you never saw them out of it. You buy a doll, it comes with a dress; you buy a little soldier, and he’s in his uniform. An Evil Volkisch Officer Imani Hadžić doll with Homa-bothering action! It only came with her devilish black uniform– Homa’s anxieties briefly allayed at the thought. There was no getting around that her nicest outfit was a waitstaff uniform, but it was a nice one.

	Instead of the blazer and waistcoat, she would wear her one good brown jacket to round it off.

	Looking herself in the mirror while brushing her ponytail, she thought she looked sharp.

	Though some part of her wished that the Homa doll had come with a nice dress.

	“I’m always dressing like this– oh well.”

	She tried to recall whether Imani’s uniform had a skirt or pants. Not that it mattered.

	Out in the hall, she noticed that the door right in front of hers had changed what it displayed on the front. There had been a little fake plant in it. Now there was a sign– the Imbrian company that rented these habitats was looking for a new tenant and left a digital address to which a mail could be sent with requests. She narrowed her eyes at it as if she could lay a curse on the landlord. 

	She did not know her neighbors well– but she still felt bad for the person who had to leave.

	That could very well be her soon–

	In the pocket of her pants, she felt something buzz and make noise.

	“Imani?”

	Homa withdrew her handheld and saw a new message there.

	Another black heart from Imani. No other text.

	“This woman–! Ugh–!”

	While she had the handheld out, Homa searched for directions to Ballad’s Paradise.

	All room computers had pretty similar interfaces, and portable computers mimicked them too.

	Just tapping on the wall brought up a white “window” with further options, all of which were packaged as discrete little “applications” which the room computer ran. Everything from the clock to the television, to a music player, it was all kept in there. Using the handheld felt like holding one of those windows, having plucked it from the walls of her room, but all the icons were different. It had all the same amenities, she could touch to tune in to television channels with streaming video, she could pull up a music player, but they were laid out and branded differently. She was figuring it out, but the big blue and silver R-shaped logo of Rhineametalle on every application felt like an indicator of who to blame…

	Mildly frustrated, Homa started to walk to the elevator.

	“I’ve got to take the tram into Kreuzung anyway– I’ve got time to figure this out.”

	While on the elevator herself, her struggle became that, in a room interface, most of the swipes were left to right, while on this handheld, most of the swipes for various features were right to left, and the left to right swipe in an app did something different than she expected. Similarly, pinching seemed to be inverted, with spreading the fingers making things smaller and closing them making things bigger– was Rhineametalle’s portable computing team full of wacky sadists? Why would they do this?

	Coming out of the elevator, she nearly ran into the tram guard’s box, slate in hand–

	“Hey twerp, watch where you’re going. Don’t bust your nose on my booth.”

	Homa gritted her teeth. She tried to ignore the guard’s laughter while walking through.

	On the tram, she finally figured out the Kreuzung map and how to get A to B directions.

	And how to keep the direction she was in centered on the screen so she could follow it.

	From the pavilion shopping center that always greeted her upon entering Kreuzung, she took an elevator up four whole tiers. She stepped out onto a plaza, with a sweeping green hillside, trees, freshly moistened earth that smelled strangely pungent. White stone paths led to benches and fountains, and there were flower bushes and trees that were not encased in bubbles, and Homa was tempted for a moment to try to smell one closely– but she pondered whether it was even legal to touch the plants.

	Overhead was a simulated sky as fake as those in Tower Eight, but it didn’t matter.

	There was so much green, there was so much organic matter, trunks and leaves and mud.

	Irrigation systems cast sprays of water at the greenery, leaving glistening dews.

	No one else around was trying to smell the flower bushes. No one was stepping on the grass either, nobody wanted to feel the dirt or climb the hill. There were less people than in the shopping center, which was unbroken crowds every which way– but still, there were dozens of people walking the plaza paths. Not one of them seemed interested in the grass, the flowers, it was such an arresting site for Homa but everyone treated it so casually that she felt she had to as well. Like she was not allowed excitement.

	So as much as her curiosity at that moment had peaked, she made herself move on from it.

	On the opposite end of the plaza she took another elevator. Now she was deeper into the station than she ever had been, and everything was absolutely brand new to her. To reach Tower Twelve, she had to skirt around the edges of the core station, circumnavigating it from 8 o clock to 12 o clock, all through outer halls and straightforward thoroughfares, none of it could have been called adventurous– to reach Ballad’s Paradise, she had to go toward the 4 o clock, deep into the station core, each step taking her farther and farther opposite than she ever had been of her home in Tower Eight.

	She had learned, from the description on the map and from searching online, that Ballad’s Paradise was marketed toward couples. It had restaurants, lounges, theater, an aquarium, and nature park, among other attractions meant to be enjoyed with someone around your arm. This radically altered her perception of what Imani Hadžić wanted with her. Maybe– was it actually a date?

	From another elevator, she arrived at a long and wide hallway flanked with glass panels with a view of murky seawater. This was in the depths of the core station, so the water was from tanks, but it was still dark and dangerous-looking as any. There were screens on the walls showing news programs, lines of vending machines supplying not only food and drinks but even changes of basic clothes. 

	There were long benches, studded to deter rough sleepers from crashing on them. It was some kind of lounge, there were people coming and going, and taking up the benches, resting from day trips.

	Ballad’s Paradise was just one more elevator away, but as she started to walk, she found her eyes drawn to someone who began shouting in the middle of the long hallway all of a sudden.

	“Friends, humankin, all! Have you prayed to mighty Solcea for health today?”

	As Homa neared, she saw them, their whole appearance was quite androgynous, short-haired with a round jaw and an aquiline nose, completely pale, bloodlessly pale, with a very conservative white robe covering their entire body. They had no religious accoutrements on their person, no books to sell, no crosses or charms, no literature to hand out. They were just there, preaching without any scriptures.

	“It was by her grace, her light, a million years in the making, that you can appreciate the beauty around you, that you do more than draw breath and devour protein! She brought you out of the murk, gave you a soul and made you human! Even after you destroyed your world, she still seeks your salvation! Today, take some time to think about Great Solcea, to thank her, for the light of your consciousness, for the ripples of thought emanating from you to fill the world with color! Seek her mind in the cosmos!”

	When they spoke, Homa noticed, coming closer and closer–

	–how long their tongue was,

	and forked. And how–

	how sharp their teeth were–

	“You there! Your aura is beautiful! Might you come near? I have a blessing for you!”

	Homa paused– they were staring directly at her.

	Their face was friendly and their tone was quite polite. They didn’t look frightening–

	“I’m not a solceanist, so, no.” Homa said.

	Almost everyone assumed that all Shimii were Rashidun (or Mahdist) by default.

	For this person not to do so was pretty strange.

	“Ah, but it is not about religion! This is an ancient truth of the world!”

	Homa narrowed her eyes at the preacher. She continued walking.

	“Homa Baumann! Can I at least look at the necklace you are wearing!”

	At first she couldn’t believe she had heard her name come out of that sharp toothed mouth.

	This led her to pause, just a few steps away from the preacher, and they slinked to her side. Though they did not interpose themselves between Homa and the path forward she realized then that in hesitating to leave them behind, she had committed to dealing with this person in some way. She did not want to scream for a guard and make it a whole issue– so she pulled up her necklace from out of her shirt.

	There was not much to it. From tiny links in a chain of silver-polished steel hung a small vaguely cylindrical object with beveled edges that gave it a roughly diamond-like shape. Once upon a time this object probably shone, but it no longer did. There was a bit of rough wear to its otherwise smooth exterior. By sliding her thumb over it, she could lift half the object from the rest and reveal a core of white and silver silica, unpolished, just a splinter that flew off a rock in a mine, just ore, nothing special.

	But the preacher looked captivated with the tiny splinter of silica in the necklace.

	They leaned in to look at the necklace as soon as Homa begrudgingly unveiled it.

	“Homa, did you know? A million years ago, this was part of a living being.” They said.

	Now that they were close, Homa thought their clothes smelled like fish.

	“How did you know my name?” Homa asked.

	Against this freak, she fancied her chances in a fight. She was lean and had a mean hook.

	She was not physically threatened, but she felt disturbed by them in general.

	Something about them was off and unfamiliar and dangerous.

	Imbrians and Shimii and Loup and Katarrans– they occupied this space, they had their tensions, but they belonged in the picture of Kreuzung station that Homa was used to seeing. This person felt like someone truly outside that relationship. She could not predict what they wanted, what they could do– her “street smarts” stopped dead under the shadow of this preacher, who instead of alms or selling literature, only wanted to look at her necklace and “bless” her. Who knew her name? Who were they?

	“You felt like a Homa Baumann! It’s all over your aura. The pious can tell these things.” They said.

	Homa narrowed her eyes, glaring at the preacher. They only smiled in return.

	“Take care of it.” Said the Preacher, after Homa made no immediate response. “Cherish that little life in your hands, Homa Baumann, and it will become alive enough again to whisper comfort to you. It once loved us all with all its strength. It must have nothing but good things to say about you. Listen to it.”

	She looked down at the necklace, closed the compartment and let it drop against her chest.

	Homa had enough of this.

	“Okay, who the hell are you supposed to be? Do I need to call station security?”

	They raised their head as if to look over Homa’s shoulder.

	“Oh you needn’t call them. They’ll be here soon.”

	They clapped their hands together and gave Homa the most absurd smile she’d seen yet.

	“My name– Six. Enforcer VI. ‘The Sloth’.” They said.

	Homa could hardly process the nonsense she heard. “The hell does that mean? The Sloth?”

	The Preacher’s voice lowered, their eyes darkened. Their smile twisted.

	“Of course– what is more slothful than seeking blessings from God, after all?”

	“What–?”

	“Hey! Who the hell are you? Get away from her!”

	Homa turned back to the corridor. A blue-uniformed policeman had rounded the corner.

	Without another word, ‘Six’ took off running down the hall.

	All the while, they were smiling and laughing– was all this some kind of prank?

	When the preacher took off, the guard made a half-hearted run from his end of the hall, but he stopped just a few steps from Homa and waved his truncheon impotently in the air. ‘Six’ was gone around the other end of the hall, and there were quite a few places they could take off to from there, whether by elevator or staircase. It wasn’t any kind of chase, the guard just scared them off.

	“Ma’am, was that guy bothering you?”

	Homa looked at the guard and shook her head.

	“They were just saying weird stuff. Maybe they’ve got like a mental illness thing.” She said.

	As soon as he heard her talk, his attitude became a bit rougher.

	“Right.” The guard clipped his truncheon to his belt’s magnetic strip. “Listen, you have to call for help if you see that guy again. Even if he’s not bothering you, I’m sure no one around here wants some freak talking to them out of the blue. If you play along with him you’ll just encourage him. Got it?”

	Homa nodded her head demurely. She didn’t understand where this tone shift came from.

	“Good. Now I need to see your papers, before I let you go.”

	For a moment, Homa felt her chest tighten. Why did he want to see her papers?

	She was legit– she was legit in every way, but he could. He really could demand this.

	Shimii weren’t supposed to be in Kreuzung’s core station without their papers.

	So she had to comply, or she would get a beating, or get thrown in jail or worse.

	From the pocket of her pants she withdrew the lanyard with her ID cards.

	The guard procured a portable scanner gun from his belt and ran it over the cards.

	He then looked at the cards themselves. Slowly and methodically turning them over.

	Such quiet deliberation extended the icy cold several seconds of Homa’s emotional torture.

	Was he really going to arrest her? For talking to that weirdo or being a Shimii or what?

	Homa almost wanted to protest, but it would just make everything worse.

	She kept her hands at her sides, made no movements, said nothing.

	Made herself unthreatening as she could while the guard pored over her papers.

	“Hmm. Fine. You’re good to go. Remember what I told you, okay? Stay out of trouble.”

	Unceremoniously he handed Homa back her ID cards.

	Then, without another word, he walked past Homa and continued on his way.

	Her legs felt like jelly. Her breathing was troubled, her head cloudy.

	Watching him go, she really just wanted to run back home to Tower Eight.

	It had only been minutes, but too much had happened in them. She almost wanted to cry.

	For her to get moving again from that spot took a monumental amount of willpower.

	Deep breaths, sighing, fighting back tears. Feeling utterly humiliated.

	

	

	Ballad’s Paradise was an experience from the moment one first entered.

	When the elevator doors opened up, an ivy-tangled wooden bridge with white tiles led over a false river into what looked like an absolutely massive, beautiful ultra-modern villa upon the riverbank. A multi-section triangular roof with colored glass windows and portholes topped walls of lacquered silver brick with wooden doors. Dark grey tile formed the floor off of the bridge and inside the villa proper. There was a board off to the side of the entrance with a map, which showed that the villa was only a visitor’s center, and that there were more attractions in the cylindrical interior, under the waters of the false river. 

	There was an entire, massive aquarium module, a small petting zoo, a theater, restaurants– etc.

	Everything had a couple’s discount, and you could get a picture taken and loaded into your portable by any of the many cameras on the bridge, in the lobby of the villa, or in any of the various attractions. Entry into the villa was free, but the visitors were encouraged to meet up with their partners and go downstairs together if they wanted to do more than sit around and admire the architecture or the pristine waters of the false river. There were a lot of people everywhere, it was almost as lively as the pavilion shopping center. Homa felt completely overwhelmed at first, there was so much to see around her.

	When she got used to the space however, she realized what people saw in this place.

	The atmosphere was incredible. Everything smelled earthy and sweet, and the air was nice and humid, unlike the stale, dry air around the rest of the station’s utilitarian corridors. Even though there were a lot of people around, the visitor’s center did not feel crowded, there were no lines to get into anything, nobody was elbow to elbow with a stranger. It was well designed for space. Inside the visitor’s center the softly painted walls and the warm LED lights on the roof fostered a calm atmosphere. There was a front desk with a receptionist eager to make recommendations to the visitors, and a bank of vending machines for a quick snack or drink. There were portable terminals and bathrooms available to the public.

	Soft, sensual violin and brass piped into the room.

	This really was a place purpose built to set the mood for later in the evening.

	Thinking about that with regards to Imani made her want to run away again.

	“It is a nice place, and maybe she’ll treat me.” So then– whatever. She would play along.

	Homa looked around the room.

	Her eyes went over anyone she saw wearing dark clothes and a hat.

	She had no sense of what Imani’s style was, she still assumed she would be wearing her uniform to the date. So she focused on finding that dark blue hair color, Shimii ears, or a black uniform and hat that would have made anyone frightened to be around her. This led Homa to stand around quite uselessly for several minutes, staring intensely at several random people who looked nothing like Imani.

	Then she heard a buzz in her pocket. It was an actual voice call from Imani.

	Homa picked up. 

	“Where are you? I’m in a corner in the lobby.” Imani said.

	“I’m in the middle. Which corner–?”

	Her voice was a bit dismissive. “Never mind, I see you.”

	From somewhere behind Homa in the crowd, she did hear the voice as Imani disconnected.

	When she turned around, Homa saw those round, fluffy cat ears briefly poking out over the shoulders of a gaggle of Imbrian women. Imani navigated the crowd and patiently approached Homa with a completely neutral and calm expression on her face. For an instant, Homa saw the black coat and cap on her, the dirty symbols of the violent Volkisch movement emblazoned on her sleeves, but–

	That was not how she was dressed at all. In fact–

	Homa could not help herself but think that Imani looked pretty.

	She looked quite down to earth in a lightly ruffled lime-green blouse, with a dark blue knee-length skirt and tights, and brown heels. Over her shoulders, she had a cardigan, colored a soft, warm orange that was not too bright or bold, it blended well with the rest, unassuming. She had the cardigan over her shoulders, but her arms weren’t in the sleeves. Her hair was down, and as orderly and shiny as before. Homa thought she looked like an Imbrian student on the way to a university course at the Rhineametalle science academy– had it not been for her tail and ears and mismatched eyes, of course.

	Upon meeting Homa, Imani walked right up to her and laid a kiss on her cheek.

	She smelled like lavender. Her hair smelled sweeter than the perfumed objects in the room.

	“You look shocked. Didn’t think I could clean up?” She said.

	“I thought you’d wear your uniform.” Homa admitted.

	Imani pushed up her glasses. “Why ever would I do that? I’m off the clock.”

	Homa was so taken aback she almost asked aloud if this was really a date after all.

	She knew, however, that it would be a pretty boorish thing to throw back on Imani.

	After all, she really had cleaned up exceptionally nicely to meet her at this lovely place.

	While the invitation had been blunt, shocking– Homa couldn’t deny this girl to her face.

	Her face was just too captivating in that moment to say ‘no’ to.

	Imani’s eyes glanced up and down. “You look cute. I thought you’d wear something more casual.”

	“I only really have work clothes and formal clothes.” Homa said.

	And as far as formal clothes, she didn’t own much variety.

	“Do you prefer boy’s clothes, or do you not own any girl’s clothes?”

	That question came as a shock, for no good reason.

	Homa had not brought up the gender stuff with Imani; she naively assumed it would fly under the radar. Who would ask someone like Homa on a date if they were going to get offended about it? She looked pretty feminine, she thought, but there were always signs of gender stuff, depending on what someone was judgmental about. If someone obsessed over her shoulders or her waist or her neck, or, well, judged her by her voice, which was not necessarily feminine at all. Not that there weren’t plenty of women with all those exact traits as hers– it was so unjust! Her mind was racing now to craft a response–

	“Um, yeah, about that–“

	“I can feel your face getting twenty degrees warmer. Don’t be so nervous.“ Imani interrupted.

	“Uh. Well. I don’t own any girl’s clothes. I’ve– I’ve been like this for a few years, but–“

	“Do you want to shop for some girl’s clothes?“ Imani said suddenly.

	“Maybe not today.“ Homa said nervously.

	Imani nodded. “Fair enough. Just so you know– I think it’s really cool. Fascinating, even.“

	“W-What is?“ Homa said in a breathless voice. She was so embarrassed. She wanted to disappear.

	“The gender stuff, duh. It’s interesting. It feels– really modern. Science fiction type stuff.“

	Why did she phrase it exactly like that? Why did she say gender stuff?

	It made Homa twenty six times more embarrassed than before!

	“Well– thanks. I get more judgment than praise for it, so I’m a little taken back.“

	“I know that feeling.” Imani said. “Anyway. I hope the walk here wasn’t too troubling.”

	Homa would not tell her about the preacher and the guard.

	She was afraid Imani might actually try to do something to get revenge for it.

	“It was nice. There was a park on the way that was really lovely.” Homa said.

	The change of subject was very welcome, however. She would not ask what that feeling was to her.

	“Kreuzung is a lot more spacious and developed than I realized.” Imani said. “Anyway, we’re lesbians today. Take my arm and let us go have breakfast, I’ll treat you, I’ve already got a brunch reservation at a nice place. After that, we’ll go to the theater, the petting zoo, and maybe stop by the live music venue; then we’ll ride the couple’s tram into the aquarium, take themed photos, have authentic Imbrian cream beers with lunch, visit the model village, go shopping, eat dinner, get some souvenirs–!”

	Imani was talking so fast that Homa’s head started spinning.

	“Hadž– Imani, hold on. You want to do everything in this place?”

	It really was a date? It really was one?! She just wanted to hold hands and shop?!

	Lesbians?!?!

	“I planned this meticulously! I’ll be really busy starting tonight! We won’t get another chance!”

	“I think a theater performance is like, two hours by itself isn’t it?” Homa said.

	She was laughing internally because the situation was too ridiculous to cry over.

	And also– because free lunch and dinner with a cute girl was no punishment at all!

	There was nothing to fear! This wasn’t a troublesome situation at all!

	Even if that cute girl was probably a murderer who usually smelled like a dentist’s office.

	(But she smelled sweet now– and looked even better–)

	“I’m just asking you to be realistic.” Homa added. “We should prioritize some stuff.”

	Imani sighed with disappointment. “Okay, my must-haves are the theater, the petting zoo, the couple’s tram car ride, the model village, and a nice dinner. We will accomplish those today.”

	“That sounds a lot more doable.”

	Homa offered her arm, and Imani immediately clung close to her.

	Having someone’s warmth so close to her was an unfamiliar feeling.

	She still felt there had to be some ulterior motive involved– Homa didn’t trust so easily.

	Play-acting a couple still felt exciting, nevertheless.

	Homa had never gone out to a nice place and had a meal with someone in that context.

	Under the visitor’s center, there was essentially a mall that had brick and stone, ivy covered walls and warm lighting to convey a sort of “rustic” mood like a castle upon a prairie. 

	Homa thought that no actual place in the world had these kinds of walls or this sort of “countryside” atmosphere, everything everywhere was made of metal or plastic. But because these kinds of things survived in stories, they could be fantasies for people’s day trips. Having said that, the home and hearth type atmosphere was disrupted by the fact that between those walls and behind the fake wood doors there were all these fashionable shops, souvenir stores, even a spa and a makeup place. As they walked arm in arm, Imani seemed to make note of the shop brands they passed by.

	“I expected they would have a Sunvale Atelier down here, since it’s supposed to be old Imbrian style– but it’s just another string of Epoch shops. I wanted to buy a Dirndl or something like that. Not even the souvenir store looks like it has old Imbrian costumes for sale. Such a pity.”

	“They had a bunch of neat little floral wreaths you could wear.” Homa replied.

	Imani scoffed. “I’m not wearing anything on my head now, and I’m not planning to.”

	For a moment, Homa wondered whether she took offense to hijabs for some reason.

	“Ah, sorry. Was that why you were playing with your hat that time?”

	“Uh huh. Even with ear holes, it’s just annoying to me.”

	Homa had to admit to herself it was pretty cute when Imani pouted over this.

	At the end of the little mall, they sat together at a bench table within a ‘traditional Imbrian tavern’ lit by fake torches with walls projecting a stone and wood interior. It was a bit dim and moody inside, but the waitstaff were not dressed for the part whatsoever. Their table was quickly attended to by a slim young waiter with long, dark blueish hair in a braided ponytail, and a soft, smiling face. They were dressed in a white button-down shirt with a bow tie, and black suspender pants. So they looked like any ordinary waiter, rather than a rough and tumble Imbrian barkeep or something else fantastical in nature.

	“May I recommend the charcuterie platter?” They said, all smiles. “It’s the special.”

	Imani did not even look at them. “I have a meal reservation. It’s under Hadžić.”

	She stared at the table, tracing her fingers over the red, false wooden surface.

	“Oh! Right away ma’am! Says here you have a special gift with it also.”

	“Uh huh.”

	When the waiter came back, they brought with them a little cart, on top of which was a rack with the biggest chunk of meat Homa had ever seen. Thicker up top, it tapered into a bone upon which it was propped up on the rack. Its exterior surface was reddish brown and visibly thick with dried spices. 

	The waiter handed Imani a small white box presumably containing her “gift” which she stuck into her purse, and then they picked up a long, curved knife from the cart. They slid the knife across the surface of the meat, easily peeling away the top layer of the skin and setting it aside, unveiling a richly dark red meat speckled with tiny lines of marbling. The waiter proceeded to cut dozens of thin slices of the meat, purple and red like a rich wine, and expertly folded them upon a pair of plates, which they laid on the table.

	“Your lady has impressive taste,” the waiter told Homa, “this is our house air dried whole leg of beef. We hang it for 186 days, richly spiced. The taste will speak for itself. She also ordered,” they returned to the cart, and withdrew from it case of pre-cut cheeses, nuts, crackers, dips and what looked like fruit slices, “the accompaniment. House-made aged cheeses, buttery crackers, honeycomb, spice-roasted nuts, and fresh fruit grown in Kreuzung. And with all of that, two glasses of our finest cider. Enjoy your meal.“

	Homa was in awe– the plate was extremely simple, nothing was “cooked,” but everything was bright, fresh, premium, and laid out before her, it really looked like a lot of food for such a simple breakfast. It felt like the morning meal of a decadent emperor who could pluck the finest fresh foods from every corner of his lands and have them at a moment’s notice– a king’s treasures from a hero story.

	“Homa, don’t just reach for the meat. You eat it like this, watch.”

	Imani took one of the slices of meat and wrapped it around a piece of a juicy yellow fruit. She topped it with a thin slice of hard, honey-yellow cheese, and topped that with a tiny spoon of smooth, golden honey from the accompaniment plate. Then she slipped the combination into her lips. Her ears twitched with satisfaction, and she shut her eyes, as if focused entirely on the pleasure of the taste.

	Doing as she was shown, Homa popped an exact replica of that little morsel into her mouth.

	Immediately her taste buds felt overwhelmed with sensations.

	Just that thin slice of meat was so beefy, it had such a strong, savory flavor, more than a whole beef cube, but it was kept in check by the juicy tang of the fruit, the mellow sweetness of the honey and the salt and funk of the sharp cheese. Each element practically disintegrated when chewed, everything was so soft and yielded its flavors so readily to the taste. Imani was right– by itself, the meat would have been a spectacle, but the fruit and cheese were wonderful supporting acts, elevating the morsel as a whole.

	“It’s truly delightful. I don’t know how I’ll go back to wurstsalat and knackbrot after this.”

	Imani pulled another slice of beef from the plate.

	This time she had a few walnuts and some mustard with it from the accompaniments.

	“Combine something yourself Homa. There’s all sorts of stuff on the plate.”

	Imani smiled at her as she said this. It was a soft smile, uncharacteristically gentle.

	It was the first time Homa wondered if maybe Imani was around her own age.

	She was a little bit taller, and she looked more mature in her uniform, but without it–

	–she really did look like just some girl.

	Homa topped a cracker with a slice of meat, pickled celery, and cheese.

	Imani looked happy to see it.

	After their simple lunch, Imani took her arm again and they resumed exploring.

	“What was the gift that you got?” Homa asked.

	“It’s just a souvenir. You get it for buying the expensive charcuterie set.” Imani said.

	“You have a lot of money to throw around huh?”

	“Uh huh. My family had a lot of wealth. It’s my wealth alone now.”

	“Oh. My condolences.”

	“Don’t worry about it. Anyway. Aren’t I catch? Beautiful and loaded? Do you feel lucky?”

	Imani clung closer to Homa and fixed her a mischievous look.

	“I can’t deny that.” Homa said. She wasn’t entirely lying about it either.

	Wealthy, a member of the Volkisch– Imani had a lot of freedom for a Shimii.

	Homa had always thought that Shimii were allowed nothing in the world. 

	After meeting Imani, the world felt intriguingly larger than it had before. It was easy to think about the world in terms of races, as many Imbrians did. Homa had always thought that the Imbrians hated her for being different– in the same way many Shimii hated her for being different too. Was Imani as hated as she was? Did she have to struggle for the privileges she had? Or was there something more?

	“You’re looking at me so closely. I really do look lovely, don’t I?”

	Her eyes had drifted over to Imani and held her gaze for too long.

	“Well–”

	Imani stopped Homa in the middle of a hallway, flanked by shops full of people.

	“I want to hear you say it.” She said, grinning at her.

	“Say it–?”

	“I dressed up like this for you.”

	“Oh, that. Of course: you look beautiful, Imani.”

	“Thank you.”

	Smiling, Imani pushed her to start moving again.

	Homa was more careful with gaze from then on. What a difficult woman!

	“You know, I’ve been kind of a sheltered girl. So I appreciate you taking me out like this.”

	In that moment of strange melancholy, it was impossible for Homa to criticize Imani.

	She got the sense that they had entirely different fantasies about the situation.

	“I think the theater will take the longest. Why don’t we save it for later?” Homa asked.

	“If you say so. Then, let’s see some of the other attractions.”

	Ballad’s Paradise had all kinds of things which accommodated only two people standing side by side. In this way, they catered especially to couples, and so Homa got to feel Imani clinging to her side in a variety of places and situations. From the mall, they first went down to the petting zoo, which did indeed possess live animals! The venue had a blue ceiling and green walls and some fake turf, and there was a narrow, false dirt path so that Imani had to cling tight as she had been while they walked around enclosures with small animals in them. There were goats, chickens, cats and dogs, birds, and lizards. 

	One could reach into the enclosures to touch the animals. That was the big selling point.

	To enter the venue, Imani scanned her bank card at the entrance, and automatically paid for them both.

	It was also this way at some of the restaurants too. Homa noticed the gate devices in some venues.

	Once they were allowed in, they began exploring together, chatting idly as they walked.

	“Homa, do you think we have anything in common with those animals?”

	“Huh? I mean, no? We’re humans, not animals. Even if we do have some of the features.”

	“There’s scientists who say Loup and Shimii are a different species, Homo Miacid.”

	“Is this an Imbrian saying this? Is it a bunch of Imbrians?”

	“Uh huh.”

	“Imani, I think those scientists are just racist. I wouldn’t bother thinking about it.”

	“You’re right, but what if I’m a Homo Miacid supremacist?”

	She put on a little grin.

	Homa shuddered at the thought of it.

	“I don’t think it becomes a positive thing all of a sudden even if you are.”

	Imani giggled. “Fair enough.” She kneeled down next to the enclosure with the baby goats.

	Before she even reached her hand, they all began to back away from her.

	“Something must’ve startled them.” Homa said.

	Imani remained kneeled in front of them, smiling.

	“No, I’m just terrible with little animals. Kids too; they can tell I’m a bad person.”

	“Aww, c’mon, don’t say that.” Homa patted her shoulder comfortingly.

	“Heh.” Imani stood up, dusting off her skirt. “You’re sweet, Homa. Thank you.”

	Another similar (but more expensive) venue was the model village. It was also a narrow path that was surrounded by the attraction, but in this case, the attraction was quite fascinating even to Homa, who did not much care for the petting zoo. The Model Village was built up all around them as they walked, there was a variety of landforms, there were buildings, little figures of Imbrians in traditional costume. 

	According to informational screens on the walls, this was a recreation of how Imbrians lived on the surface. There were tall mountains with little Imbrians bringing things down in electric carts to small lakeside markets where people bought all kinds of fruits, vegetables, and meats in the open air. Computers tallied up and kept track of all the transactions and held all the money.

	There were enormous model fields of wheat and corn and tomato vines, flocks of model cows, all tended to by huge, detailed machine models driven by figurine Imbrians or controlled by their computers. In the air, the educational text said, wireless signals were far more powerful, and so the surface Imbrians had powerful wireless technology they could not bring into the ocean, where the medium of water and cramped metal spaces with thick walls rendered obsolete their ancient wireless technology.

	“I don’t think this is correct.” Imani said. “This wireless battery stuff sounds silly. But it’s true that we don’t really have the technologies the surface people once had; or not in the same form anyway.”

	“How did that happen? Did they not bring all of it down here?” Homa asked.

	“That’s part of it, but it’s complicated. The Time of Ignorance cost humanity its development as well. After the lost years, industry had to rebuild and prioritized military gear and construction of habitats. Civilian luxury and entertainment consumption only overtook heavy industry in the last hundred years.”

	All of the models around them had a fascinating level of detail. It was very beautiful.

	Wall to wall, a charming tiny civilization surrounded them. A happy little fantasy of cute dolls.

	There was something about it that was a little painful, however.

	Looking at the careful, loving craftsmanship that went into these light skinned and blond dolls made some part of Homa wish that the Imbrians could have seen her as a person worthy of such recognition as well. There was not a single cat tail or cat ear to be seen among the little models. Was this really the world the Imbrians lived in on the surface? Was the presence of Shimii and Loups and even the Volgians like Korabiskaya or the Katarrans, an exclusive imposition of the current state of the world? 

	Or– was this model just as bias as the Imbrians in Kreuzung themselves?

	“Imani, do you know if we lived among the Imbrians on the surface?”

	Imani fixed Homa with a curious look.

	“One would suppose if we cohabitate down here, we probably cohabitated up there.”

	“I thought so. There’s no Shimii in this model. It’s a little sad, isn’t it?”

	“Indeed.” Imani said. Her ears drooped a little bit.

	“Ah– I’m sorry. Now I’m the one being a downer, aren’t I?”

	“Hmm? Not at all. You’re just a very observant and sweet girl. I like that.”

	Once Imani was done both admiring and criticizing the level of detail in the model village, they looked at the time together and reevaluated their plan for the day. With most of Imani’s “must haves” taken care of, and it being only noon, they found they had time to add some other activities back to the list. 

	And one of those was authentic Imbrian cream beers along with a light lunch.

	In another little venue with similarly fake wooden walls as the tavern, the two of them sat down to eat.

	“You are legal drinking age right? I just assumed, but–” Imani said.

	“Of course I am!” Homa said with a pout. “I’m twenty-one, I’ll have you know.”

	“My, my! Well, my age is a secret. You’ll always be my~ little~ ho~ ma~!”

	Homa was almost positive this woman was maybe a couple years older than her at most.

	Fifteen minutes after ordering, the waitstaff dropped off two comical-looking tankards of false wood filled near to overflowing with a frothy golden beer. Homa did not drink often, so she was unused even to the mild boozy sting of a light beer, but she appreciated the sweetness. She could taste something of a cream flavor. It reminded her of cream soda. With the beers, they had a pair of comically large pretzels with three different sauces: a chicken rillette, beer cheese fondue, and a garishly red, hot, and sweet paprika and tomato sauce. Homa was most attracted to the red sauce, and indeed, it made the soft, warm, malt-y pretzel taste a bit like the broth for her lonac. She also enjoyed the rillette, creamy and fatty with a very concentrated dark meat chicken flavor that was perfect for scooping up with the pretzel.

	Imani took her time savoring the beer, looking increasingly disappointed with it.

	“My alcohol of choice is usually red wine. This is unfortunately not as complex as I hoped.”

	Homa’s ears twitched. “Red wine is haram though isn’t it?”

	“Can you cite the passage off the top of your head that says I can’t drink red wine?”

	“Huh?”

	“I’m being sarcastic. In short: I don’t care if it’s ‘prohibited’.”

	Homa felt like a dork. She was not even that religious to begin with. She just reacted.

	At least Imani seemed amused with her. It gave her something to make sport of.

	Once they had eaten their pretzels and drank their beer and rested off the tiny bit of a buzz that Homa began to feel after emptying her tankard, they were off again. Next on the agenda was the themed photo booths, brought back to the timetable at Imani’s insistence. Couples paid a fee to enter a room that was basically a huge wall to wall screen with strategically placed cameras. They could set the surroundings on the wall to shoot cutesy couple photos and could even play clips from trendy songs and shoot short videos together. These could be printed onto a datastick for viewing on any device or stitched onto a pixel sheet and put in a frame or mailed to a room or to a personal account via the station network.

	Homa thought this was kind of silly, but–

	She had never seen Imani so enthusiastic about anything!

	Imani pushed her up against a wall, arranged her how she wanted, and with the biggest smile Homa had ever seen on her face, she began to cycle through all the photo themes by swiping on the wall’s touchscreen. “Stay like that! Smile when it says to! There’ll be a timer for the photo!”

	As if by magic, their surroundings changed to a three dimensional representation of one of those humble farms depicted in the model village. Blue skies, a bright yellow sun, green grass beneath their feet, and a field of wheat with one of those electric threshers in the background. Of course, nothing actually changed, it still felt like she was in a cold metal room, but it could make for a cute photo.

	Imani grabbed hold of Homa’s hand, intertwined their fingers and smiled.

	Homa was caught off-guard but managed to smile when the countdown reached zero.

	A few moments later, the burst of photos taken by the cameras appeared for their review.

	Imani giggled as she swiped through them.

	“You look like such a nerd.” She said. Homa grumbled. “Oh, this one’s handsome!”

	By the end, it seemed that Homa had composed herself enough to actually smile.

	So one of the photos at the end of the burst had a cute giggling Imani clinging to a handsome and confidently smiling Homa. Imani selected that one as the one they would keep, and even put in an order to have it printed on a pixel sheet so they could both keep a physical, plastic copy of it.

	“Let’s take a few more!”

	After that enthusiastic shout, Imani grabbed hold of Homa again, and they took several more bursts of photos. A broadly and warmly smiling Imani and Homa suspended in the ocean; in the middle of a plaza surrounded by beautiful fountains and a static crowd shot; standing in front of the Imperial Palace at Heitzing; on top of an Irmingard class dreadnought; and finally in a small chapel surrounded by stained glass windows depicting the robed, searing red-haired Solceanos under a yellow sun disc.

	Homa realized it was a wedding photo and felt another knock of surprise in her heart.

	Again, she caught herself in time for the last photo.

	Imani had the other sets mailed to her personal account, but this one she had printed too.

	“It’s so cute!”

	When the clerk in the lobby handed them their printed pictures, Imani was ecstatic.

	She stared at them with such joy and determination, it was like she wanted to memorize the images. Homa looked at both of hers and put them in her pocket. She did not know how she felt about posing as Imani’s husband for a photo, but at least she had a souvenir to remember the day a rich girl took her out to a really nice place. It was a once-in-a-lifetime level of event and– she was having fun.

	“Alright, I feel like sitting down for a bit.” Imani said. “Too much activity today for a homebody like me. Let’s go to the theater now, then the couple’s tram and dinner to cap off the day.”

	Homa nodded silently.

	Two stories down from the mall, they entered the theater. 

	Contrary to what Homa expected, it was not a traditional theater that put on plays in a big stage, but a movie theater. However, rather than having large seating areas with an enormous movie screen that sat a hundred or more people, there were pods that sat two, and this is where the movie was shown. Imani bought them tickets for a movie with a rather abstract poster. The pod theater contained a red couch, and the movie played on a massive, curved screen on the wall opposite the couch, with a table between them that was already stocked with a cola dispenser and a sleek popcorn kettle with flavor packets.

	“Fancy.” Imani said. 

	She inserted a butter flavor cartridge and a popping corn tube into their appropriate slots on the kettle.

	After a few minutes, the top of the kettle opened to unveil a large amount of golden, buttery popcorn. Homa reached out and plucked a few from the top. They tasted nicely salty– it was not often Homa got to taste popcorn, especially freshly popped. While she was enthralled by the popcorn kettle, Imani plucked two disposable cups from a drawer in the table and dispensed some cola for the two of them.

	Then, she tapped on the table’s touchscreen to start the movie and sat back close to Homa.

	Behind them, the door into the pod sealed shut, and the lights dimmed.

	Homa could see the wall opening up to reveal the screen, and the elements of the surround sound system above, below, behind and in front of them. This pod was about the size of her room, if it was circular rather than square, the couch was probably around the size of her bed.

	“I hear this is quite an audiovisual experience. Not so much a traditional ‘movie’.”

	Imani giggled with anticipation as the movie began to play.

	Audiovisual experience was the right set of words, because of Homa did not really get them and she did not really get the movie at all either. There were a lot of scenes of crowds, daily life, machinery, set to a very eclectic soundtrack, moody at times, strangely triumphant at others. Homa had only ever seen movies about heroes and villains with adventurous stories. She thought there was a pattern developing where the more industrial scenes had harsher music while the nature scenes had sad melancholic tunes, and maybe that was saying something– but then there was an entire scene of a ship departing port that had strangely uplifting music and Homa ceased to be able to tell what was happening.

	“Hmm. Hmm? Interesting.” Imani said, captivated by the movie.

	Rather than what was on screen, Homa kept sneaking glances at her date instead.

	Imani Hadžić.

	They had a lot of fun, but being alone in such an intimate setting–

	In this place, huddled together in the dim pod with only the movie lighting them up–

	Feeling Imani’s warmth and weight at her side, seeing her eyes lighting up–

	Homa’s heart could not take avoiding the question any longer.

	“Imani, why–?”

	“Hmm?”

	Imani looked away from the movie, fixing eyes on Homa.

	With the light and shadow of the room playing about her face– she looked stunning.

	“Um–”

	Homa hesitated. Because she felt if she said what she wanted, Imani might hate her.

	Or she might end up having to hate Imani instead.

	“What do you think the movie is about?” Homa finally said.

	There was an obvious tremble in her voice.

	She immediately knew she had screwed up and been caught in the lie.

	Imani narrowed her eyes. Homa thought– they looked briefly red. They had a red glint–

	“That’s not what you wanted to ask me!”

	Her tone was briefly confrontational. Homa’s words caught in her throat.

	Imani did not press her. Her expression softened, she sighed, and her voice became gentler.

	“But I’ll answer anyway.” She said. “It’s not about anything, but rather, I think it’s asking us to examine our place in life, by setting common scenes to music.” She paused, gazing up at the screen in silence. Homa felt her heart skip as the melancholy music of the scene played over their silence, as the blue of the screen washed over her face. For a moment, she looked again beyond Homa’s years. While the movie portrayed a calm sequence of murky ocean footage, dusty dancing marine fog.

	“I think it’s introspective.” She continued. “When this movie was being filmed, it was probably months ago, maybe a year ago. Back then, the Emperor was ill and had retired from public life, there was rioting in the schools in Bosporus, squabbling among the nobles in Rhinea against the nouveau rich capitalists– the world was in flux. There was still an Imbrian Empire, it hadn’t broken, but everyone felt the fall coming. This film was made in that type of situation. I feel like the scenes beg me to think about what life means in this era, and maybe to imagine a different world, where we feel different things even about unchanging vistas. We will always be surrounded by water and encased in metal stations. But do we feel joy at our conditions? Do we feel despair? These same images could be recast differently for each of us.”

	Her gaze gently parted with the screen and once again her eyes met Homa’s in the dark.

	“What did you really want to ask me? I want you to be brave and say it.” She said.

	Homa felt the piercing red sanction of that gaze again– it was impossible to lie to her then.

	It was frightening, tense. Maybe the most anxiety she ever felt about a question.

	“Imani– why are you with them–? With the Volkisch–? Why are you a soldier for them?”

	She hesitated several times but she managed to say it.

	Those words were almost painful– because they acknowledged the evil in Imani.

	An evil that Homa wished she didn’t have to see, from this beautiful, soft-spoken girl.

	Like taking a knife to those pretty pictures of themselves that they took.

	In response, Imani tipped her head with a little smile.

	“Homa, what do you think the ideology of the Volkisch movement is?” She replied.

	Homa blinked, briefly without words. She had not expected that response.

	In fact she almost expected Imani to simply laugh and shrug it off without engagement.

	“Ideology? I don’t think I understand what you mean.” Homa asked.

	“What do you think is their justification for what they do? For how they are?”

	When the question expanded like that, Homa didn’t need to think about it for a second.

	“They think Imbrians are better than the rest of us and deserve to rule the world.”

	Imani made a little buzzer noise and clapped her hands together with great joy.

	As she did, the movie entered another scene with a triumphal score.

	There was a vast crowd of people in a station hallway, a time-lapse of bodies on the move.

	With that in the background, the music became frenetic.

	“Bzzt! Wrong! Fascism, Homa, has no ideology! It’s is nothing but aesthetics! There’s no deeper meaning behind the Volkisch Movement! The only thing uniting the Volkisch ‘movement’ is fighting the same enemies for the benefit of a temporarily allied set of elites. Religion, nationalism, folk moralism, it’s all empty rhetoric. Behind the symbols and sloganeering there is nothing but fantasies of killing and death.”

	She declared this breathlessly, with great girlish amusement.

	Homa felt her chest tighten again. Imani’s expression had become so–

	–vicious.

	“Imani–? I don’t–” She didn’t understand, but–

	“Homa, the point is, that I am nothing like them. You should ask yourself what my ideology is.”

	Speechless. There was nothing Homa could say to her in that moment. She barely understood what Imani was so quickly and loudly declaring, the sophistry that hurtled from her lips without pause, the wild fervor in her eyes. There was no debating this, even if Homa had the education that Imani clearly did– because she could tell from the woman’s candor that this was something she had already decided for herself so very completely, that she must have had every argument in mind already. This was a script to her.

	Even though Homa felt defensive, like she wanted to argue something, what could she even say?

	“You want to know why I have the rank of Standartenführer? Because it is convenient. How did I receive the rank? It’s because the Volkisch covet my abilities. Nothing more than that. They need my wealth, my education, and my leadership. In return, I have a direct line to the Rhinean state for manpower, equipment and lucrative positions. If you accrue enough power, Homa, then even the most racist Imbrians will be forced to cooperate with you. The Volkisch are not almighty. They are fractuous, and Rhinea is in a tenuous position because of them. Current events are rife with opportunity, that’s all.“

	She reached out a hand, tipped Homa’s face toward her own, fingers gliding over her cheek.

	Smiling with great satisfaction at the bewildered girl in her grasp.

	Locking wild eyes as the music and the images on screen reached a crescendo–

	“Homa. I am fighting for you; I want to protect you. That’s my reasoning. That’s why I will prevail.”

	Homa felt both an eerie sense of relief that Imani wasn’t some kind of Imbrian racist, but–

	–she also felt an ever greater confusion about this woman and about the world around her.

	With that confusion, there was also a growing concern. She was worried about Imani.

	About what happened to make that soft spoken girl join this violent organization.

	And what would end up happening to her? What really was her ambition?

	But Homa realized their lives would only intersect in this brief, bizarre moment.

	After today, Imani would return to her life of violence, and Homa to the streets and grimy corners.

	Homa finally understood what Imani had wanted out of this date, all of this time.

	And just then, Imani’s face softened. Those fixed eyes became tantalizingly gentle.

	“Ho~ma~“

	For a moment, she leaned forward. Laying her hands on Homa’s lap, entering her space.

	Homa did not stop her. She couldn’t– it felt like denying a drowning woman breath.

	Imani grazed her cheek, nuzzling her briefly. 

	Eye to eye, noses within millimeters. Her hair was so soft.

	“Ho~ma~“

	When she spoke, Homa felt the warmth of Imani’s breath mix with hers.

	Imani pressed the weight of her chest upon Homa, tipped her head just a little, and kissed her. 

	Briefly, Homa felt Imani’s warm lips on hers, the closest she ever felt to another human being.

	Homa’s response was awkward. She had never kissed before. The embrace of their lips was clumsy.

	But Imani did not look disappointed when they parted. 

	Her mismatched, icy eyes never wavered.

	“Thank you for coming out with me Homa.” She said. “I’ve had a lot of fun. Let’s do this again.”

	Homa thought, with a crushing, surreal sadness, that Imani went on this date with her so that she could become the soft-spoken girl in the cute clothes for just a few hours, before returning to her own world. And with that thought, the realization that Homa could do nothing more for her than to distract her from what she had chosen to do, what she was choosing to do, what she would not shy away from doing. 

	The realization that Homa could not rip that evil uniform from her and give her peace.

	Over several festive hours,

	she had been nurturing affection,

	for the girl Imani wished she could be.

	It hurt.

	“Most people go on dates with strangers, fall in love with strangers, and depart as strangers. Don’t be a stranger, Homa. Keep your heart open to me. Who knows? Maybe after all this is over, you might get an inkling of the world I want to build and decide to seek strength and follow me.” Imani said.

	Homa held back tears. She forced that handsome smile from the photos with all her strength.

	“I’m not a good fit for the military life. Even if you make an interesting recruitment pitch.”

	Imani smiled again. Homa hoped she sounded as cool as she wanted to.

	If Imani wanted to be the good girl who could take cute pictures with a handsome partner.

	Then at that moment–

	Homa wanted so strongly to be a cool hero resisting a witch’s temptation.

	Particularly because she couldn’t be the cool hero–

	–who saved the witch from her demons.

	

	

	After the movie, Homa and Imani rode the couple’s tram through the man-made aquarium. The tram was a little submarine-shaped pod on a rail, and it traveled slowly through an enormous tank filled with brilliant, colorful fish of many shapes and sizes. Everything was pressurized and climate controlled appropriately– Homa thought it must have been difficult to collect the fish, because they did not look like abyssal fish to her. There were squid and jellyfish too, and clouds of shrimp and krill.

	Imani looked absolutely worn out at this point. They had been walking around all day, and she had gotten pretty excitable throughout their date. On the tram, she leaned into Homa’s side and rested her eyes. Every so often she would point at a fish and tell Homa what the scientific name was– Homa would not be able to remember a single one of them, but she appreciated it in the moment.

	It was nice– just quietly existing alongside her. Peaceful and comforting.

	After riding the trams, they headed to one of the nicer dining venues for dinner.

	White tablecloths, silvery cutlery, black tie waitstaff uniforms, a chandelier overhead.

	“Now here’s where I really get to spoil you.” Imani declared.

	Homa wondered idly whether she could do better than Arabie.

	Then the dinner plates came in.

	Small bowls of chicken consommé with shreds of dark chicken meat and small burst tomatoes provided a clean, delicate appetizer to the main course. Beautifully seared, heavily marbled steaks topped with a decadently creamy and rich butter that, according to the wait staff, was prepared with bone marrow and fresh herbs. Homa could not believe the tenderness of the beef. Her knife practically glided through the fibers. When she tasted a piece, she finally understood what it was like for beef to melt in her mouth. 

	This was a common description of high-end beef, but Homa finally experienced it. 

	It really was like beefy butter.

	Madame Arabie never stood a chance.

	“Imani, this must have been so expensive.” Homa said after a few slices.

	“Uh huh. It doesn’t matter to me, so don’t worry about it. Speaking of expensive, here.”

	From a purse, she withdrew a little plastic card embossed with numbers.

	“It’s a card from my bank with a limited balance. You can pay your rent with it.” Imani said.

	Looking at the card, turning it over in her fingers, Homa almost wanted to give it back.

	But she wasn’t in a position to moralize to herself about what she was doing.

	Or to keep feeling pain on someone else’s behalf.

	She had to move on.

	“Thank you, Imani.”

	“It’s been fun, Homa. I’ll keep in touch– for our business, but hopefully for pleasure too.”

	She reached out a hand across the table. Homa shook it, smiling back at her.

	Somehow– that handshake felt more dishonest and weirder than the kiss they shared in the theater.

	After dinner, Homa parted ways with Imani Hadžić. Imani’s journey to Laurentius began via an elevator on the opposite end of Ballad’s Paradise, while Homa was leaving the way she came. Homa had time but did not really even consider offering to walk her home. Walking her back to her military base would have been too strange a place to have their parting. Instead, they held hands at the lobby, smiled, said nothing, and went their separate ways. It was fun, and they both enjoyed it. Homa tried to keep that in mind.

	That was the right place to leave the day behind, like a bittersweet dream.

	As she walked down the wooden bridge back to the elevator, Homa took one last look back at Ballad’s Paradise. That picturesque and beautiful visitor’s center. Small crowds entering and leaving for whom Homa and her gaze did not exist. Brighter lights and bigger spaces than practically anywhere in Tower Eight. She patted her hands against her cheeks and felt the sensation of it, so she was not dreaming. 

	Sighing to herself, she readied herself for the long journey home.

	Her hair blew on a simulated breeze.

	A passing stranger caught her eye then, as her own golden hair blew the opposite direction.

	That most brief glance–

	–became a full turn of the head for a bewildered Homa.

	Her eyes drew wide as she caught every little detail.

	Fur coat, tight, shiny black pants, walking down the bridge like a runway model.

	Breeze-blown blond hair, long, golden dark, just a little wavy and messy.

	Homa stood dumbfounded on the bridge.

	That was Kitty McRoosevelt making her way to Ballad’s Paradise, right?

	Her eyes could not be deceiving her. It was exactly that woman– and she was alone.

	Going alone to a trendy couples’ spot where Homa and Imani had just spent the day.

	Imani–

	“That was her intention all along, wasn’t it?”

	It was stupid to be offended about it. Homa had always suspected an ulterior motive. And she thought it was impossible for Imani to feign the feelings she had shown today. Not all day, not the ways they had mutually felt. She still felt that way about Imani. Despite those rational impulses, she stared at Ballad’s Paradise as if it was about to be hit by a missile. Imani was not leaving, not yet. Homa felt the black cloud of death that followed Imani everywhere, the violence in her eyes, it was waiting inside and this Kitty McRoosevelt, whatever her business, would have no idea. Something was about to happen.

	Homa thought to run in and– and what? Try to dissuade Imani from fighting?

	Grab her hands, tell her to leave all this behind and run away with her, to become her girl?

	She grit her teeth, balled up her fists– and turned around and left for home instead.

	“Don’t be insane, Homa Baumann.” She mumbled to herself. “You can’t be the hero here.”

	

	

	In a staff-only maintenance room in the interior of Ballad’s Paradise, a group of four met in secret to make an exchange. Holding the metal case with the goods was Kitty McRoosevelt, brimming with the regal confidence of an underworld queen. She had accomplices in the venue, and everything was going to plan so far. At her side was the accomplice, a smiling youth with dark hair in a waitstaff uniform from one of the taverns. Kitty handed them the case. They brought it forward to the purchaser.

	“So nice to meet you again, Warlord! I love supporting the righteous Khaybari cause. By the way, the name of the business has changed– I am going by Kitty McRoosevelt now.“

	“Very funny. I’ll never understand you G.I.A. freaks. Here’s your check.“

	Holding her own suitcase was the purchaser. Dressed in a flowery shirt and plain pants, silvery hair tied into a tidy ponytail, black sunglasses perched on her nose, an odd Shimiii woman with a strong stance flashing a deadly white grin. Beside her was a young Shimii woman in a sundress, white-framed sunglasses, an innocent little smile on her face. Confident in the presence of her partner perhaps. In Kreuzung, they were going by Madiha al-Nakar and Parinita Al-Mukhairi. Madiha stepped up.

	“By the way, who is this guy? A new Imbrian boytoy, G.I.A? You trust him so easily?” Madiha said.

	“They’re a chaste little enby actually. But they’ve been quite handy around here.” Kitty responded.

	“Ah, jeez, alright. Sorry about that, kid. You looked pretty ambiguous.” Madiha said.

	“That doesn’t really make it right Madiha.” Parinita admonished. “Forgive her rudeness.”

	“I’m actually a Katarran too, point of fact. So you got me all wrong.” Said the accomplice.

	They smiled nonchalantly. Madiha looked bewildered by their appearance suddenly.

	Kitty rubbed a finger on the back of the waitstaff-dressed accomplice. In return, they opened their case, within which were four purple, crystalline rods of Agarthicite each the length and thickness of a human leg. Encased in protective equipment emitting magnetic fields. Madiha unveiled her own case full of money, Imbrian paper marks, before closing it again and inspecting her purchased goods more closely.

	“That case battery has six hours of charge for the magnetic field. Set it down somewhere stable before then, and don’t fuck with it too much. This isn’t the shitty low grade stuff we usually trade. I got something special for you. This high-grade stuff can run in a reactor for literal years before you have to change it. It’s what they use for Irmingard ships.” Kitty winked at Madiha. “Think of it as a loyalty bonus.”

	This had not been part of the plan, and the disruption was immediately unwelcome.

	“You better not be cheating me, G.I.A.” Madiha said, taking a confrontational step forward. “All of this is starting to look too fishy. You asked me to come to the core station, which we never do; you’ve got some stranger who I’ve never dealt with; and what, now you’re trying to upsell me on the product too? If this is some kind of op, you won’t like the result, I can guarantee you. Even alone I’ll go through your G.I.A. teams or Katarran mercs like fire through wax. Don’t test me, ‘Kitty McRoosevelt’.“

	For a moment, the nonbinary, Imbrian-passing Katarran looked very slightly nervous.

	Kitty meanwhile smiled affably and pretended to raise her hands up in defense.

	“Whoa! Relax! You’ll get to walk out with it. I just needed you to understand that a few things have changed. I am not just here to sell you these rods. I would like to sell you on deepening our alliance.”

	Throughout, the accomplice in the waitstaff uniform said nothing and made no move.

	At Madiha’s side, her own companion’s ears drooped, her tail waved nervously.

	Madiha grunted. “I’m listening but I’m not promising you shit. The only reason I’m even giving you a chance is that you’ve been good to Khaybar in the past. So spit it out: what are you up to?”

	Kitty crossed hear arms and casually responded. Wildly, confidently smiling, her sharp gaze unwavering.

	Madiha and Parinita’s eyes drew wide with shock and horror. The accomplice smiled to themself.

	And overhead, a fifth person, listening in, grinned with bloodthirsty satisfaction.

	What the G.I.A. agent had so blithely declared was, 

	“I’m going to initiate a Core Separation in Kreuzung station. Will you join me, Warlord?”

	

	

	 


10.4

	This chapter contains graphic sexual content.

	Standartenführer Imani Hadžić stood alone in a corner of Ballad’s Paradise’s model village attraction with her back to a wall, hands behind herself. From a nearby open ventilation grate, a black cable sprouted that linked up to a device in her pocket, and broadcast audio to a pair of pods tucked into her ear fluff. At the end of that black cable, dropped all the way through the ventilation one whole story down, was a wireless receiver. It was connected to a transmitter on a certain waiter.

	She shut her eyes and imagined the scene, and the characters within, as she listened in.

	Kitty McRoosevelt–

	“I’m going to initiate a Core Separation in Kreuzung station. Will you join me, Warlord?”

	Majida al-Khaybari–

	“Are you out of your god damned mind? You think I’ll join this senseless massacre?”

	(Internally she amended her view of al-Khaybari. She was not so bloodthirsty as to join Kitty in this act.)

	Surprisingly, Raaya Al-Shahouh–

	“There are Shimii in this station complex! You want us to kill our own people?”

	“Calm down!” Kitty shouted. “We’re only using it for leverage against the core station! We’re not going to complete the process, we won’t destroy the station, we’re just going to cause a temporary shutdown.”

	Majida audibly scoffed.

	“Leverage? Leverage for what? Everyone in Eisental will call you shaitan after this!”

	Imani smiled. Yes, go on, Kitty. Let her in on your plan, why don’t you?

	“Leverage against the governor. Shut everything down, isolate him, and take control.”

	“You and what army? If you do this Kitty, the hammer will come down hard.”

	“I’ve got forces waiting for the go-ahead. Majida, we have this figured out!”

	“I’m about to pretend I never heard any of this, Republican. You are completely insane.”

	Kitty continued. Finally she began to let Majida in on the substance of her plot. 

	“We’re planning to infiltrate a small force into the station, sneak through the lower dock interstice, commandeer the core, and put Kreuzung temporarily out of commission. Our goal is to overturn the government of Eisental. I have a small army at my disposal that will come in once the core station’s defenses are out of order due to the Core Separation and disarm the Volkisch– but with your forces, Warlord al-Khaybari, we could practically guarantee total control of the region!”

	There was a long silence. Imani could picture Kitty’s smug face.

	“Control of the region– for whom? Who is running Eisental if this goes your way?”

	“The Republic of Alayze.” Kitty said promptly, automatically. There, she made her biggest mistake.

	She had completely misread Majida al-Khaybari. She didn’t understand her at all.

	“Absolutely not. You and your Republic can go fuck yourselves with those reactor rods.”

	“Wait–!” Now Imani could picture the woman’s immediate despair.

	Kitty was shocked by the response. Imani could hear her palpable desperation.

	“Majida, we’re only trying to do right by your people, we always have! We’ll make you a legitimate leader here! Your people will be able to come back to the stations, secure real livelihoods–!”

	“The Khaybar ummah haven’t sacrificed everything just to serve a different hegemon, G.I.A.”

	“Majida–! Just– take the fuel rods and think about it, okay? Free of charge.”

	Raaya Al-Shahouh spoke up with a melancholy tone of voice. “We need the fuel.”

	Majida grunted. “If you’re so insistent, Kitty, then we’ll take your fuel rods and regard it as Jizya. But you can forget about my troops coming here to support your plot. I’ll extend my stay here to make sure you don’t get the Shimii here killed with your stupidity. But I won’t help you clap a prettier set of chains around us. You should’ve kept things strictly business with me, G.I.A. This is our last transaction.”

	Imani heard her pick up the case with the rods, and perhaps throw the one with the money.

	There was an indistinct clanging sound followed by silence. The point was made. Conversation over.

	Imani felt very satisfied with the situation. Khaybari would have been a formidable opponent.

	Among practitioners of Sihr, Majida al-Khaybari was quite notable.

	Or at least, a certain cat made boisterous note of her as a dangerous element.

	Thankfully, Kitty McRoosevelt and her G.I.A. cronies were utterly out of their depth.

	Where the Imbrians and the Cogitans both read Majida wrong was that they called her a pirate and a mercenary and believed that wealth was her foremost aim in her activities. They lacked the context to understand that she was actually the most extreme Shimii nationalist in the Imbrium ocean. Kitty could have limited herself to simply promising to topple the regime in Eisental, but she was a Cogitan imperialist through and through, bonafide G.I.A. She made the worst pitch possible.

	Now, with Majida in the sidelines, the G.I.A would need more of their “army” to appear.

	Imani could let them get far enough to gather the entire gang in the Kreuzung Complex.

	And then she could eliminate them all in one blow.

	She just needed to know how many, when they would appear, and to keep track of Kitty.

	That way, she could interfere to shape the battlefield to her needs.

	“Mysia, take off from here tomorrow and go to Aachen. Give them an update.”

	“Of course ma’am. I take it I’ll collect my payment from there as well?”

	“Yeah, yeah. For someone who didn’t grow up there, you’re such a fucking Katarran.”

	Imani wouldn’t be able to count on Kitty’s chaste little enby any further, then.

	That was fine. She had a more reliable helper now anyway.

	She lifted the cable to pull the wireless receiver out of the ventilation, wrapped the cable, and stowed it along with the earpods into the white box which Mysia had given her in secret when she and Homa had breakfast. That was the end of their arrangement, and Mysia had been paid up front, so there was no need to take care of that end either. Imani had gotten her way on every single item.

	For a moment, though, she remained inside the model village.

	Smiling gently to herself. She could almost see herself and Homa still chatting away here.

	Homa was interesting. She had potential– so much more potential than she knew.

	“It’s unfortunate.” Imani said to herself. Touching her lips, where she had been kissed.

	She had to give her up now– but it was fun while it lasted. Brief as it was.

	In this surreal little calm before all-out war. She had gotten her taste of living.

	Now she was prepared to die for Vesna Nasser’s cause once again.

	“Homa. My little ho~ma~. After this is all done if we’re both still here. Maybe.”

	She knew she was being stupid. What an irrational crush– love at first sight? Foolish.

	But– for a girl who had never really experienced such things, it was strangely powerful.

	Worth spending her time off to indulge it.

	Doubt brought weakness. Satisfaction, surety, and experience, all brought strength.

	That was what a certain cat taught her. A lesson learned from a life of immortality.

	Leaving behind her wistful girlish feelings in the place that stoked them, Imani exited Ballad’s Paradise through the rear entrance to the visitor center. There was another fancy wooden bridge, this one abutted by a fake waterfall. There was almost no one around. She had waited a few hours before coming out just to be certain she was moving at off-peak times. A gentle breeze blew her hair– she ignored it, but it was a bit irritating to have it blown about when she spent so much time brushing it silky smooth.

	Then as her heels clattered dull on the fake wood–

	Her eyes blinked, red rings glowing around the iris as she tapped into her power.

	There was a brief disturbance in the auras.

	“You can come out. Get in the elevator with me. I’ll lock it down.”

	As she approached the elevator, a dark figure surreptitiously climbed up from the side of the bridge and slipped inside alongside her. She withdrew a keycard with a Volkisch eagle upon it and thus commandeered the elevator by special decree, making sure it remained locked for her. She set a contradictory pair of tiers to guide the elevator up and down enough to have a chat.

	“Does Khaybari’s presence make you as skittish as it does everyone else?” Imani asked.

	“I have an adequate respect of her. She’s not my concern right now.” Said the figure.

	“That’s such a characteristic response, ‘Radu the Marzban.’”

	Standing at her side, never making eye contact as far as she knew. Taller than her by half a meter, a giant of a man, covered head to toe in armor, with wide shoulders and a broad chest. His helmet was completely sealed, even his Shimii ears were encased in the metal, even his tail was covered in flexible armor. His suit was powered armor of legendary Katarran design, driven by agarthic batteries. Interlocking plates like layers of an insect’s hide protected him, said to shrug off small arms up to anti-materiel rifles while enhancing the strength of the wearer through an interior carbon nanotube exoskeleton. 

	However, there were reflective surfaces all over the suit, LED pixel clusters.

	He had a cape which had a false fur trim but was also covered in those LED clusters.

	Nasser had told her that this helped his specific invocations of Sihr.

	That voice which escaped his helmet was crisp, clear, human, his own. Unmistakable.

	Radu the Marzban.

	Imani stood casually next to him. She almost felt a bit of girlish pride in doing so.

	Standing next to a figure of legend was no mean feat.

	“I figured you would go off on your own. What did you turn up?” She asked casually.

	“I want to ask you the same question.” He said.

	“Oh, now you want to cooperate?”

	“Hadžić. Why have you not stopped that G.I.A. agent? What are you plotting?”

	“I stand to gain from letting her act freely for now.”

	“She is going to get people killed. Our people, Imani, could be killed.”

	Imani smiled. “Why didn’t you stop her then, if you know better?” She asked.

	She looked up at him over her shoulder. His gauntlets closed into fists.

	“Out of Vesna’s respect for you, and your loyalty to her, I am keeping my distance, despite my misgivings. But I do not trust you, Hadžić. If you don’t want me to act on my own, then tell me what you hope to gain from allowing Kitty McRoosevelt to attack the station’s reactor core and endangering its people.”

	His tone was growing aggressive. Imani could see his aura warping and contorting.

	All of the colors of his aura vanished under an erratic tidal wave of green and black.

	He was imbuing— deliberately trying to flood her with aura, with controlled emotion.

	Green, anxiety and fear; a stark matte black, the color that signified death.

	Against an ordinary person, being battered by this aura would have driven them to frothing collapse.

	Imani could sense the enormous power he possessed. The stories could have never described it in full.

	Perhaps this man had really been a companion to Mehmed the Sorcerer.

	Her knees rattled ever so slightly. It took all of her own prodigious power to resist.

	This much resistance was enough to make her feel a little cocky, even.

	“Is that the ‘King’s Gaze,’ Marzban? You’ve proven your point. You are as frightening as the folk tales say. I don’t want to make an enemy of the legend. Despite that, I must demand you leave the strategizing to me. If we stop Kitty now, we won’t be able to draw her organization out of hiding. I am not trying to extend the conflict. I am trying to destroy the enemy in one blow. Is that acceptable to you?”

	Radu never even turned his head to face her.

	She knew, however, that in his own way, he was scrutinizing her.

	In the back of her mind she felt the pinpricks of intrusion.

	He had ceased trying to humble her– now he wanted information, and this took a different skill.

	Despite her resistance to his powers, he was reading what he could out of her.

	It was possible to do this, but it usually required concentration and subtlety. He did it with brute force.

	“In a vacuum that would be a sound strategy. In this case, your pragmatism will result in vicious cruelty. There are already mounting tensions in this station. Allowing a battle to play out at all will bring harm to innocents and leave scars here that may never heal. Do you only view this as collateral?”

	His voice was growing irritating to Imani’s sensibilities.

	She was tired of undying “legends“ like this deigning to show up only when convenient.

	“Uh huh. You yourself are only here because of Nasser, right? This is what she wants.”

	“I’m here to protect Vesna. I’m here for my kin’s best interest. Not just her self-interest.”

	“Keep telling yourself that.” Imani said. “I’ll do things my way, and you’re welcome to help or hinder me as you so choose. I’m not going to bother to stop you. But ultimately, if you get in my way, you get in the way of Nasser’s ambition. And she won’t choose her kin over her goals. Nasser is not old school like you are, Radu the Marzban. She is a modern militant, not a noble warrior from your mythical era. Her own flesh and blood are as disposable to her as anyone else’s. You’re blind if you don’t see it.”

	She gazed up at the helmet again. There was no way to see his expression.

	But she did see his unrestrained, massive aura turning ever so slightly yellowed.

	Disgusted with this idea, with the words that he heard, to the point he lost some measure of control. 

	He was so predictable. Inside herself, Imani was grinning.

	“I’m stopping the elevator here. We have nothing more to say to each other.” She said.

	“Hadžić.”

	For the first time in their conversation, Radu turned fully around. His aura retracted, becoming an outline.

	He leaned forward so as to put Imani’s eyes level with his helmet.

	“If Homa Baumann and Leija Kladuša come to harm, I will avenge the wrongs done to them before I pass.”

	“Oh–?”

	Before she could respond, the elevator door opened to another indoor plaza.

	And then Radu the Marzban disappeared as suddenly as he came, his entire body briefly glowing before the light bended around him to conceal him from view. She could hear his distant, heavy footsteps for a brief few moments before he either climbed or ducked away or weaved into the crowd somewhere else– or simply concealed the sound of them as well and continued walking using Sihr to be unnoticed.

	Imani watched for a moment, until the elevator door closed again.

	“Little~ Ho~ma~,” she sing-sang to herself, “she’s even more interesting than I thought.”

	All of this she would have to report to Nasser as soon as she could.

	With Kitty moving, and the Marzban aboard, things would be getting interesting.

	

	

	On the northeastern side of the Kreuzung core station, near the tower’s base plate, was a place known as Old Iron. This was a cross-shaped street with two intersecting horizontal branches, where the largely impoverished residents of the subsidized habitats below and above Old Iron could have some nearby businesses and services, so as to keep them near Kreuzung’s base away from richer areas. That night, the brightest glow in the neighborhood, brighter than the damaged LED clusters, were the warnings on the walls to be careful because a main water pipe had broken, and the space had filled with water.

	While the water had been remotely shut, the pumps were broken, and it would all need repairs.

	Kitty McRoosevelt’s heels splashed in the ankle-deep water. Careful not to fall with each step.

	She checked her portable to make sure she had the right place.

	Surrounded by other ailing shops and small offices. “Unit 12 in Old Iron.”

	There was once a bar there, “Majestic 12,” that was a cornerstone of the community.

	Both the local community and the intelligence community.

	Everything around her was dilapidated and dim. Those lights overhead were not simulating night, rather, they were out of order entirely, as were most of the streetlights. Aside from the flooding, there was clear wear and tear, steel panel seams on the walls splitting or bulging, automatic doors hanging ajar, the concrete layer of the street pitted and fractured. This place couldn’t be said to be “under served.”

	It looked like it was entirely abandoned by the city government.

	As if to punctuate the insult to its people, now that the pipe and pumps had broken, the wall had a countdown to the arrival of maintenance services– the countdown went up instead of down, however, as the estimate for when someone would be able to repair the pipe drew farther and farther into the future. When Kitty looked at it, the crew was twenty-six hours away and counting up, farther and farther away.

	“People here must be fending for themselves. It’s crazy.”

	Kitty had never experienced poverty in the Republic, so she was predisposed to believe that the Empire was simply inferior in this respect, a worse place to live. Republic propaganda did depict the Empire as a backwards and brutal place, so it’s not as if Kitty had no idea that places like this could exist. But experiencing it first-hand was shocking. It made sense, however. Old Iron was supposedly a place the G.I.A. mined for discontented people to make into informants and assets, once upon a time. Several terrorists had allegedly been equipped by the G.I.A. from this place. The Majestic 12 bar.

	Now, however, the see-through window panels had gone opaque.

	Kitty tensed.

	Though she had come to Kreuzung before, she had never explored so far in the core station.

	Usually she got out of here as fast as possible, never straying beyond the darker corners of some dock.

	When she approached the bar and tried the door, the automatic mechanism would not respond, and the manual lever had been locked in place. She kicked the door in frustration. G.I.A. information in the Empire was a crapshoot. It felt more like hearsay and folk tales than actionable intelligence. Nobody knew what they were doing. Since the dismantlement of the cell in Palatine twenty years ago, the G.I.A. had been subject to a game of whack-a-mole. Every year agents came in and went– body bags or imperial prisons or even defectors. It was like the Empire could read the rebellion in their eyes and single them out.

	Kitty herself had only been at this for a few years. Her name was older than she was.

	It had been such a struggle to get here. She had to see it through to the end.

	But she was stuck.

	She wasn’t half the agent the old Kitty was, and yet inherited her grave responsibilities.

	The current Kitty McRoosevelt had been a gun runner, making dirty money and equipping dirty people to fund G.I.A. logistics in the region and foment disorder. She had never led a military operation, she had never plotted an attack. She handed other people the means to do so– and egged them on to commit such deeds. Her hands were bloody, but they had little experience with personally drawing blood.

	The “old” Kitty, the one who was really meant to be here, had a far more illustrious career.

	She could have led a fleet into battle against the Volkisch. She could have done anything.

	There was no point at which Kitty stopped thinking, ‘if only she was here instead of me.’

	But that was why they had to strike. If they didn’t take this chance, her cell would fall apart.

	They could not return to the Republic. So they had to fight, while they still had the means.

	That was the only reason she was doing something as desperate and taboo as she was.

	However, Kitty’s ambition to strike at the Kreuzung reactor had a key flaw.

	To get her entry team into the core, she would need bodies, diversions, a multi-prong attack.

	But she did not have enough firepower inside the towers themselves.

	As it stood, she would have to take over a dock to let the entry team in by herself.

	To avoid detection, it was only her and Mysia who had come first, and they came separately.

	She had hoped to find a local force here but there was none now.

	Without the support of Khaybari and her fighters and without Mysia (who was no fighter), she had to recruit somewhere else. She hoped to find some support at the “Majestic 12,” but it was not to be. Her intelligence was out of the date and the place looked completely abandoned. If there was some secret entrance somewhere, she had no idea, and would not be able to access it at the moment. She could have the labor unionists in the Rhineametalle tower take part, but they weren’t fighters. 

	She needed muscle.

	She struck the door to the bar again and again in frustration.

	“Useless. Maybe I’ll see where the Katarrans hang out around here.”

	Like many Republicans, Kitty was “wary about” (racist towards) Katarrans.

	But they were useful– and their infestation of the Empire’s underworld was convenient.

	With access to money and Katarrans anyone could get acceptable firepower anywhere.

	Kreuzung, like much of the Empire, hated the Katarran race furiously as well.

	And like much of the Empire they found the Katarran underworld irresistibly convenient too.

	When she could not get any G.I.A. informants, Katarran “gossip” did the job in a pinch.

	When she could not get any tactical support, a few violent fish did the job.

	Regardless of racist policy, you could find Katarrans and their services nearly anywhere.

	Of course, their precarious existence also served Kitty well in negotiating jobs.

	Much like the relationship between the Republic itself and this peculiar race of people.

	“It’ll have to be that. I can’t tell them the whole story, but they’ll be enough to welcome the entry team.“ 

	As she was making ready to leave with a feeling like she had swallowed a stone, Kitty heard footsteps splashing in the flooded street. She put her hands in her coat pockets and slouched forward, beginning to walk away while sneaking glances around herself. There hadn’t been anyone around before, and while it wasn’t inconceivable that someone might come in, she couldn’t help but be wary in such a bleak place.

	“Hey, wait a second! Is this the Majestic 12 here? When is it open?”

	Kitty would have walked away, but the stranger’s call piqued her interest.

	“No way to know at this point!”

	Putting on a cheerful facade, Kitty turned around. 

	Standing at the door to the dilapidated bar was a woman. 

	Black suit, jackets and pants and shiny shoes, of an exact make that Kitty felt she knew right away. She did not wear a tie, and her shirt was partially undone to expose a humble bit of cleavage, but also a deep, dark pink scar on her chest. She was handsome, with both soft features but a certain weathered ruggedness, her black bangs parted to cover up one eye, visible scars. She wore the rest of her hair pinned to the back of her head, messily, without much thought to it. She was older, maybe.

	She had her hands in her pockets and a certain devil-may-care posture.

	When she flashed her own smile back at Kitty, she could see the easy confidence in it.

	It was like a–

	“Women like you end up sleeping with me after a meeting like this.”

	–sort of grin.

	Kitty couldn’t help but grin back at her.

	She pointed with her thumb at the door to the bar.

	“I had been hoping there was something there too, but this place is a dump.”

	The woman smiled a bit.

	“It is. Even the shitty hab I used to live in can’t compare. I feel sorry for these folks.”

	Kitty tossed her hair a little.

	“Well, maybe we can take this party elsewhere. I’m Kitty.”

	“Kitty, huh? I’m Marina.”

	They shook hands, but Marina’s eyes remained fixed on Kitty, looking her up and down.

	“Like what you see, darling?” Kitty asked.

	“I used to know a Kitty. Kitty McRoosevelt.” Marina said.

	Interesting.

	“I see. What a coincidence– that is also my surname.”

	Marina’s grip on her hand strengthened. Not too rough, but firmer.

	“You’re not her. She was older than you.” She said.

	“Of course, but I think maybe, you understand that names are easily traded in.”

	“Does McClinton mean anything to you?”

	Sighing with a mild exasperation, Kitty reached into her coat and withdrew her badge.

	She briefly flashed it at Marina, enough to catch her eye, before putting it away.

	“Let’s talk at my place. I don’t like the vibes here one bit.” Kitty said.

	Marina seemed to gain even more confidence from that.

	“When women invite me in, I tend to stay the night, you know.”

	“It’ll take a bit more than that to convince me to sleep with a corpse.”

	Marina laughed. “Ah. Damn it. I shouldn’t have let on how uncool I was.”

	Kitty smiled bitterly. “My name lineage is no less tragic than yours, McClinton.”

	“I’m going by McKennedy these days.”

	“How fortunate of you to have lived in a manner that let you choose a name.”

	That was a choice Kitty had never had.

	“There’s nothing fortunate about me.” Marina McKennedy said.

	Leaving Old Iron, they headed for the central-western part of the tower, close to the dock where Kitty had left her yacht, Bertrand’s. They made a paltry bit of small-talk on the way, which suited Kitty just fine at this point. Her habitat was past the shopping mall with the big pavilion and one tier up. The elevator dropped them off at a hallway upholstered with colorful synthetic carpets, painted white walls and unassuming brown doors. Nothing was actually painted, nothing was really wood, nothing was made of real cloth, it was all plastic and carbon and metal, but it made for a convincing facsimile.

	“After you.” Kitty said, opening the door to her room and gesturing in.

	Marina walked in and Kitty glided in behind her, moving fast.

	Soon as she cleared the door threshold, while Marina was staring at the furniture–

	Kitty surprised Marina and clapped a pair of cuffs on her, binding her arms behind her back.

	“What–?”

	And pushed her off the landing with a kick, knocking her onto the floor between the bed and desk.

	“What the fuck? What are you doing?” Marina shouted, struggling on the ground.

	“Just making sure.” Kitty’s speech turned rather dead in tone– she was done acting.

	“Don’t touch me! Get away from me!”

	Kitty kneeled down on top of Marina, using her body weight to keep the woman’s legs pinned. She rooted around Marina’s jacket and pants, while Marina struggled, thrashed, she was openly weeping with fury, throwing her shoulders, trying to snap up her head to strike Kitty and failing. Finally, Kitty found her fold-out leather badge case in her back pocket and popped it open to view the badge itself.

	While Marina continued to struggle impotently, Kitty produced a pen-shaped object from her coat and fixed the end of it over the badge. Around its circumference, a series of tiny lasers scattered over the badge, and a tiny screen on the object informed her this was a genuine badge that did indeed belong to a certain Blake McClinton, once upon a time. Was it really this woman now, however?

	“Don’t touch me! Get off me! I’ll fucking kill you!”

	Kitty finally stood and stepped back from Marina, allowing her to thrash on the floor at random and crawl away in a panic. She was sweating, her breathing troubled. Kitty looked down at her, a dispassionate expression on her pretty face, still holding the badge. She waited until Marina had crawled all the way across the room, and hit the opposing wall, teeth grit, eyes red with tears and agitation.

	“I’ll– I’ll fucking kill you– you bitch–”

	Breathless, extremely invested– was this a trauma response?

	“You’re getting too worked up. How did you get this badge?”

	“That’s me! You fucking idiot! What do they teach you at Madison these days?”

	She knew where the G.I.A headquarters used to be, at least.

	“They teach the same shit; but I picked up a tiny bit of caution over time, rather than just vibes.”

	Kitty threw the badge back at Marina. It landed on her lap.

	“Blake McClinton was killed in a failed coup twenty years ago.” She said.

	Marina kicked her feet with frustration.

	“I guess the news didn’t reach this side of the Imbrium then! I was not killed, you idiot!”

	“And you’re a chick now? What happened? Why would they bother to spare your life?”

	“Fuck if I know! To torture me for the remainder of it! I don’t know!”

	“How did you get this badge? I know for sure it’s not a fake now.”

	“It’s mine! It was at the fucking jail, lady! In an evidence locker!”

	“And what jail was that?”

	“The Ergastulum! Where the fuck else would it be?”

	Kitty was surprised. “So you were broken out in the Ergastulum Massacre?”

	Marina shook her elbows, still struggling.

	“Yes! The Katarrans didn’t massacre the prisoners! They just let us out!”

	Sighing, Kitty threw the key to the cuffs at her and sat on the bed.

	“Calm down. Relax. Undo the cuffs. I believe you. I’m sorry for touching you.” She said.

	“I don’t– I don’t forgive you. You bitch–” Marina said, catching her ragged breath.

	She maneuvered herself to reach for the key and undo the cuffs.

	Kitty half expected her to jump up and start attacking like a wild animal.

	But she just stood up at the end of the room, straightened out her jacket, dusted herself off. She was shaking. She hugged herself briefly. Kitty could not understand the intensity of this reaction.

	“You’re lucky I don’t put my hands on cocky chicks like you.” She mumbled.

	“Wow. How chivalrous.” Kitty said, rolling her eyes.

	What an exhausting night– she really just dug up one of the G.I.A’s ancient graves.

	For all the good it would do. She was becoming more convinced everything was fucked.

	“Tell me what the hell the G.I.A. is doing here.” Marina demanded.

	“For what? Are you back in the game? You’re lucky you’re still alive. Just run away.” Kitty said.

	Marina shouted. “Shut up! Not one hair on my head is lucky! Look at yourself! You’re desperate and paranoid, wandering around looking for an old fucking safehouse. Tell me what you’re doing, and I might be able to help you. You’ve clearly got no god damn direction you’re going in right now. It can’t hurt to clue a veteran in and see what happens. If I don’t like it I’ll just stay out of your way and that’ll be that.”

	Kitty couldn’t really excuse herself of any of those charges. She really was desperate.

	“Fine, veteran. But pipe down. Someone might hear you.”

	Kitty kicked her feet and laid back upon the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

	Reminiscing about where it all went wrong.

	“Two months ago– was it? Yeah, that sounds right. Over two months ago. There was a battle in the Great Ayre Reach. You know, like we always do. The Imperials won this one, but some of our warships managed to break through to Rhinea and hid in Sefar’s Gorge. Whether it started as an attempt at desertion, or a deliberate mission of the G.I.A. I never received an answer from anyone. But a flotilla of Republic ships, with Divers, ammunition, fuel, and supplies, all came to be stuck here in Rhinea as the Empire succumbed to chaos. I’d been working as a logistician and rabble rouser in Eisental for a few years now. I met with an older G.I.A. agent, Kitty McRoosevelt, and she requested my help to gather the Republic forces in the Aachen area and use them to take control of Eisental. Eisental borders the Great Ayre Reach, so we could act as a bridgehead. Unfortunately, Kitty was killed, and I barely made out alive. Now I’m having to come up with the final act of this tragicomedy with nothing but her name– or else the fleet will be helpless.”

	Marina listened without reacting or responding until the end.

	“So you’re thinking of occupying Kreuzung and holding here for Republic relief?” She finally said.

	“That’s about it, yes.”

	“How strong is this fleet?” Marina asked. “Can they actually hold Kreuzung?”

	“Twelve vessels. Ten Frigates, Two Cruisers. We’ll be using ten, holding back two for recon.”

	“That’s a lot of firepower. But it’s not war-winning firepower.”

	“The Volkisch are in disarray. We can hold if we take Kreuzung’s stationary defenses.”

	“Right, so, new question: how do you plan to capture those stationary defenses?”

	Kitty rolled over on her side. She could see Marina leaning back against the wall.

	She wanted to see the reaction on her face when she said it.

	“I’m going to cripple Kreuzung with a Core Separation.” Kitty said, smiling.

	Marina stared at her.

	“You’re going to– what?”

	“It’s bold, isn’t it? Marina, do you have sex with men or women or both?”

	“The fuck are you asking that for? Are you out of your mind? A Core Separation?”

	Kitty laughed. She felt so hollow inside– no more acting. This was her real self. Nothing.

	Nothing without the characters she played.

	“I never understood taboos. It’s a sound strategy, isn’t it?” She said. Her voice neutral.

	“How the hell will you even pull it off?” Marina replied. Impassioned.

	“We’ll get physical access. I’ve already got the route planned out.”

	“Kitty, the collateral will be immense.”

	“As long as we reconnect the core when we take over the station, everything will be fine.”

	Marina slammed her fist against the wall behind her.

	“You don’t understand the scope whatsoever! Separating the core will cause a monumental panic! Electrical systems will start going into low power modes that never get tested! People will run out into the streets, there will be rioting, looting, it will look like the fucking end of days in this station! Innocent people could die, in hospitals, in homes, on the street. That neighborhood we saw? It’ll probably flood because any power rationing plan will not include the fucking pumps there, if they work. And while this tragedy happens, you’ll be trapped! You’ll be surrounded from literally all sides by the imperials!”

	“I don’t care.” Kitty said. “Marina, you don’t understand anything.” She felt like tearing up for a moment. “You’re just a lone wolf, doing whatever you want. I was put in charge of this operation. I’m responsible for giving people hope that they can win a war and go home again. I watched her die, Marina. And now a ton of people are counting on me. I’ve wracked my brain trying to figure this out. This is the only plan that works with what I’ve got right now. Because it’s chaotic, because we all have this taboo that you don’t do anything to reactors or shoot at stations– Marina. When I held her bullet-riddled body and became Kitty McRoosevelt. I realized we’re in an era where anything is fair. Even using core pylons as weapons.”

	Marina grit her teeth. She closed her fists and stared at Kitty with visible frustration.

	“Look at you. You suffer one setback and start spouting nihilist bullshit and killing civilians.”

	“No wonder you failed.” Kitty shot back. “With your stupid sense of justice.”

	“Fuck you.” Marina said. “None of you have to do this. All of you can just stop.”

	Kitty rolled onto her back in the bed again, shifting her gaze from Marina back to the roof.

	Empty and white.

	Just like her–

	“Marina. You and I are G.I.A. We voluntarily left the Republic to have adventures here. You and I can blend into this world, we know how, it’s our entire way of life. If it was just us, that would be one thing. But most of the people working for me now are soldiers. They were forced to leave the Republic, and they are trapped here. Without my assistance, they will all die here. They can’t make lives in this place. All they can do is fight. They can’t blend in. They can’t just disband. Everything they see is the enemy. Thousands of aimless people in steel coffins. That’s why I want them to fight for something. The only hope I know how to give people, is to give them targets to attack. I hope you can understand that now.”

	Kitty McRoosevelt, before all this, was a senior G.I.A. operative, like Marina was.

	But Missouri McFord was a just a scoundrel who gave disgruntled people guns, fuel and bombs.

	It was true– everything was fucked the second the real Kitty McRoosevelt died.

	“That’s still all I’m doing. You can help me or not. But it’s going to happen.”

	She reached out the roof, staring at it between the five gloves fingers of her hand.

	“Kitty McRoosevelt doesn’t have a future, Marina. It isn’t a living person’s name.”

	“God damn it. Shut up.” Marina said.

	There was silence for a few minutes. Kitty didn’t say anything more until Marina spoke.

	“I won’t help you separate the reactor core. But I can assist you with logistics.”

	“Thank you, Veteran. Then, maybe we can help each other. What are you doing here?”

	Kitty sat up in bed. Out of habit, she was putting on a blithely false smile again.

	Marina initially resisted the question, but then handed her a photo, printed on a pixel sheet.

	There was a woman, a thin and long-limbed woman, wearing a white coat over a brown blouse and a black pencil skirt. She had very long purple-ish hair, tall Shimii ears with a good bit of fluff in them, a deadpan but unassumingly pretty face. Boxy glasses perched upon a small nose. Her green eyes, even through the photo, seemed to pierce through the viewer with an overwhelming directness.

	“She was going by the name ‘Asan’ once upon a time. I want to know what happened to her. I’d– I’d like to reconnect with her if she’s alive.” She hesitated. “We– we have some business to finish.”

	“A Shimii? You think she’s around here?” Kitty asked. Marina nodded her head.

	“Once upon a time, her employer was headquartered here. A biological research group, Bio-Radiance.”

	“A Shimii scientist? Here? Marina, Kreuzung is extremely racist toward Shimii.”

	“That doesn’t preclude anyone from living or hiding here! Can you help or not?”

	Kitty smiled. “Well, sure. Alright. I have a reliable agent that is leaving the station soon. I will tell them to dig up what they can before they go, and to leave you something at Aachen that you can find so you can continue your search. In return, I need your help rounding up some Katarran lackeys.”

	Marina crossed her arms over her chest. “Why would I go to Aachen?”

	“It’s the next place that makes sense for you to go, if you don’t find anything here.”

	“Alright. Fine. I can get you some Katarran mercs, no problem.” Marina sighed.

	“Don’t tell them about the Core Separation, of course.”

	“I’m not stupid. Of course I won’t tell them. You come up with the cover story.”

	“Okay. I’m counting on you.”

	“I know a Katarran merc who is at loose ends. I’ll hire her, and she can help with the rest. Trust me.”

	“Ah, I see. I’m glad I have someone so resourceful to count on. Sounds good then.”

	“No, it’s actually dreadful, for you. Having to rely on Katarrans is never good.”

	Kitty stared at Marina for a moment. She almost wanted to laugh. It was all so ridiculous.

	She really didn’t look half-bad. Not as good as her Kitty but–

	“Do you still want to stay the night? It’d be fun to have you.” Kitty asked.

	Marina’s response was immediate.

	“No. I have to leave. I’m working with some people I don’t want to find out about this.”

	Kitty didn’t really care about the details of Marina’s life. She didn’t care about her at all.

	That part of her, that really, truly, cared about someone– it had broken.

	In that moment she just really felt like she wanted a comfort she was not going to receive.

	“How did you know the old Kitty?” She asked. Just for Marina to stay a little longer.

	Marina fingers opened and closed into fists at her sides. 

	She averted her gaze, and began to walk out. She answered only once she was past Kitty’s bed.

	“She was a field agent around the time I was. But she never got caught. How did you?”

	A bit of bitterness involuntarily crept into Kitty’s smile as she remembered–

	“We had sex. It was comforting. She comforted me a lot. That’s how we got close.”

	Marina grunted, said nothing. She ran her fingers through her hair, her movements tense.

	“I kinda wish you’d stay.“ Kitty said. “We could comfort each other.“

	Marina sighed.

	“Of all people, I have no right to judge you. Please just try to keep living, Missouri.“

	There was another long, awkward silence. Kitty did not speak, and Marina walked away.

	When the door shut closed behind her– that was when Kitty finally let herself cry.

	Hugging herself in bed, helpless, overwhelmed. Everything was too inexorably in motion.

	She had nothing except what she was given. Weapons and a mission to complete.

	Kitty McRoosevelt was a dead person’s name.

	All she had left of her was a dead name worn like a fetish.

	

	

	“Tch!”

	Majida al-Khaybari grumbled, walking aggressively with a forward slouch, hands in her pockets, periodically kicking her feet at nothing. Making a variety of disapproving noises to air out her tensions. At her side, her partner-in-crime Raaya Al-Shahouh had an airy, free-spirited gait as they made their way back to their apartment in Tower Eight, frequently stealing glances. Majida had been livid, after leaving Kitty McRoosevelt and her insane scheme back at Ballad’s Paradise. Not just livid at that G.I.A’s freak’s insane plot– also livid that she had to find and hire a Katarran mercenary courier at the last second.

	Had it been the low-grade fuel stuff, Majida could have transported it herself.

	With high-grade rods she needed someone with a big ship, or the right gear to isolate them.

	And nobody official or reliable would have let her transport Agarthicite fuel rods to Khaybar.

	“I swear if that courier steals them– ugh! Damn Kitty McRoosevelt’s bitch of a mother!“

	“Manners.” Raaya said. “Where did the goodly Warlord who reads scripture go?“

	Majida averted her gaze in response. Her cheeks flushed just a little bit.

	She really was ashamed. She had a fiery temper and she was the first to criticize it.

	“If it means anything,” Raaya said, “I think you handled everything admirably.”

	“There was no handling it. We have no choice but to stay out of that madwoman’s mess.”

	“I just was afraid you were going to kill her for a second.” Raaya said, shrugging.

	“Not in front of you.” Majida replied.

	“You’re so considerate. But I’ve seen death too, Majida. I’m not naïve.” Raaya said.

	“I’m not disrespecting you. I just– I just don’t like you seeing that side of me.”

	“Just don’t treat me like a kid. You may be taller but I’m older and more mature than you.“

	“Older? By a few weeks maybe. And I don’t treat you like a kid. I just esteem you highly.“

	“Hmm.“

	Overhead, the station lights had begun to dim. Rather than white and yellow more and more of the sun lamps shut off, and in their place gentle dark-blue LEDs began to cast the station into the darkness of night. This was part of controlling the habits of the population, but also to achieve a sense of normalcy, to allow their present state to compare to the ancient lives that humans once had in their true home. 

	Night created other moods as well–

	Raaya put her hands behind her back, smiling sweetly. “Majida.”

	“Hmm?” Majida gave her companion a brooding look.

	“Our business is concluded now, right?”

	Majida grunted. “I’m staying until I hear from Zahira that the rods got back. We might need to find an additional seller if not– and I’ll have to fucking kill that courier’s whole gang too. Ah, damn it that’s another thing, I need to find where we can send an acoustograph to Zahira to let her know–”

	Raaya tapped Majida in the back. “Majida– our business is concluded.” She said again.

	When Majida’s quizzical gaze fell over her, Raaya looked a little bit demure. Her face flushed.

	“Wait– You little minx–?” Majida laughed. “Well, well, well! Fine. I’ll take care of you.”

	She got up close and nuzzled her companion’s nose with her own.

	Raaya laughed and immediately turned a bit bratty. “I’m glad you finally got it, you oaf.”

	That little scene caused Majida’s mood to visibly lift as they made their way back from the Kreuzung Core.

	It was dark, the halls were cold, the world was full of troubles, but she could smile.

	Because their business was concluded. So then– only pleasure was left.

	Soon after getting home, in one of the basement habitats of Tower Eight–

	“Are you comfortable? Your body feels so relaxed. I could hold you like this forever.”

	“It’s nice to have your arms around me. I can tell you’re excited too.”

	Majida’s head rested on the girl’s shoulder. Her hands gripped pleasantly rounded hips.

	Her tongue tasted the side of Raaya’s neck– the smaller woman tensed slightly.

	“What are you feeling up to? I’ll only do as much as you want.” Majida cooed.

	Raaya briefly hesitated. She spoke to her partner in a timid whisper.

	“I’m not ready to bear your child.” She said– clearly embarrassed to have said it.

	“Hmm. Understood. I’ll just fool around a little then, okay?”

	Majida’s hands glided across Raaya’s ribs and over her chest, sliding on the smooth, soft skin to cup her firm, pliable breasts in her hands. She was not shy with her affections, her fingers gripped with force, lifting the soft little mounds while teasing the nipples with the tips of her index fingers. A little yelp escaped Raaya’s lips– Her slim, narrow back arched into Majida’s chest, her pelvis grazing Majida’s lap. Majida fondled Raaya’s breasts with enthusiasm, delighting in the pleasant give of the skin, its smooth softness, the heft of the flesh, and the humble shape that fit into her eager hands so exactly.

	“Caught you by surprise? What a tasty little sound.”

	“Majida–”

	Her name drew from those lips like a ragged breath. 

	Majida could feel her lover’s pulse elevate through the touch of their skin, through the hands cupped over her chest. It drove her wild. Majida was up on the bed against the cold, steel wall of their rental unit, with Raaya sat on her lap and backing into her whenever Majida got rough. Or whenever Majida actively pulled her closer, easily lifting her weight, as close as she could maneuver the shorter woman into her body. In this position, she could reach anywhere she wanted on Raaya’s body, and having consented and given her oath, Raaya gave no resistance. But whenever Majida aroused her, she felt the pressure of Raaya’s weight shift into her, up against her groin– the softness of the girl’s buttocks against the length of Majida’s shaft particularly– it took some willpower not to cum from that sensation alone.

	“Hmm? What was that?”

	She leaned against Raaya, breathing into the nape of her neck, whispering.

	Taking in the simple, earthy smell of her long, loose brown hair.

	Raising her head up almost over the smaller woman, Majida bit down on the silky-soft, cartilaginous edge of her ear, kneading the flesh playfully between her teeth, causing both of Raaya’s ears to twitch–

	“M-Majida–!“

	“Hmm?“

	Majida played dumb while continuing to tease her.

	One hand retained a firm grip on her splendid little morsel of a breast, but the other began to travel.

	Drumming on the flesh as she went, crawling digit by digit down her belly.

	Tracing a little line in her lower abdomen with a pressing finger, as if over the womb.

	Raaya’s tail curled around Majida’s thigh. Her own tail held one of Raaya’s legs.

	Majida felt every shudder and shake of the woman in her grasp, transferring skin to skin.

	She couldn’t see Raaya’s face, but Majida imagined her bitten lip, her eyes shut in euphoria.

	It was intoxicating. Her head felt hazy. 

	She wanted to pin her down– but restrained herself.

	Oaths were extremely important to Shimii, in business and in courtship.

	Raaya whimpered, barely forming words–

	“What was that? Got something to say?”

	With the question came a renewed interest from Majida’s fingers, lower, near her–

	“N-No– it’s nothing– keep going–”

	“Thought so. Don’t keep too quiet though. Let me hear that lovely singing voice.”

	She did not have to wait long or make much effort to play Raaya like a lovely instrument.

	“Aah!”

	From Raaya’s lips sang desperate little moans, music to Majida’s ears as her fingers teased her, entered her, finally reaching between her legs. She was softer than silk between her thighs, Majida’s roaming fingers delighting in the texture of her, in the warmth. She leaned forward, squeezing up as close as she could to Raaya without bending her over, her breasts pressing against her soft, warm back, glistening with building sweat. Majida’s lips, tongue and teeth journeyed across lean shoulder-blades to the base of the neck. Her mouth left hungry, sucking kisses and bites across Raaya, little red claiming marks of her desire.

	“Nngh! Oh–!”

	Raaya’s tongue lolled momentarily from her gasping mouth.

	Her upper body lurched forward, while her hips backed up against Majida.

	In response, Majida felt a dire need to press herself even closer, to move in rhythm with her.

	Under her breath, a barely audible grunt escaped from her.

	She couldn’t hold back from making a sound. Her vision briefly swam.

	Raaya was grinding right on her cock– it was definitely deliberate.

	And it only made her hungrier for more.

	Beautiful, enrapturing, a dream-like haze of pleasure.

	“I didn’t think you knew what you were doing.” Majida said in a low voice.

	“I’m– ugh!” Raaya shook. Majida’s fingers– “I’m a grown woman, Majida– hngh!”

	“I just didn’t think you had this kind of malice in you–”

	“Shut up– and just–”

	“With pleasure– my pure little Raaya.”

	Majida cooed as her index finger rolled slowly and deliberately over Raaya’s clit.

	A most beautiful little noise escaped from Raaya’s lips.

	She lurched forward, and as one body Majida moved with her.

	Bent down on her elbows, Raaya put her head down into the pillow, her shoulders rocking, her tongue lolling, her lower body shaking. Majida loomed over her, the taller woman, hugging her breast to back, her hanging cock hard as steel, kissing Raaya, reassuring her. One hand holding and stroking her abdomen while the other caused a tumultuous unceasing passion to echo through her skin, down bucking hips, through shaking moist thighs, bent knees. Raaya’s delicate hands gripped the bedsheets, she smothered her head, grit her teeth, while her body moved in a wild synchronicity with her lover.

	Her tail lifted from Majida’s leg, and instead joined Majida’s own, curled together like a coil.

	Incoherent, passion-slurred words half in Fusha and half in Low Imbrian escaped Raaya’s lips.

	As her flesh was held by the center and played by the lower half to a thunderous climax.

	Majida was relentless, her body enveloping her partner, wanting to take her closer, closer and harder. She could feel Raaya’s orgasms through her working fingers, could feel her body tensing, convulsing, the spasms of each subsequent tremor of her pleasure. It spurred her to continue, to escalate, her own breathing heavy with effort, smiling, head foggy with joy, drawn in by her partner’s song.

	When Raaya was fully exhausted, Majida could feel it too. She smiled with satisfaction.

	Pulling her finger from Raaya was like taking out a load-bearing rod.

	In the next moment, she completely fell down onto the bed, slowly rolling on her side.

	Her slim, heaving chest, her quivering thighs and legs. Beautifully spent, unwound.

	Looking up at Majida, who was sitting against the wall again, with a precious little grin.

	Which Majida returned by putting the fingers she had used into her mouth to taste.

	“You really are special, Majida.” Raaya whispered, echoing an oft-heard sentiment.

	Majida cracked a little grin. “I am special. I reside beyond the bounds.”

	After resting for only a moment, Raaya suddenly made herself sit back up.

	She leaned forward with a final flicker of passion–

	“Oh!”

	Now it was Majida’s turn to be surprised.

	As Raaya, supporting herself with her arms on Majida’s hips, gave her a sucking kiss–

	–right on the very tip of her cock.

	“Ugh– Raaya–!”

	Her tongue slipped from between the kissing lips, applying a sudden warm pressure–

	Erect just from fingering and grinding with Raaya before, Majida lasted no time at all.

	A trickle of thin fluid dribbled from Majida’s cock into Raaya’s awaiting tongue.

	Just as soon, Raaya lifted her head, crawled back up onto Majida’s lap, and kissed her.

	There was not much of the fluid for their tongues to share, but they still reveled in it.

	Kissing with the last of their strength until their clumsy bodies fell together in exhaustion.

	They laid beside one another, locking eyes. Sweating, breathing hard, skin aquiver.

	Raaya tipping her head a bit to stare, Majida tipping down. Enjoying the difference.

	Glowing. Fulfilled. Having satisfied an urge they could partake in at no other time.

	“Sometimes I wish I was a little bit more– fertile.” Majida said.

	Raaya laughed. She was so beautiful. “It’s the right amount of adventurous for me.”

	Majida reached out and held Raaya close, stroking her fluffy ears and hair.

	She wanted to hold her like that forever.

	Their adventure to Kreuzung had seen them swearing a temporary marriage, rendering their rendezvous religiously permissible under Mahdist beliefs. Though it was not necessary to do so for Majida to escort Raaya out of Khaybar, it was something they both had wanted to do, and which they had done in a limited capacity before, in order to explore their relationship more intimately. Of course, they could not swear such a thing to Raaya’s mother, Mawla Asma Al-Shahouh– rather, it was an uncle of Majida’s main lieutenant Zahira. He was also a religious authority and witnessed signing the temporary marriage.

	Zahira and her family, being of military bearing and very loyal to Majida, understood and encouraged the Warlord to take brides and partake in sex, but Majida did not view things in such casual terms. And she hoped that Raaya did not see it that way either. To her, these oaths were preparatory, a statement of Majida’s intent for Raaya and a presage for a true consummation of their romance and intimacy.

	Mahdist Shimii put a lot of stock into contracts and oaths, as a people who survived a history of painful betrayals. Rashidun Shimii looked down upon these temporary unions as prostitution, but Majida was not treating Raaya with disrespect. She was following her oath. And someday, she wanted Raaya to be her woman, and she treated her as such. She was faithful and protective of her. She coveted her and cherished these rare moments where they could have the pleasure of each other as adults. In Khaybar, under the watchful eye of Mawla Asma– they were both not ready to talk to her about it yet.

	But the few times they had a chance like this, they relished it.

	“Raaya. You are the greatest treasure which God has given me.” Majida said.

	“And you are my hero, Majida. I’m happy to be able to share these feelings with you.”

	Holding her temporary bride there, in their temporary bed on this strange station, Majida felt suddenly that she never wanted to let Raaya go. She could do anything as long as Raaya was there, either beside her or waiting for her to come home. Raaya was Khaybar’s future, Majida’s future, God’s gift.

	And now, she was here in Kreuzung with her.

	In the middle of whatever tragedy was about to unfold in the station.

	Allah forgive me. In my lust I’ve made a foolish decision.

	She should have never brought Raaya here– had she known–

	“Majida, are you okay?” Raaya asked weakly. “You’re squeezing me a bit.”

	“Ana asef.” Majida said. Asking for forgiveness. She let her grip slacken.

	Raaya nestled herself against Majida’s chest, making herself the little spoon.

	“Thank you, Majida. For taking me places. And– showing me a good time.”

	Her words turned a bit sheepish. When it came to sex, she really acted like a kid sometimes.

	“I’m not afraid.” Raaya said. “And I don’t want you to be afraid for me. I know what must be on your mind. It’s on mine too, that’s one reason why I wanted a bit of– distraction, for us. But I’m not afraid. God saw fit to guide us here in a time of oncoming crisis. And my father entrusted our ummah to you, Majida, before he passed. I’ve always believed in you, even when Norn first brought you to Khaybar.”

	“We should honestly leave while it’s still quiet.” Majida said.

	“But we won’t.” Raaya said. “Because even for a bunch of Rashidun who might curse your name if they knew, you don’t want to see our people abused and killed by the Imbrians, no matter what. So you and I are staying here. I think that’s the right thing to do. I’m here with you, I’ll give you strength.”

	Majida sighed. Raaya was speechifying, she always so brave. Always too brave.

	“That’s what I’m afraid of. But you’re right. I even told that Kitty I wouldn’t leave.”

	“You made the right choice not to help her. And you made that choice immediately.”

	“Of course. It’s insane. She’ll be hated by all right-thinking people if they knew.”

	“Yes. But nonetheless– you did not choose an easy path to victory. You were righteous.”

	Raaya went silent for a moment. Contemplating, perhaps, before she spoke again.

	“It’s scary, to think we live in a time where Kitty’s brutal thinking is even possible.”

	Majida lowered her head into Raaya’s shoulders, into her hair.

	“It’s because the Imbrians and Cogitans have everything in the world. They feel emboldened to destroy it all thinking they’ll rebuild over each other’s ashes. They are godless people who don’t see us as being really alive and worth living. They toy with our people. Someday, Raaya– I’ll bring judgment to them.”

	“I believe it. But for now, let that righteous fire rest, and we’ll see what happens.”

	Raaya was so much wiser than Majida ever gave her credit for.

	Allah protect old Asma but– Raaya would make a magnificent Mawla too, Majida thought.

	

	

	In order to drown out the noisy neighbors, the television turned up to full volume.

	“…in other news, Kreuzung public security has launched a murder investigation after a body was found in the maintenance tunnel for the water systems in Weiss Park this evening. Public workers discovered the body after entering the tunnel for weekly maintenance. The area was then cordoned off for investigation. KPS told reporters that they believe the murder was recent and the suspect is at large and urged citizens to report all suspicious persons to KPS station guards. The victim has not been identified at this time and the KPS has urged the public to avoid speculation as to the nature of the murder until they issue an official report. In more light-hearted news, Epoch Clothiers has announced a campaign to donate 15% of each sale of their high-end line ‘Epoch New Horizons’ to providing baby formula to needy…”

	Homa Baumann began to tune out what the news reporter was saying, on the television playing across the wall opposite her bed. Her room lights were all off, so she was bathed in the glow of the television as she lay sideways on her bed, her legs half-curled, half-naked in only a pair of underwear shorts. Her long, dark, fluffy hair was loose, wildly thrown about, with the band that once tied it cast across the room.

	Her tail wiggled about as much as it could as her weary eyes scanned the face of the inexpressive man delivering the news, watching him flap his mouth but beginning to lose the words. Her tail kept wiggling as she laid on her back and over it, smothering the little ball of fur. Her lips parted with a yawn.

	She stretched out her arms and realized she was wearing one thing up top.

	Her necklace. It was the only thing Radu recovered of her mother.

	As such it carried a dual identity.

	An item of the mother she could hardly remember.

	A gift from the great dark figure that pried her from the grip of death.

	And now,

	Cherish that little life in your hands,

	Homa popped open the necklace container to expose the piece of silica.

	She lifted it up in front of her eyes.

	It was shiny, when hit by the light from the streaming video on the wall, an opaque white and silver prism. Rough hewn, it had dozens of surfaces, without definitive shape except that it was a sliver, sheared off some anonymous rock wall. Her mind briefly pored over it. Over the idea that it had ever been alive.

	Homa grunted a bit with irritation. Tired, unable to sleep, but recalling those silly words.

	Her head was full of troubles. Her life was truly no good– if this little thing was alive, it had it easy.

	“I am barely cherishing my own little life, you asshole.”

	Homa let the necklace drop between her breasts, without closing the container.

	She felt it stir from her own breathing and the beating of her heart.

	“…it’s Day 5 of the Rhineametalle steelworkers strike, and so far, there is no deal between the workers and the company. President Adam Lehner has issued demands for the striking steelworkers to reopen the steelworks and ‘resume their patriotic duty’ while Governor Werner has said he believes that a ‘mutually advantageous position’ can be reached for all sides in the dispute. Rhineametalle could not be reached for an official comment. The steelworkers remain barricaded within Tower Nine despite attempts…”

	She was vaguely listening to the broadcast again with her head turned from it.

	“How do they get food?” Homa wondered.

	Maybe they had planned everything prior to striking, or the tower already had food stocks.

	Maybe someone was helping them.

	Homa put on a little grin, rolling over on her side. Her vision wavered.

	“Maybe Korabiskaya and Kitty are all here to make the strike worse.”

	Why was that woman on her mind? Idiot.

	Her tail wagged a little. She smiled to herself.

	“Maybe they’re the big heroes. And Imani and I are the awful villains.”

	An embittered little laugh.

	Compelled by her little half-awake fantasy, Homa reached for her portable on the end of the bed. She brought it up to her face, unlocked the screen with her thumbprint and looked at the mails in the messaging app. Imani’s black hearts were the only mails that she had ever received.

	And she had not sent one since their date.

	Homa wondered if she should ask Imani if she was okay, but she thought better of it.

	“What’s going to end up happening to me?” She said to herself, dropping the portable.

	Would she ever hear from Imani Hadžić again?

	When she went to work on Firstday would Kitty McRoosevelt come check on her yacht?

	Would one or both of them end up on the news, as anonymous as the corpse in the park?

	“I– I went to that park today– didn’t I?” She said groggily. An icy fear gripped her.

	She could have died– she could have been murdered.

	Somehow, it was this that seemed to seize her into pure panic.

	Shaking across her body, a creeping anxiety that bid her to hug herself, teeth chattering.

	Her mind seized up, in contrast with her cold flesh her head felt like a furiously boiling cauldron evaporating every piece of thought that she could possibly have had. She felt her breath grow heavy, her legs feel numb, her vision fading in and out between names and places real and imagined. She was a child, stranded amid the leaping sparks of downed and flaming wires steadily slipping into a pool of water, a dark figure approaching; she was an adult, in a chapel, holding hands with her bride Imani Hadžić; she was the Coral Knight, in armor and lance, traveling station to station to right wrongs and punish the evil forces who wished to steal the life force of the good and kind folk of the Coral Kingdom.

	Half asleep anxious visions paralyzed her mind and body.

	Shaking hands, quavering breath. She grabbed the necklace in the middle of the attack.

	Don’t Be Afraid–

	A voice, beautiful, comforting, warm, but striking thunderously through the panic.  

	Homa’s breathing slowed.          

	That voice cut through the waking nightmares and ushered Homa to finally fall peacefully asleep.

	

	

	 


10.5

	For a few minutes, Homa drifted in reverent silence through the open ocean.

	Outside her cockpit, through the cameras, she could see the bubbles from her exhaust trailing up, she could see the water rushing as she descended, and the bodies of the towers growing larger and farther around her. So she knew she was falling. She had a smile on her face, she could not help but be happy. Encased in metal armor, out in the water, free from the station’s confines.

	When the feet of her stripped-down Volker mech touched ground, she pressed down the pedals to engage the hydrojets and accelerated toward the base of Tower 7, where her target was.

	Homa’s every muscle brimmed with excitement.

	When she was in the Diver, she felt bigger, stronger, freer than ever.

	Everything was quieter, too. But she wasn’t just alone with her thoughts. Controlling the machine with the sticks, the pedals, the switches, and triggers, glancing across her monitors and the instrument panels, switching cameras. She was engaged the whole time, working as if with her whole body in rapid succession, but the task was peaceful, almost relaxing, as it frequently occupied all of her faculties.

	“Homa– you– hear me?”

	Emma’s voice was scratchy, cutting in and out, but Homa could technically still hear her. 

	The headphones slotted into the fluff of her cat-like ears were connected to the Volker’s acoustic and laser-channel digital communications system. Depending on which could provide the most fidelity, the computer would switch between them automatically. The audio quality going to hell meant that Homa was far enough away now from the laser router at B.S.W to switch to acoustic data transmission. This was basically decoding long-distance soundwaves as a digital signal, from sound to bits and bytes.

	Transfer rates over acoustic data protocol were atrocious.

	“Barely.” Homa replied.

	“Oh–”

	Homa knew Emma well enough to fill in her characteristic ‘oh dear’.

	She was Bertrand’s secretary, but she was a licensed sonar, radio, and laser/acoustic router operator, so when Homa went out on the Diver to work in the water, Emma was always the voice in her ears. For worker safety, Emma was supposed to fill in Homa on any weather updates from the station, or on any traffic that might be headed her way. But Bertrand cheaped out on his laser router, so most of the time, Homa could barely hear Emma unless the job was at base of the Kreuzung core tower.

	Today, Homa was headed out to pry open a stuck runoff gate at the base of Tower 7.

	Dockyards got jobs like these from time to time, dockworkers called them ‘gigs.’

	Money was money. Getting a gig like this was more marks in her pocket.

	Her rent was paid, but her conviction to leave Kreuzung was still as sharp as ever.

	For that, she needed money and a lot of it. No two ways about it.

	“Don’t sweat the small stuff! I’ll finish this and be back soon!” Homa said.

	She was sure only every other word of that got through to Bertrand’s.

	Between the towers Homa traveled over slushy dirt, made up of the same raining marine biomass that made up the marine fog swirling around her. There were many animals, pale or transparent, soft-bodied, abyssal fish and crustaceans and worms, congregating on the remains of larger animals from brighter waters that had drifted from above and made it into the Kreuzung sea floor. 

	There was no way to move in her great machine without disturbing these natural sites. Clouds of fish and krill felt water displace around the area and leaped defensively away, before returning to the carcasses in which they made their livelihoods once Homa moved far enough way from them. Out in the water, there was so much more life than anyone would ever see just staring out the sea viewing windows in the Kreuzung complex. It was easy to think the world outside was entirely dead. Walking through the Kreuzung seafloor, Homa got a firsthand view at everything they shared the crater with.

	Somehow, while the people were all trapped in ships and stations, life teemed out here.

	And up above, from where all the food for these beings fell continuously from the sky.

	Homa peered toward heaven, and all her floodlights illuminated was more marine fog.

	Brown dust suspended in dark water, and the distant, looming shadows of towers and their bridges. Allah and the promise of heaven. It was far out of her sight, infinitely beyond her reach. At the bottom of the Kreuzung crater she was 2500 meters from the surface. To think, even then, that there were human beings even deeper. Some parts of the complex, deeper underground, went as far as 4000 meters. 

	Nothing habitable– just old maintenance tunnels and mining shafts, Homa had heard.

	Sometimes, when she piloted, she marveled at the enormity of what surrounded her.

	But she also felt strangely powerful. She felt a thrill in the center of her chest.

	Because she was out here, walking this forbidden land in her suit of armor.

	As bad as she sometimes felt for the fish– she felt better than ever about herself.

	Closer to each tower, the muddy, biomass-heavy earth was replaced with the steel base plate for the tower. Some of these rings contained massive entrances into underground spaces, but others were just there to provide anchor points and power supply inputs for heavy equipment. There were slots on the floor in places, contact points where construction modules could be attached to power huge cranes or massive underwater welding gear which could be used to repair or replace exterior plates on the tower. There were ships that could repair station towers too, truly massive ones that plugged into the baseplates, Homa had learned about them in school. That was neither here nor there though.

	For Homa, at that moment, it only meant she was gliding over steel, rather than soil.

	Slowly, the marine fog lifted as she closed in on the structure and she could see the varied man-made geometry of the exterior of Tower 7’s base. The runoff gate she was commissioned to pry open was dead ahead, its indentation in the tower wall visible once Homa got close enough with her Diver.

	There were four handholds on the exterior of the gate in case it needed to be forced open, but it was otherwise a door that slid out when enough water was pumped through the connecting chute to force it open. This particular gate, Homa was told, was one of the places water was periodically pumped out to in order to empty the station’s desalination pipelines so they could be cleaned or replaced. When it became stuck, the pipes and tanks couldn’t be fully emptied. It was a quick and dirty job to go out in the water and get it open, so it was contracted out to any company with a Diver. That way the maintenance crews in Kreuzung would not have to keep, train, or assume liability for any Diver pilots and their gear.

	“I’m at the site. I’ll just get this cracked open and be back shortly.”

	Fuzzy gibberish came through in response. Homa slowed and stopped before the gate.

	Technically it would have been possible for Homa to connect to Tower 7 itself and route back to Bertrand’s that way. She could have talked to Emma and had any guidance whatsoever from her; but B.S.W would have assumed the cost of the data transfers and she would have gotten yelled at for it. So instead Homa just assumed nobody would hear her if she died screaming in the open waters.

	Not that anything would happen at this point.

	She pushed her sticks forward, engaging the finger switches to spread and close the digits on the Diver’s hand. She grabbed hold of two of the handholds on the gate door and pulled back her control sticks to pull with just the mechanical force of the arms. This had no immediate effect, the runoff gate remained shut. Homa angled her hydrojets away and slowly ramped up the thrust, pulled up and back, feet leaving the ground as the current cycling through the machine lifted her completely off the base plate.

	Despite the amount of force being applied, the gate remained firmly shut.

	“Ugh, this is really stuck!”

	Bertrand didn’t want her to use the solid fuel boosters if at all possible. Solid fuel was a misnomer — it was just what people came to call power generation other than agarthic batteries. In this case, the “solid fuel” was actually liquid– they could burn anything that burned, depending on the kind of boosters equipped. Bertrand filled theirs with diesel because it was cheap, but cheap wasn’t free. With a few licks of solid fuel boosting she could have had this open in an instant. She was starting to think she had no other choice, however. She had not come with any tools, just the vibromachete on the magnetic strip. 

	Cutting through the runoff gate was of course not an option.

	“Well! I don’t have a choice! Hey, Emma, if you can hear, I’m hitting a booster.”

	Her left hand moved instinctually toward a button panel in front of her, in order to flip open a plastic cap enclosing the trigger that unlocked the solid fuel boosters. On normal Divers the boosters were immediately accessible from buttons on the stick or pedals, but Bertrand installed a mechanism to lock those controls and then put a plastic box over it to really make Homa think about using fuel.

	As soon as she unlocked the booster, however, she was alerted to sudden movement–

	On her monitors there was a flashing red box placed by the computer over the runoff gate–

	Which burst suddenly open, ejecting a cloud of salt residue and water stuck inside.

	Unveiling flashing red eyes and a long, eerie shadow–

	Homa rapped the buttons on her sticks that engaged solid fuel boost and thrust upward.

	She felt her cockpit rattle as something lunged past and slammed into one of the feet.

	This threw her off but not enough to completely lose control. She tried to get her bearings.

	Glancing at one of her secondary monitors showed her one of the underside cameras. On the feed, there was the long, dark form of a creature about twice the height of her Diver in length, but slightly thinner. A bulbous main body like a huge four-part jaw that attached to a sack for the eyes and brain, tapering into a tail with yellow biological lights glowing across it. Two structures on the rear end of the sack-like portion of the body ejected water and dirt– bio-hydrojets, fed water from the enormous mouth and from four sets of gills on the sides and top of the sack. That meant this eel-like being was a Leviathan.

	Twisting around, its jaws and four malicious eyes atop its sack-body suddenly faced her.

	“Leviathan! Emma! Leviathan!” Homa cried out.

	Jerking her control sticks, Homa faced down the creature, trying to gauge its next move.

	A red targeting box drawn around it by the predictive computer, labeled the creature.

	Gulp-class, a “lifeboat” level Leviathan. Fourteen meters long.

	Had it been hiding in the runoff gate? For how long? How did it get in there?

	It must have been holding it shut until Homa disturbed it.

	Now it was clearly aggravated.

	Engaging its hydrojets and the muscles on its tail, the Gulp-class lunged at Homa.

	Rows and rows of vibrating silver teeth gleamed inside its enormous, distending maw.

	Monomolecular edges, each one, just like her machete.

	They would shred the unarmored Volker. Homa once more launched herself aside.

	“Emma! Emergency! Leviathan!”

	Homa repeated words, rather than phrases, hoping something would get through.

	But there was nothing but static on the acoustic network or laser messaging.

	The Gulp-class lunged past her, but this time it slammed its tail at her as it went.

	Her entire cockpit rattled and shook, Homa clinging to her controls with a deathly grip.

	Gritting her teeth, eyes racing between monitors, heart pounding.

	She could connect to Tower 7, but she needed her hands and concentration on avoiding the attacks, she could not work on the computer to swap connections and ask for help. After sweeping past her, the Gulp-class seemed to have learned something from its short-ranged and sudden leaps, and instead gathered momentum by swimming away into the marine fog and doubling back.

	“No, no– this is– this can’t be–”

	Homa’s vision swam, her undershirt clung to her cold sweating chest.

	Her limbs tensed and shook, her feet shook hard enough to tap her pedals.

	Shrill screeching roars sounded the violence hurtling her away.

	As the monster threw itself forward, Homa shrank away from it with her whole body.

	Forward boosters threw her aside the charging, snapping jaw.

	Three vibrating teeth grazed the exterior forearm of her Volker, scratching the metal.

	And the body disappeared again into the fog, twisting to resume attack.

	Had those teeth caught on a pushrod she would have been without an arm.

	“No no no no no!”

	Was this how she was going to die? All alone out in the ocean, torn out of a Diver by a screeching monster, screaming her heart out without a soul to hear? Every centimeter of her skin was brimming with anxiety, she felt her heart like bass echoing through her pores, into her roiling gut. She could not unclench her jaw and her fingers shook wildly enough on her controls to make up a drumbeat. Flooding tears stung her eyes and clouded her vision. She could not feel her tail.

	If even one of those teeth dug deep enough her entire body would be extruded–

	Teeth–

	–dug,

	“I’m– I’m not going to die here! I’m going to escape this place! I’ll escape! Damn you!”

	Homa shouted herself hoarse and drew her vibromachete from the magnetic strip.

	It was just large enough to hold in both hands like a short sword.

	On her monitors a red box indicated the resurgence of the Gulp-class and its heading.

	Homa engaged all thrust, throwing itself into the Gulp-class’ charge.

	Holding her sword from the shoulder and thrusting with all her might and momentum.

	Crashing into the Leviathan’s fat snout and driving the sword between its four eyes.

	Its distended jaw slackened from the attack and could not close around her Volker.

	Hysterical, Homa pounded her feet on her pedals, tugged her sticks. “Die! Fucking die!”

	Furiously tearing across the soft palate and nostril, Homa drove her sword back out. In the wake of her cutting edge issued a geyser of red biomass. The mildly buzzing vibration of the monster’s teeth died out, its jets sputtered and clogged with gore, the mutilated body sank slowly away from the Diver. Coming to fall upon the tower base plate, where curious, wandering krill and shrimp convened.

	Homa watched, heaving breath, eyes incredulous, as all the tiny creatures invisibly lost upon the surface of the tower base plate showed themselves. Visible in contrast with the dark body of the Leviathan, they started picking apart the corpse. To them, it did not matter whether it fell to the brown earth or to the metallic plate surface. It was a needed injection of life-sustaining biomass.

	Something about the sight of the creature that had brought her so much fear, being so easily colonized by the bottom feeders, left Homa speechless. That feeding frenzy of dozens of creatures the size of one of her fingers, playing about below. Her tears continued to flow, but she fell back upon her chair, releasing her sticks, her feet slack on the pedals. Catching her breath, holding her necklace reflexively. She had fallen back into the habit of doing that, from when she was a kid.

	This Is Life.

	Homa– did not think that.

	It felt like it came from the place of her thoughts but–

	It was as if– she heard a voice–?

	A very gentle– very soothing voice–?

	“Homa! Come in! We bought laser access! Are you okay? Did you say Leviathan? Homa!”

	Emma’s voice. Homa was snapped out of her reverie by a crisp call from B.S.W.

	She almost wanted to shout back for Emma and Bertrand to go fuck themselves.

	But she valued her job– she needed the money.

	Homa needed the money to get out of this hellish place. Before it killed her.

	So despite the swelling emotion rushing over her body like a shower of stress–

	She politely explained what happened.

	“Solceanos defend you Homa! Oh gosh! We’re so glad you’re okay!”

	Homa practically heard the next words said before they were spoken and braced for them.

	“We’ll talk about the fuel and all that when you get back. Be safe, okay?”

	Mildly different than what she thought, but still. She grit her teeth.

	With the runoff gate forced open and the Leviathan killed, the job was done.

	“Bertrand should try to wring some more money out of them for the Leviathan.” She said.

	“Oh he will! Don’t you worry!” Emma replied cheerfully.

	Homa engaged her hydrojets again, gliding just off of the sea floor. She could have moved faster now that Emma was paying to talk to her, since she would know if there was any traffic. But out of force of habit, she took her time getting back to Bertrand’s to have a stern, frustrating chat about her use of fuel to save her own life from a violent death. Another day at the office.

	

	

	After Homa left Bertrand’s office and finally found a moment’s peace, she pulled out her phone and found a few messages from Imani Hadžić. She stared at the mails in disbelief for a few minutes. Because she could see the previews in the notification bubbles, she knew only two messages, the first and last, contained nothing but black hearts. However, the other mails had actual content to them, so Homa took a bathroom break in order to read them in private and respond.

	“Ho~ma~” began the most substantial message, “During your work, please keep an eye on Kitty McRoosevelt for me. Make idle conversation and try to get her to speak on current events or local politics if you can. Let her run her mouth. If she asks you for any favors, such as hiding or moving things from her yacht, comply promptly and let her use you. Report to me any such events, as well as any names, places, or times she mentions, for example, if she talks about going on dates or being indisposed on certain times. Earn her trust, be compliant to her requests, but take care of yourself. She cannot be allowed to suspect you. If she tries to harm you, do anything that you can to contact me.”

	That message, too, ended with a little black heart.

	Homa typed up a quick response from the bathroom.

	“Will do. Are you okay?”

	By the time she was back outside, she would find that this message had been responded to:

	“You’re sweet.”

	Homa took that to mean Imani was indeed okay.

	And despite her complicated feelings toward Imani, she felt relief, nonetheless.

	All of the rest of Imani’s messages were just her being needy or sending black hearts.

	For all that she said she wouldn’t demand immediate answers, Imani harassed her anyway.

	Her slate would have been buzzing nonstop had Homa not been out in the Diver.

	Despite having that near-death experience, she still had half the workday to go.

	Bertrand’s profits stopped for no one.

	“Homa! Our little hero!”

	On the dockyard, seated atop barrels of ship coating gel and fluid next to Kitty’s yacht, Becker and Aicher cheered Homa’s return. Becker had one of Bertrand’s portables in hand and showed Homa the footage they extracted from the Diver. Homa felt her stomach turn for a moment at the sight of herself shouting ‘Die! Fucking die!’ while butchering the Leviathan. It was too surreal.

	“Crazy piloting out there Homa! Schecter could have never done this!” Becker said.

	“I’m glad he didn’t go out then.” Homa sighed. Imagining an even more tragic scene.

	“My time on patrol didn’t coincide with a lot of Diver stuff.” Becker said. “But even I can tell Homa, your reflexes are amazing! And that charge? You’re made of stern stuff little lady.”

	“I was just freaking out. I’d have really rather not had to fight for my life at all.”

	“Well, look at this way. Yes, you cost old Bertrand a little bit money short term for all the fuel, but long term, you’ve proven you’ve got skills Homa! Bertrand won’t have to worry about sending you out anymore. I bet once his fuel cost is covered up, you’ll have a promotion coming!”

	Becker’s continued gushing caused Homa’s ears and tail to droop in embarrassment.

	“Hell, Homa should just take off of here and join the navy. Better money there!”

	Aicher was joking, but Becker quickly shot him a glare.

	“No, Homa shouldn’t go near the navy, Aicher! It’s not managed right these days.”

	“Didn’t think I’d ever hear that out of you old Beck. I thought you loved the navy.”

	Becker’s expression darkened. “Not these days. It’s not– it’s not run right anymore.”

	Homa knew what he meant. She recalled their earlier conversation.

	The Volkisch Movement was in charge of the Navy now.

	But Homa didn’t know that she could agree that the Navy was ever “run right.”

	After talking with Imani, she didn’t know whether any part of the world was “run right.”

	And after today, she knew she didn’t want to be anywhere near a fight again.

	Thankfully, Becker and Aicher ran themselves out of steam on this topic pretty soon.

	Soon Homa was left to begin the work on the yacht. 

	First she was tasked with the exterior, which would take a few days. She had to remove any old coating in order to insure that any new coating was applied evenly. That meant dousing the exterior with a thinner chemical, using a plastic wiper to peel off all the coating; shining, polishing and painting the bare metal and filling any dents or scratches; and then applying the new coating in layers, waiting for each layer to set. Each layer would take, by Emma and Bertrand’s calculations, about eight hours to set. So that meant it took half as much time in reality– but it did extend the work schedule by several more days.

	Staring at the massive yacht in front of her, Homa recalled Imani’s message.

	If she was supposed to be snitching on Kitty, that meant Kitty was also alive and around.

	So Imani and her had not killed each other on that night in Ballad’s Paradise.

	Homa internally berated herself for having such a stupid idea in the first place.

	Of course these spy games were a lot more complicated than shootouts in public places.

	Donning a plastic mask and putting a pair of plastic sheets over her ears, Homa popped a cap off one of the barrels and firmly affixed a hose to it. That hose she connected to her chemical sprayer, and set herself to work, hosing down the stock livery of Kitty’s yacht and with it, the old layers of coating. With a 40 meter long and 13 meter tall yacht there was a lot of hull to hose down.

	Her sprayer could launch a jet of chemical as high up as the yacht’s bridge and even higher, but to do things safely and smartly, Homa had the nozzle set very tight, and instead used a personal elevator to get up higher. Standing close to the hull, she lifted her platform to the section she was working on and sprayed a cone of chemicals at a low speed, to get a thin film over the hull, enough to wear away at the old coating without wasting product or spraying it everywhere. This method also took more time, which was probably the actual reason that the company did it this way.

	When she was done with most of the port-side prow section, she elevated herself almost on top of the deck, and saw over it, in time to spot the bulkhead door into B.S.W opening and admitting a woman into the path toward the main dockyard. Heels clacked on the steel floor, and the approaching woman threw her blond hair and waved at Homa when she saw her over the yacht. On that day she was dressed in a blue blouse with a deep v-neck, and a tight, ruffled yellow skirt, but still wore her distinctive coat.

	Kitty McRoosevelt, all smiles, had come to pay them a visit again.

	“It’s fine if I look over your shoulder, isn’t it?” She asked, shouting up at Homa.

	Comply promptly.

	“It’s fine! It’s your money!” Homa replied. “But put on a disposable face mask!”

	Safety first. Homa was spraying chemicals everywhere after all.

	And she supposed it would be bad if Kitty McRoosevelt had to go to the hospital.

	For Homa at least, if not for Imani Hadžić.

	Now that Kitty was physically around and watching her from below with her back to a barrel of coating thinners with a little face mask on, fully integrated into the surroundings– Homa had to think about how she was going to get her to talk. Clearly Imani was not just going to come down here and cuff her. So there must have been something Imani wanted Homa to learn from Kitty before arresting her, or something that she wanted Kitty to do. But Homa had no idea, and she was not the biggest social butterfly in the world, so she had no idea how to extract it from her. 

	And of course, far be it for Imani not to be frustratingly cryptic and actually tell Homa anything.

	“Have you ever thought of just blasting the side of the hull from down here?” Kitty asked.

	“Huh? Uh, no, that’d be super dangerous. This stuff is really toxic.” Homa said.

	She pointed a finger at her chemical sprayer, and Kitty nodded her head.

	“Well, I’m glad they’re thinking about your safety around here.” Kitty said.

	“I mean, yours too. You should back off a bit more. You don’t have a zip-up suit like me.”

	Kitty heeded Homa’s warning and backed up from the yacht– but only a few steps more.

	“It’s really impressive how you’re the only woman here. It’s such a male-dominated field.”

	“Ah, it’s not really that hard. My co-workers are all super old guys. They can still do it.”

	Despite trying not to feel flattered, Homa’s little tail began fluttering in its protective bag.

	While Homa worked, Kitty remained near the site, often asking questions about the process or about the equipment Homa was using. These would be interspersed with questions about Homa personally, every so often. “So how old are you kid?” “How long have you worked here?” “How was vocational school?” “Do you guys get lunch breaks? You’ve been at it for a while!”

	Homa had curt answers. She was engaged in work, and it was a little bit annoying.

	However, she did feel a bit flattered. Even though it must have been part of Kitty’s scheme.

	Few people ever took so much interest in what she was doing.

	By the end of her shift, she had spent hours with Kitty, and she felt exhausted as she waved the crew goodbye and shambled up the ramp toward the elevator and the journey home. It was like she had done twice as much work today as normal. She almost forgot to account for the fact that she had survived being eaten by a monster. It had been an eventful day and the first many, as Kitty would start visiting the dockworkers every single day, punctuating Homa’s blurry days of eating, sleeping, and working with an intrusive but not always unpleasant or unwelcome burst of color.

	Kitty was not alone in disrupting Homa’s life, however.

	That afternoon, as Homa exited into the pavilion, she saw new digital signage up on every shop window, and the coming-and-going crowds of busy people began to pool in front of shops, some with their portables out, others asking strangers if they knew or had heard anything about this. On the shops, the signs read ‘Dynamic pricing in effect’. When Homa approached a shop that had sweaters for sale on the front window, she saw, for the first time, a price tag’s number fluctuate before settling on a slightly higher price than before. That sweater’s price rose by 26 Imperial Mark right before her eyes. 

	It was not a big change, and it did not happen often– Homa kept looking for a few minutes but did not personally see another price change that night, but she thought, it must be happening all over the shopping center, probably with more dramatic effects.

	What did it mean?

	On the tram, Homa sent Imani a mail. She was part of the government, wasn’t she?

	“Imani, the shops in Kreuzung have ‘Dynamic Pricing’ now. Did something happen?”

	She received an answer as soon as she got off the tram.

	“Yeah, something happened.”

	This woman–!

	Gritting her teeth by herself on the elevator, Homa sent another message.

	“Can you tell me what happened, Imani?”

	This one did not receive an answer. Not right away, anyway.

	Homa looked around the Shimii market, but there was no ‘Dynamic Pricing’ there– yet.

	She stopped by Hasim’s for some more marrow bones and another bag of cabbage.

	Paying careful attention to the condition of his wares– everything looked normal.

	Those beef cubes must have really been selling out a lot.

	“Hasim, has it been tough to source beef lately?” Homa asked.

	“Ah, looking to pry into my business secrets, miss Baumann?” Hasim joked.

	That was his good-natured way of suggesting she not ask that question.

	Nevertheless, she satisfied her own anxiety. The Shimii shops weren’t out of goods.

	Prices hadn’t changed either. Yet.

	So what was happening in the core station? Homa felt perplexed.

	After she returned home she immediately tapped on the wall twice to bring up the launcher and tapped the icon for the television. She already had the news channel playing. While she took off her jumpsuit a few commercials played advertising for Volwitz Foods’ latest ready-meals, for data plans for portables, Epoch Clothiers’ new line of all-vinyl see-through clothing, and finally, the news anchor reappeared on screen. Homa sat in her underwear, on the edge of her bed, ears twitching and tail swishing freely from the back of her shorts, awaiting any pertinent news.

	Finally, after a few local puff pieces and some reminders that a murder happened recently, the anchor introduced a colleague who was at a massive wholesaler warehouse. Three enormous cargo elevators were packed full to bursting, and there were a lot of people buzzing around in the background as the camera panned over. The warehouse itself, for all the people in it, looked pretty empty of actual goods. Homa had never seen a place like this, but she assumed the stuff that got brought into Kreuzung from the agrispheres and factories had to be kept somewhere–

	“We’ve never seen anything like this!” the reporter said excitedly, “Volwitz’ wholesalers all over Kreuzung have been posting massive delays in returning stock, and its led to a feeding frenzy of ship suppliers rushing in with their bulk orders. In all my years of covering the shipping biz I’ve never seen a warehouse this empty–” the reporter caught sight of a dark haired woman near one of the elevators, clipboard in hand, coordinating a series of forklifts full of crated-up food. He approached her, using a handheld remote to maneuver his drone camera around the other side of her. A dirty trick to make people feel trapped into an interview. Homa saw this often in this news channel. 

	“Ma’am looks like you made off good before the warehouse got ransacked! What’s your name? Do you work for a ship in port around here? Did you have any idea it’d be this crazy?”

	“Um.” The woman stared awkwardly into the drone camera. She was rather pretty, her lips and eyes lightly reddened with makeup. Her uniform looked familiar too. She had a motherly sort of look to her, Homa thought. “I’m– Minardo. I am a ship victualer. I had no idea it would be this busy. I suppose I got lucky? I’m just trying to do my job here.” The drone camera hovered closer and she shooed it away.

	Homa thought her Low Imbrian sounded pretty weird– definitely not from the region.

	“Got any wisdom for the viewers at home on what these wholesale shortages might mean?”

	Again the drone camera got closer to Minardo’s face– meeting a gaze full of killing intent.

	Homa thought it looked like when Madame Arabie got mad–

	“Leave me alone already!”

	In the next instant the drone camera was on the floor and the reporter was shouting.

	“No! I have freedom of the press! I was just trying to get some man-on-the-street–!”

	As soon as the video cut away to an embarrassed-looking anchor in the studio, Homa felt a buzzing transfer through her bed, across the sheets. Homa realized the only person it could be and practically dove to the other end of the bed to pick it up. It wasn’t a call, however, but a mail, from Imani Hadžić. 

	She had responded to Homa’s earlier inquiry in much more detail now.

	“Rhineametalle’s consumer brands have temporarily formed a cartel with Volwitz Foods and Epoch Clothiers, colluding to reduce output sold specifically to Kreuzung core. The cartel is trying to collectively turn the public against further labor strikes and break the strike in Kreuzung through economic shock. It’s a play by the fuhrer Adam Lehner using his influence over the capitalists. Volwitz and Epoch Clothiers were both majority-owned by liberal stakeholders who have since been targeted by the Volkisch. They are in no position to refuse for now. Supplies won’t run out entirely, one hopes, but prices will go wild.”

	Homa read the mail twice, trying to pick apart every word for comprehension. She mostly understood it– a bunch of the big brands were refusing to sell to Kreuzung as revenge for the Rhineametalle strikes so that people would be scared off from supporting the strikers. Despite this, she still wrote and sent a mail to Imani, her skin tingling with anxiety, that read– “What does that mean for us Imani?”

	Her eyes remained glued to the portable for almost ten minutes.

	Fingers quivering over the cold metal.

	What does that mean for her? Would she be okay?

	Then, finally another mail from Imani arrived.

	“Together, the cartel represents 63% of all goods sold in Kreuzung. About the Shimii in Tower Eight: a few people like Leija Kladuša have the authority and ability to import goods produced by Shimii in other stations per certain agreements and will continue to make these available. But doing some quick back of the paw math, 43% of consumption by Shimii in Tower Eight is of cartelized goods. There’ll be shortages, especially in food. Volwitz products account for over half the Shimii’s food consumption. It’s only in local textiles and hygiene products that we begin to see a gap in local goods over cartelized goods.”

	Leija– that was Madame Arabie’s name. Leija Kladuša. Few people knew it.

	Madame Arabie brought in poppy from outside Kreuzung and refined it into drugs.

	Homa knew this was the most lucrative pillar of her criminal Empire.

	Rich Imbrians loved the heroin and the even stronger and less cut up opium she produced.

	That drug money funded a lot of the Madame’s less pernicious pursuits.

	There was another buzz, and a third mail appeared from Imani shortly thereafter.

	“Without goods to buy, money is useless. Restaurants will get more expensive soon. While you still can, buy a bag of flour, a thing of vegetable oil and buy zlatla. You know what it is right? Western Shimii love the stuff. Half cup water + zlatla + a cup flour, mix dough in a bowl, oil the dough, and fry. Three a day to stay alive. If you can’t fry, put the bowl near your room heater, add a bit more water, cover with a plate, to steam a dumpling. If you have meat or vegetables, eat a little a time with your cakes to ration it.”

	Homa blinked at the instructions. Her tail stood up on end as much as it could in surprise.

	Was she expecting some kind of famine? This was starting to become surreal.

	“Can’t you do anything about this?” Homa asked. “You’re a big-shot, right?”

	“Nope~” came the reply. “I’m just a soldier. It’ll get worse if we lose Kitty. So just focus up, okay?”

	Upon mention of that woman again, Homa felt her frustrations with Imani resurface.

	“What can she do to this station that’s worse than this?” Homa furiously typed.

	Promptly: “Destroy the whole thing. Kill everyone. You and I included.”

	Homa froze. That had to be a joke right? Nobody would– nobody could destroy a station.

	Her eyes glazed over as she stared at the message. So curt and simple, but– terrifying.

	Those were the most terrifying words Homa had ever seen on a screen in her life.

	Destroy a station? Kill everyone– including Homa? No– that couldn’t be what Kitty–

	Nobody would do that. Nobody would. It was completely insane. Out of this world insane.

	Another buzz. Another mail. Homa’s shaking hands, her spiraling vision–

	“Trust me and stay on task. Love ya~” it said.

	A black heart to punctuate it. Homa’s fingers were shaking too much to form words back.

	Imani was done talking to her, Homa knew it right then. There would be no more mails.

	She leaped off the bed, turned off the television and rushed to her closet.

	Throwing on her one good casual pair of pants and a shirt, along with her jacket, she walked back out to Hasim’s with her hands in her pockets and her gaze turned almost exclusively on her own feet. Focusing on walking and breathing while she could feel the walls warping around her. A bag of flour, a tube of cooking oil, and a can of pickles. She could swing that. And it would feel like doing something– in a moment where Homa otherwise felt like she had no control of her life.

	There were a lot of things stewing in her brain. Too many things.

	Bubbling up to the surface of her anxieties, however, was one question.

	Was Kitty really capable of destroying Kreuzung? Was that even possible?

	

	

	“Homa, what do you think about how the Shimii live here?”

	Kitty’s voice snapped Homa out of a reverie.

	She opened her eyes wide, suppressed a gasp. She looked down at her hands. She was done dissolving the coating on Kitty’s yacht, so now she had to repaint it to Kitty’s wishes. Her chemical sprayer, after a thorough cleaning, was performing double duty as a spray paint gun with paint canisters. Hefting the object in her hands, the world around her became clearer. She was at work; she had been painting.

	Her head had been heavy, brain swimming in a thick stew of her concerns.

	In cases like this, she liked to immerse herself in work and drown out the world around her.

	Now, one of those worries that swam in her head was also present beside her.

	Because the paint was not toxic, Kitty felt like she could stick closer to Homa.

	She had been pretending to be interested in the painting, but she really just wanted to talk.

	Homa turned her head and tried not to shoot her a glare.

	“What were you saying?” Homa asked. Masking her irritation as best she could.

	Whenever she looked at Kitty, Imani’s mail came to mind and upset her more than she was.

	For her part, Kitty either did not notice or ignored Homa’s attitude. She was bright as ever.

	“The Shimii in Kreuzung seem to have it hard– I just wondered how you felt about that.”

	Homa grunted. “I mean– What is there to say? Yeah– it sucks. We just live with it.”

	“Is there anything you can do about it?” Kitty said, gesturing with her palm up.

	“No? I’m just an ordinary work-a-day girl.”

	“Even ordinary people can make a difference! What if you campaigned for office?”

	Homa fixed Kitty a look, as if trying to physically scrutinize how she could be so ignorant.

	Kitty simply smiled at her. Ignorance must have truly been bliss. She was all smiles.

	“I realize it would be difficult– but not impossible.” She said, as if realizing her mistake.

	“It is impossible because Shimii can’t even vote in Kreuzung elections.” Homa said.

	“I see. I come from Aachen. It’s different there.” Kitty replied. It sounded like it was true.

	Homa’s ears twitched with a mild interest. “How much different can it be?”

	Aachen was far in the north of Rhinea, on the edges of Eisental. Its waters bordered the Great Ayre Reach to the northwest and the Palatinate to the northeast, and Khaybar’s northern range wasn’t too far. Homa did not know much about it except that there was frequent traffic between Aachen and Kreuzung, both being major cities. When she started working at B.S.W, she would routinely see customers from Aachen, just because it was a major port that issued official papers, so it was a place ships could come from.

	“Aachen has a more progressive culture.” Kitty said. “It’s a border station so you have Palatine big shots, Rhinean liberals, Bosporus transplants. It’s a travel hub so all kinds of people go there. There is a big shipyard there with a strong labor culture, and a technology university. And because it’s a border town, it’s a place where there’s been significant cultural exchange across its history. I like to think melting pots breed understanding and sympathy. I guess Aachen has a stronger activist culture than Kreuzung.”

	Homa furrowed her brow, skeptical. “Are there Shimii there? Can they even vote there?”

	“Interested now?” Kitty chuckled. “There are Shimii. And they can vote in local elections.”

	“Do they have good jobs? Can they live anywhere? Do they get to go to the university?”

	Kitty’s expression darkened a tiny bit. “They do have their own habitation there–”

	“So they live in a ghetto.” Homa said. “Don’t mince words about it. I’m not a dumb kid.”

	Words spilled out of her. She almost regretted becoming impassioned. But not completely.

	Some part of her thought she should have shouted in Kitty’s face for being so naïve.

	No matter what niceties the Imbrians let Shimii have– it was always like this in the end.

	“I’m sorry, Homa. I am belying my ignorance, but I do think there is always hope for change. There are places where Shimii have it better– so the Shimii in Kreuzung have models they could follow and hopes that they can have for change in their own lives here. Their struggle isn’t for nothing.” Kitty replied.

	“We already live in a ghetto over here.” Homa said. “So what’s there to aspire to?”

	This was stupid. She was just trying to gain Homa’s sympathy for her own purposes.

	While Homa painted her boat, she was just standing there spouting empty rhetoric.

	But it was also the most that an Imbrian had really shown interest in Shimii specifically.

	So Homa also felt a bit taken aback, and unable to be fully aggravated with her.

	And besides, Imani wanted Kitty to win Homa’s sympathy anyway.

	She couldn’t be too mad– but it was still frustrating. Voting? They had bigger problems!

	“Why do you care about the Shimii all of a sudden anyway?” Homa asked.

	She tried to sound gentle, but it did come off extremely confrontational.

	Kitty did not appear offended. She smiled. “Because you are one, maybe.”

	She winked. Homa scoffed. Did she think she was being charming?

	“How shallow.” (She had to admit she was the tiniest bit charmed.)

	“I was joking. You could say I am something of an organizer. Maybe I see an opportunity.”

	“Don’t tell Becker that. He hates workplace rabblerousers.” Homa joked.

	“Duly noted!” Kitty laughed again. “You know, I wish I could tell you how I really feel.”

	“Huh?”

	Homa turned off the paint sprayer, pointed it at the ground and looked over her shoulder.

	What was this woman about to say–?!

	Kitty took a deep breath. Those seconds felt like an eternity to Homa, who had far too many wrong ideas about what Kitty intended to talk about. “There are a lot of people doing a lot of things to try to change Rhinea, and the Empire, to try to do good for its people.” Homa practically deflated like a balloon full of anxiety but tried not to show it. Kitty continued to speak– her voice sounded a tiny bit more passionate than usual. “Not only in Aachen, but across the Imbrium Ocean. I know exactly how hard you have it, Homa. And there are a lot of people who wish it wasn’t so. I can’t say more, I just hope you understand.”

	“It’s tough to see it that way from in here. But I’ll keep that in mind.” Homa replied.

	What she really wanted to say, was something like ‘their wishes don’t help me any’.

	But she thought, Kitty was trying to sound nice. So Homa should accept it for now.

	Their conversation did stick in Homa’s brain for a little bit that day.

	How did the Shimii live in other places? Was there anywhere that they were truly free?

	And in the places where they were discriminated against– who was standing up for them?

	In Kreuzung, it did feel like nobody was doing anything to help them.

	Madame Arabie’s kind of help ran on favors and debts and commitments. It was crooked.

	Imani was a member of the Volkisch. Was she really able to do anything from there?

	On the way home, she thought about Radu the Marzban too. He was a hero, a living legend.

	There were a lot of tales of him saving people in shipwrecks, delivering supplies during emergencies, killing Imbrians who committed heinous crimes on Shimii. They said that he and his crew of raiders wandered the seas righting wrongs committed upon the Shimii– but with all his strength, then, why did the Shimii still have to live like this? Couldn’t Radu the Marzban take down all the villains exploiting the Shimii? He saved Homa– but he couldn’t save her mother. He was a legend, flitting in the shadows.

	But even their myths and legends couldn’t change things for them fundamentally.

	“Could Imani do it? With all her money? With her Volkisch clout? But she isn’t–”

	“Hey. You look pretty troubled.”

	Homa arrived at her room and was about to head in when she noticed someone standing in front of the next room door over. In fact, this person was leaning against the door, with a small cartridge vaporizer in hand– one of the disposable models, not like Madame Arabie’s pipe. A faint smell of cinnamon wafted from her fingers. To Homa’s surprise, it was Madiha al-Nakara, her pale hair wrapped in a little bun, wearing a garish, flowery green shirt of a similar style to the last.

	“I– I’m okay– Miss–?”

	Madiha blew out a bit of cinnamon smoke. “No, not miss. Just call me Maj– Madiha.”

	Homa stared at her for a moment and then stared at the door– the room right next door.

	“Huh? You’ve been staying next-door all this time?” Homa asked.

	“Since a few days ago.” Madiha said. “Our schedules don’t intersect much I guess.”

	Homa blinked hard. “Is that girl with you too? You’re both staying here?”

	“Parinita? Yeah? She’s worn out, taking a nap inside.”

	Wait a minute–

	Recalling that night, where Homa overhead–

	impassioned sounds of lovemaking–

	through the room walls–

	had Madiha– with that petite companion of hers–?

	up so late like that, and the yelling–?!

	“Why are you making a face? Did Arabie tell you something distasteful about me?”

	Madiha scrutinized her, while Homa took back control of her hanging mouth.

	“No! Of course not! I have nothing against you. It’s– It’s really not that.”

	“You look even more skittish now. Are you really okay?”

	“Well–”

	“C’mon out with it already. Tell Big Sister Madiha what the matter is.”

	Could Homa really ask her to keep it down at night?

	Would Madiha not immediately wring Homa’s neck if those words left her mouth?

	Madiha openly sighed, discarded her vaporizer in a nearby trash chute, and walked over.

	She clapped a hand on Homa’s shoulder– she was trying to be reassuring, but her grip–!

	“Look, I’ve seen that troubled urchin look before. I can at least hear you out. Okay?”

	Homa nodded. “Um, Madiha– what do you think about how Shimii live here?”

	Ultimately it was impossible to ask her to fuck her girlfriend more quietly.

	It was the fault of the shoddy construction here anyway.

	So instead another topic that had been stewing in Homa’s brain came out in its place.

	Madiha nodded sagely. “Ah. You’ve got money on the brain again– can’t blame you.”

	Homa wished all she had in her brain was money troubles. It’d be so much simpler.

	“Homa was your name?” Madiha asked.

	“Um, yeah.” Homa replied. “Homa Baumann. I’m– I’m mixed.“ She added to explain her surname.

	Madiha gave her a wistful look for a moment. She looked deep in thought.

	“You’re a Shimii, Homa. Your parentage doesn’t matter.“ Madiha took in a breath. Homa had never been accepted so casually and confidently. It took her aback some, until Madiha started talking again. “Homa, no matter how bad it gets for us, there will always be dancing, weddings, big pots of stew and bread. Shimii use whatever we have to try to live through the era. We survived the cataclysm and live here underwater. We’ve been through much worse than this. Our religion was nearly destroyed, our people persecuted, our homes and names stolen, but we live. Our ummah pray for better times and live their lives as best they can. So to answer your question: we all know how things are. But why are they? That’s what I ask myself. Not how people live. I know that. They live as best as they can. So ask why instead.”

	Homa was surprised. It was a more in-depth answer than she thought she would get. After throwing that dumb question out, Homa imagined she would talk about the food or about parties. 

	That was the kind of answer Homa expected out of someone much older than Madiha looked.

	She had thought of Madiha as being another gangster like Arabie was.

	Maybe she was something different. That look in her eyes, it was almost tender.

	Homa could almost feel her sympathy wrapping around her like warm colors–

	“So if you ask me what I think about Kreuzung; the Imbrian bastards here sicken me.”

	She raised an empty hand to her lips, as if so distracted she forgot discarding her vaporizer.

	This seemed to make her momentarily frustrated. She closed the hand into a fist.

	“Madiha–”

	Homa briefly hesitated. Her head stewing again. Kitty’s words; Imani’s words–

	“Madiha, can anything change what’s happening to us here?” Homa asked.

	“Fighting.” Madiha responded. Quickly; as if a quietly honed reflex.

	She grit her teeth. As if it bothered her to have responded so quickly.

	“Fighting?” Homa asked. “But– fighting who?” The Imbrians? All of them? How?

	“Bah. I’m sorry. I just said whatever. Pay it no mind.” Madiha sighed.

	“I’m not going to tell anyone, Madiha. You can speak your mind.” Homa said.

	She really wanted to hear what Madiha had to say. She felt like she needed to hear it.

	She was so intriguing. Was there someone around here with an actual answer to things–?

	Madiha grunted. “Homa, I’m not going to tell you to fight anyone personally. We’re not all fighters. But just don’t be complacent, and never say thank you for the little crumbs you get here. If someone does resort to violence, do not rush to condemn them on that fact alone.”

	Those words dropped like a heavy load of ingredients into the pot boiling Homa’s brain.

	“I’m just trying to understand.” Homa said. Her emotions got away with her for a second. She started to weep. “You said fighting– but fighting who? How does living get better for us? For the past few months, everything here has been going to hell. Nothing feels certain anymore. I’ve always wanted to get out of here and go out into the ocean. But lately I’m thinking– what if there’s nothing out in the Ocean for me but more of this? Even if I survived all the trouble and got out? So what am I supposed to do? If I stay here I could struggle and maybe die; and it could be the same anywhere! What do I do then?”

	She raised her voice, curled her fingers into fists, turned a red weeping gaze on Madiha.

	For that instant, a repressed anger she couldn’t direct at Arabie, Imani, Kitty– leaked out.

	And yet, the stranger upon whom this childish injustice was done did not condemn her.

	“Homa, my answer to that is pretty bleak. I won’t sugarcoat it for you.” Madiha said.

	“Then just say it. Nobody around here tells me the truth.” Homa replied, bitterly.

	Madiha grinned at her. She crossed her arms, locked Homa’s eyes with a red glint in hers.

	“There is no place in the Imbrium Ocean where you can go and lead a happy storybook life as a Shimii. You will run into the hatred the Imbrians project onto our flesh, their hatred of our marked bodies, their hatred of our worship of Allah. But I hate them in turn, and my hatred is a prayer of fire that will consume all of their works. Allahu ackbar. If you don’t want to fight them, Homa, I will fight for you. For every life the pacifists preserve, I will take ten to assure victory. We will kill as many as it takes.”

	Behind Madiha, the door to the apartment opened, and a sleepy-looking girl walked out.

	Dressed in a long-sleeved blouse and a long blue skirt, yawning.

	Homa and Madiha both turned their smoldering gazes her way. She pointedly stared back.

	“Ma– oh, that’s the girl from the other night? Are you troubling her Ma– Madiha?”

	Madiha shrugged dismissively. “We were having a lively conversation about life.”

	“Elocution is a gift from Allah to our people– and you used it to make her cry.”

	“I wasn’t trying to– she just asked for my opinion, and I gave it candidly.”

	Homa sighed, wiping her forearm across her face. Her brain steeping in frustration.

	“No, it’s okay. I appreciated her candidness. I’m sorry for the trouble, Madiha.”

	She turned quickly from them and opened her door, as fast as an escape.

	“Hey, listen. If you need any help, you can come to me. But think about what I said–!”

	Even if Homa did not want to, she would be thinking about it, even as the door shut Madiha out. Even as the door behind her closed, and her legs gave out, and she sat back against the door weeping. Staring up at the ceiling with hands over her face. She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

	

	

	“As-salamu alaykum.”

	“Ah, Homa, welcome, welcome. If you’re looking for the marrow bones again–?”

	“Hasim I can see it. You’re all out of them. Not even the smallest bones left?”

	For days now the beef bones available had been shrinking, and less in the bag, but still–

	There had to be something!

	“Afraid so. It’s been tough, you know, I get these specifically from the Agrisphere in Suhar, from my Shimii cousins there, they work so hard, it’s the best quality in the whole country. Homa, when you go for quality like I do, it’s tough sometimes, sometimes you just come up empty-handed if you only get the best, but I promise you, Inshallah we’re going to restock soon, and you’ll be amazed at the quality–”

	Homa was barely listening to Hasim’s little speech.

	She cast disgruntled looks about the shop, taking stock of the potential soup ingredients. He was out of all the frozen vacuum bag meat he normally carried. His refrigerator and freezer were empty save for the frost. He had not done anything to cover them up, so he must have run out recently. He would probably get bony stockfish and throw them in there to look like he had something on hand. In his pantry section he had cans of stuff– there were cans of shredded chicken and ground beef. There was a can of green beans packed in water and salt. It wasn’t cabbage, but it would do. She couldn’t afford to eat restaurants, so she needed to cook with what she could get.

	“Pleasure doing business as always, Homa. May Allah see you to safety.”

	For want of anything to polite to say, Homa said nothing at all in response.

	She walked out with a can of ground beef, a can of ground chicken and cans of green beans.

	None of it was her first choice, but it would fill her belly.

	She wasn’t at the level of eating fried flour with zlatla just yet.

	The deteriorating quality of her lonac was not lost on her, however. It was depressing.

	It was a week now since she last had beef cubes. Normally Hasim’s supply was steady.

	Bone marrow lonac wasn’t bad– but Homa really wanted to have a nice meal again.

	She had been working so hard! On Kitty’s boat– on snitching to Imani–

	Didn’t she deserve a treat? But she couldn’t afford it. Especially with things getting worse.

	For someone who had been taking care of herself like an adult for years now, she felt utterly without control of her own life. For days now, she had thought of begging Imani for the money to just eat at a restaurant without it coming out of her own pocket, so she wouldn’t have to be ashamed of doing so– but she was ashamed of asking Imani for any help. (And wary of the consequences.)

	Everything felt more burdensome, more intolerable. She couldn’t just keep her head down.

	As she walked through town, she looked around at the conditions of the other stores.

	Imani had been right.

	Epoch Clothiers, Volwitz Foods, Arleiter Tools, even Raylight Beauty–

	All of the stores associated with Imbrian brands had closed early that day.

	Signs on the window exhorted shoppers to subscribe to stocking alerts in their rooms.

	Homa wondered if they had no supplies at all, or if they were still getting anything.

	Volwitz Foods shops especially concerned her.

	If they didn’t restock, all the “mom & pop” food shops would get hammered with orders.

	There was an air of tension on the streets. People lingered in front of shops as if in a trance, as if uncomprehending. There were groups in the middle of the street passing around gossip and information. Homa almost wanted to tell them what Imani knew, but she had no idea whether it was public knowledge, or if it could be traced back to her and cause trouble. There were fewer smiles on people’s faces, fewer women in their best dresses going to dance, fewer lads at the pubs watching the football matches. Homa wondered how the Flowing Scarlet would look today too.

	Was Madame Arabie still stocked up?

	Homa trudged back home, feeling like she was dragging her own body weight.

	At least she had the very last pot of bone marrow lonac to look forward to.

	Her tail gave a sad little twitch in anticipation.

	As soon as she rounded the corner to her own hall, her heart jumped–

	“Homa!”

	She hardly had time to react when a woman’s arms wrapped around her.

	Pulling Homa tight into her chest.

	Brown hair, emerald eyes, a brown blouse with gold-painted lines.

	“Madame?” Homa yelled out in shock. “What–?”

	“Homa, I’m so happy! I’ve been looking all over for you!” Madame Arabie was giddy.

	Her breath– she reeked of alcohol. Her words were slurred, her eyes distant.

	She was drunk!

	At least she was smart enough not to be using the drugs instead–

	But it was still a bad situation! Homa tried to extricate herself from Arabie’s grip.

	“Madame! I’m– I’m happy to see you too! Let me go and lets– let’s relocate to my room!”

	Arabie was so strong! No wonder everyone was so afraid of her!

	Homa had never been trapped in a hug so difficult to get herself loose from!

	“Homa~” Madame Arabie’s voice slurred. “You’re such a good little kadaif. So good to me.”

	Kadaif? As in the dessert? Her brain was truly going out wasn’t it?

	“Allah give me patience!” Homa cried out. “Why me? Just– please get moving this way!”

	Homa began pulling Arabie’s weight step by step down the hall, over to her door.

	Before any nosy neighbors stuck their heads out to watch– especially one in particular.

	“Because–” Madame Arabie tried to answer Homa’s cries, which were not directed at her.

	She choked up for a moment, her head leaning into Homa’s shoulder.

	Her fingers caressed Homa’s dark hair.

	“I don’t– I don’t have anyone else.” She mumbled.

	Homa grit her teeth.

	She managed to shuffle the drunk Arabie all the way into her room, through the door, which she locked behind her, and then finally cast her down onto her bed. Homa stood, breathing heavily, in front of the bed, with Arabie laying down on it. Arms spread, giggling, her chest rising up and down with steady breathing, legs hanging off the end. What was she supposed to do about this?

	“Madame–”

	“Call me Leija! I’m too young to be a Madame!”

	Madame Arabie– Leija curled up her legs on the bed and shifted over onto her side.

	Looking at Homa through cloudy eyes, making herself comfortable.

	Her cheeks and eyes were red, and the pale insides of her ears were flushed too.

	She was completely off the precipice from the alcohol.

	Homa could only imagine the disparaging things the town aunties could concoct about this.

	Hopefully not too many people saw Leija in this position. Or would see her with Homa too.

	“Leija,” Homa acquiesced with a sigh. “Can you tell me what happened?”

	Leija shuddered in response. Her brainlessly cheerful demeanor darkened.

	“It was so stressful. So stressful Homa. I just want to hide. Can I hide from them here?”

	“Them? Who is them? Is someone after you?”

	The only reason Homa wasn’t on the verge of a heart attack was that Leija was so drunk she could have easily been making the whole thing up in her head. Homa had enough problems as it was without having to be caught in the crossfire of Leija’s mafia troubles, but also, nobody ever messed with Leija no matter how bad things got. So she assumed it mustn’t have been anything important.

	And finally, Leija herself confirmed: “Problems. Problems are always after me.”

	“Fine. It’s not use talking to a drunk. Do whatever you want. I can’t stop you.” Homa said.

	“You’re so nice to me, Homa.” Leija mumbled. “So good and nice and lovely. My little kadaif.”

	Her words began to slur much more and to trail off much more quickly.

	“Take it easy and sleep it off.” Homa said, trying to sound reassuring.

	Leija did not run her own businesses, it was impossible for her to be at so many places or to make so many decisions by herself. She had managers and a chain of command, Homa knew this well from being part of her organization. Homa knew that Leija was not personally needed anywhere unless there was a dispute. She imagined the scenario in her head: Leija’s various cronies gave her the bad news about the shops and prices in Kreuzung, telling her that she would lose money and that things would be rough unless something changed. Feeling helpless about it, she drank too much to cope with it, and ran away from the Scarlet on some aimless anxiety impulse and went in search of someone familiar.

	Now she was here, drunk out of her mind on Homa’s bed.

	Things had never gotten this out of hand with her, but Homa never put it past her.

	Though, she had once imagined that the day Madame Arabie personally came to her room, it would be to drag her out and shoot her. Not to get drunk and sleep it off on Homa’s bed. Out of those two nightmarish fantasies she did not even know which one she preferred. Once Leija came to her senses, she could still very well lose her temper at Homa over the whole thing anyway.

	There was no winning with this woman.

	Despite how much trouble Leija was causing, Homa didn’t want to disrupt her sleep. 

	She withdrew a spare gel pillow and a nylon blanket from beneath the bed and made herself a little nest on the floor to lie down on and stare at the ceiling for a while. She needed to decompress. Her stomach was growling for a bowl of lonac, but she did not want to move just yet. Life kept coming at her like hammer blows one after another. Breathing deep was all she could do to surmount it.

	“Homa,”

	Leija’s slurred voice sounded far less cheerful all of a sudden.

	“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Homa.”

	On the floor, Homa turned her back on the bed. Leija had not moved, but if she did, Homa did not want to look at her spouting this nonsense. She grit her teeth, and her ears folded against her head as much as they could, but of course, she could still hear the woman on her bed moaning.

	“I’m sorry Homa. I never took good care of you. I even– when I saw you in the suit– I even thought it would be nice to sleep with you. I’m a rotten woman, Homa. I am destined for the fire. You are a treasure that Allah sent to me. I looked you in the eye and discarded you every time.”

	“Shut up. I don’t want this from you.” Homa mumbled.

	“Homa. I’ve been wanting to say sorry. Ever since he came back. I’m so sorry.”

	He? Radu? What was she saying? Was it still all nonsense? Homa sat up.

	On the bed, Leija Kladuša was nearly falling asleep. With the last of her strength–       

	“Radu and Imani Hadžić. Those bastards– those bastards–” Her voice trailed off.

	

	

	“Here you go! Everything went quite professionally, even for me!”

	Deep in the Kreuzung Core station, inside a pressurized maintenance tunnel just under the rim of the baseplate. A woman dressed casually in a jacket, skirt, and tights, with orange-mottled gray skin and brown hair, handed Kitty McRoosevelt a small, handheld device, put together from parts. 

	An analog switch, an antennae, an electric circuit, a tiny system-on-a-chip, and the contacts for a crude little battery. When she said ‘everything went professionally’ she must have been referring to the preceding courier work to set it up, because the device itself had rather crude workmanship.

	It was difficult to ascertain whether it was real in the dim, intermittent light in the tunnel.

	“When you toggle this device on, you’ll have 12 hours to make sure everything is ready. I would suggest taking out the batteries right afterward– the signal is encrypted, and it will be sent to the drone faster than anyone can notice it, but if it stays on, it will keep transmitting and give you away. So just chuck it and step on it when you’re done. The drone will take an 8 hour journey to your buddies in the abyss of Masud. They are ready and awaiting the signal. Then, at full combat speed, the fleet will make it here in 4 hours. I informed them of the location of the B.S.W. dock– it’s up to you to have it secured.”

	“Up to me?” Kitty McRoosevelt said. “You’re not coming?”

	“Perimeter defense isn’t my thing. But I got you some big strong boys and girls for that.”

	Xenia Laskaris smiled girlishly at Kitty and Marina McKennedy, their other witness.

	Her dark-green, exoskeletal antennae rose slightly like arms spread in joy.

	“She’s kept her word.” Marina said. “I never asked her to stand and fight with you.”

	“I wouldn’t have gone this far for you if it’d ultimately lead to that. It’s just not my style.” Xenia said. “Marina will take you to meet the rest of the team. I need to start limiting my involvement because the local crews are skittish about outsider Katarrans. Apparently there’s a whole fleet from the Mycenean Military Commission stuck in Eisental, demanding mercenaries join them– it’s a whole thing.”

	“But they won’t object to working for ‘Imbrians’. That is apolitical to them.” Marina said.

	“Exactly. Don’t tell them you’re actually Cogitans by the way.” Xenia said.

	“I never intended to. Well, I suppose if this thing doesn’t work, I’ll know who to curse.”

	Kitty spoke gravely. Xenia seemed more amused by it than anything.

	“Trust me, I want you to succeed. I live for this kinda shit. It’s job security for me!”

	Chaos, she meant. War: destruction, killings, and upheaval.

	Twelve hours away as soon as Kitty hit the button. The G.I.A.’s operation would begin.

	Her fingers hovered over the switch. She did not flip it, not yet.

	But now, the power to kill had been placed in her hands. Her empty heart unwavering.

	She only needed one more day. Kitty would get what she needed from the Shimii girl.

	“Kitty.“

	Marina spoke up as they left the maintenance tunnel and Xenia Laskaris behind them.

	“Think before you press that button. That’s all I ask.“ She said. With an air of grave finality.

	Kitty scoffed.

	“Marina. I’ve done a lot more thinking than you want to admit.“

	There was a current driving Kitty McRoosevelt. The weight of ages, history itself given voice to haunt her.

	Through her, through her grief, pain, ignorance and bigotry, it would conclude the inevitable tragedy.

	

	

	 


10.6

	This chapter contains a torture sequence with a brief moment of heightened violence.

	

	

	In the context of a station, the overarching structure providing power was referred to as a Core Pylon. To further understand the Pylon, its layout could be broken down into a massive superstructure housing two critical pieces of machinery: the reactor core ring and the agarthic energy array. Agarthicite “fuel rods” were contained in the energy array with complex Osmium shields. This array was submerged within the reactor core as part of normal operation and cooling. Energy was generated in several synergistic ways.

	Agarthicite as a material boasted surreal properties that were observed but understood only in a very shallow fashion in the After Descent era. Most visibly, it was known that any solid matter that agitated Agarthicite too much would be annihilated entirely by a fatal discharge from the crystal. This property was not witnessed in particulate agarthicite known as “agarthic salt” but only in cubiform agarthicite “ore.” 

	No form of Agarthicite “annihilated” water or gas, but it was known that in annihilation of human bodies, the water would be vaporized by the heat of the reaction. Therefore, controlled annihilation of carbons submerged in water could generate heat. While any type of solid matter could be annihilated, Carbon was common, easier to process, and its reaction was well understood. Any material could suffice, however.

	Osmium was the great exception. It was the only known case of a material being antagonistic to Agarthicite, both resisting annihilation and even reducing the scope of the reaction and thus allowing some control over annihilations by subjecting the reacting agarthicite to the presence of Osmium.

	Osmium tools and devices could be used to mine, shape and manipulate Agarthicite– very carefully.

	An eerie and less understood property was that Agarthicite would rotate in bizarre patterns when subject to controlled electrical and magnetic charges and would generate more kinetic energy than was spent agitating them. It was this property that resulted in collapsed ship reactors physically twisting the matter of the ship before annihilating it. Thus, when the energy array was physically hooked into the core ring, the array was also connected to motors that generated additional power by allowing the array to spin in the water. This generated enough power for the operations of the Core Pylon to self-sustain.

	Agarthicite could become “spent.” Spent agarthicite would lose its otherworldly purple sheen and become dull and ductile, able to be spun into alloys. In this decayed state, Agarthicite was extremely useful as a metal. Together with Osmium, it was found in all kinds of technology in the After Descent era. For example, decaying Agarthicite alloys led to the electric oscillators used in monomolecular vibroblades.

	Both the eldritch rotation and the heat generation could create significant usable energy.

	Reactor cores, known as “Core Rings,” were designed both to house and stabilize the energy array and to employ its eldritch properties in the generation of energy. Agarthicite reactors could power the generation of their own magnetic and electrical charges while also generating enough surplus energy to power the massive stations housing underwater inhabitants. Station reactors built in 979 A.D. would be expected to run for multiple decades before needing a replacement Energy Array. Some reactors had been running since the Age of Strife and nobody had touched their Arrays since then. It was unknown by what process their ancient agarthicite was refined to such a degree as to permanently sustain reactions.

	Ultimately, very little was understood, truly understood, about Agarthicite. It was only observed.

	There were people who believed Agarthicite held powers beyond the mortal ability to “observe” and “deduce.” Agarthicite study was referred to as “pseudophysics.” It had both the academic social credibility of a science and the raving mad reverence of a religion. Most “normal” people beheld Agarthicite this way, no matter how much philosophers and theoretical scientists tried to dispel its myth through logic.

	To the people of the After Descent Civilization, Agarthicite reactors and the Stations they lived in had an unspoken near-sacred status. Agarthicite was the true, material God of Imbria and Cogita both, a God capable of both sustaining and destroying life. It was unthinkable to tinker with these systems, innovation in the field of Core Pylons and their constituent parts was glacial wherever it was not outright outlawed. It was known that Agarthicite powered the collapsed Surface Civilization also– but the history of the Reactors for the After Descent civilization began after the Age of Strife with the first reactors created wholly underwater, their designs drawn from studying the Origin Core Pylons of the first stations.

	However, it was for this reason that a fleet of Cogitan men and women could convince themselves to attack the Core Pylon of an Imbrian station. Agarthicite was their God, but this was not their land. Imbrians were lesser people, barbarous, evil, enemies of all that was right. Cogitan racism allowed them to see the Imbrians, their stations, and their Core Pylon, as violable, or even worthy of violation. 

	Their God wasn’t our God. Just as they were the lesser. Anything could be done to them.

	

	

	Homa left some lonac in the pot in case Leija wanted to eat before she left.

	It was simple food, but then again, pulao rice was her favorite meal. She might like it.

	After cursing Radu and Imani, Leija said nothing more and finally fell asleep. Since then, she had been resting peacefully on Homa’s bed. Homa had eaten, showered, and laid down on the floor to play with her phone. Leija’s words joined the massive amount of things troubling her during these dark days in which she lived. She had no reason to disbelieve what Leija said: Radu had come to visit her. Since then, she had felt apologetic toward Homa but kept it close to the chest. Did Radu visiting come before or after Imani approached Leija, trying to get connected to a Shimii helper at a dockyard for her schemes?

	She mentioned both of them. Why? Why would they be connected in her drunk head?

	Could it be that Radu the Marzban was helping Imani? One of the Volkisch Movement?

	Imani was a Shimii– but it still made no sense to her that Radu would help her.

	Homa was not an authority of what the Marzban’s agenda was.

	But he was a wanderer, who lived by his own justice and hid his face from the public.

	Could a bandit like that really have ties to a person like Imani Hadžić?

	This was something she couldn’t reason out by herself in her room. That was the most frustrating thing– talking to herself about Radu was like ruminating on the agendas of angels or djinn. There was no way to find him, there was no way to even prove his existence anywhere outside the vessel of her own memories. She couldn’t influence him. But she still worried! She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

	Because if Radu was helping Imani, the world was a little bit bleaker than she thought.

	Heroes and villains would make even less sense than ever before.

	She had been sure that Radu was supposed to be a hero. And Imani Hadžić was a villain.

	Now, even in the fantasy that supported her life, such things began to lose their meaning.

	And it bothered her– because she viewed herself as someone connected to Radu.

	Even if they had not seen each other in years.

	She couldn’t help it. She was not connected to very many other people.

	It was just him and Leija.

	If you had no one, no blood– then kin were the people who occupied one’s memories.

	Shimii valued kin above all else– and maybe Homa valued Leija and him as kin.

	Despite everything they had done–

	Homa grit her teeth. Her emotions were so twisted up. It hurt, deep in her chest and brain.

	“Maybe when Leija feels better I’ll ask her about it.” Homa said.

	Her hands reflexively stroked the necklace, fingers rubbing on the rough bit of silica.

	Staring up at the steel ceiling in the dark. Leija’s light snoring the only sound.

	Homa stroked the necklace, slowly drifting off, the fog of sleep slowly seeping in.

	Peaceful Place.

	She shut her eyes and saw the colored lights bouncing behind her eyelids.

	Her mind went dark, her body falling gently.

	To a world of great open skies, conquered by the crowns of massive trees.

	Iridescent foliage casting many-colored shadows the world beneath.

	Great silver-white trunks stretched down from heaven to thick, jagged roots prism-purple.

	Over soft blue dirt, she sat, her back nestled against the monumental body.

	A breeze swept by billowing red algae and weepy fungi and stirred the muddy puddles.

	As far as she could see to the horizon and beyond, from the ground to the heaven, it was all the trunks of trees, their crowns making up the sky, their branches making up the clouds and below them the canopy of the forest, low alginic shrubbery under and around their roots, liquid dribbling down their trunks forming channels like erosion on mountainsides, and she was alone, and her mind was mile a minute and slug-like slow– and she felt greatly at peace. Amid whispering families of trees all connected among whom the colors traveled expressing pale blue and white.

	Then, amid the trees–

	A pale traveler, red-haired with a black horn, white robe and tail dragging on the mud.

	Looking over her shoulder, her yellow amid black eyes dilating with hatred as she saw.

	Between the sonorously singing trees the colors around her became painted a deep black.

	WHY THE HELL ARE YOU HERE?

	Colors became tendrils that rushed toward Homa with murderous slashing violence–

	“Agh!”

	Homa opened her eyes. A tiny sliver of yellow light from the hall shone in her face.

	She was on the floor. A metal floor in a metal place.

	Holding herself, curling up in her bed. For a moment she was in the grip of something.

	A vast forest; whispering trees; the surface? She had dreamed of the surface?

	As the scriptures read. A surface with a vast sky and dry ground and breathable air.

	There was a monster too. It was a nightmare. Fear shook its way through her body.

	It took a few minutes for her wits to fully return to her. For her to realize and admit that it was only a dream and could not hurt her. But she felt something primal before that– a need to make herself small and hidden as if some enormous presence was watching her closely. Was this how ‘mice’ once felt about ‘cats’? She knew both animals and had heard this metaphor used in educational contexts. 

	But such depredation no longer had many places where it could happen.

	Except perhaps in dreams. Dreams, like ancestral visions of what humanity had lost.

	“Ugh. What kind of stupid shit is that, Homa Baumann?”

	Homa chided herself for her weakness and childishness.

	Anxiety must have been getting the better of her. Her mind must have been in shambles.

	No wonder she had no control over her life when dreams affected her so strongly.

	Gritting her teeth, she finally made herself get up and face reality again.

	It was early in the morning.

	Homa reached for the wall, turned on a dim light in order to see.

	Leija was still asleep. Homa was almost worried, but she was breathing regularly.

	Her face was eerily peaceful. Her makeup had run just a bit, lipstick lightly streaked, eyeshadow lightly smeared. Slight lines of aging showed around her eyes and at the edges of her mouth as she rested, more visible than ever, but Leija looked so content, Homa thought she looked more beautiful than ever. When she saw her at peace like this, Homa could overcome that staggering tension she otherwise felt in her presence. There were no glaring eyes and scowling lips, no striking claws. Her prone body, escaped from the world of violence from where she came and imbued with the gentleness of sleep– Homa felt a sudden heart-shudder of sympathy for her.

	“I hope you’ll be okay in here.” Homa said.

	It didn’t feel right.

	Some part of Homa wanted to take care of Leija, but she had no choice.

	She would have to go to work and leave Leija behind.

	Homa sighed to herself.

	Majida had said, there was no place where Shimii could have a storybook life.

	Thinking about it, Homa finally put together what she wanted to say–

	“I can’t forgive you for everything. I am not the only person you hurt. You hurt people every day in so many ways I can’t even describe. But I still– I do still love you, Leija. Because I know it’s this place, and the way that being here warps people– if we’d lived anywhere else, if we’d lived peacefully, maybe you could have been good to me. You wouldn’t have neglected me– and I wouldn’t have to resent you.”

	In her sleep, Leija’s eyes shut a little harder, the fingers on her hands closed and opened.

	This wasn’t any kind of closure, nor was it the culmination of anything significant.

	It wasn’t a big moment– just Homa coping to herself, functionally alone, in her room.

	That’s all it could be and that was all she could do. But she still felt like she had to say it.

	Maybe it could serve as a rehearsal for when Leija woke up and they had to confront this.

	Homa dressed herself, ate a bit of lonac in a cup and left for work.

	Her head felt a bit heavy and foggy. As if she was fighting back tears the whole time.

	She expected her day to go by as mindlessly as ever. She hoped for it to be so. She hoped for a day she could run on autopilot. Home, to the checkpoint, to the tram, to the pavilion, to B.S.W. and back home again. Once she got back home in the afternoon, she would have to deal with what happened with Leija, but the rest of the day should have been exactly the same as always.

	Leaving home–

	Checkpoint–

	Tram–

	Pavillion–

	Two elevators down to her little lost corner of the world, Bertrand Shore Works.

	“Homa,”

	On the corridor leading to the semi-circular bulkhead into B.S.W, a blond woman awaited her. Wearing a grandiose coat over a ruffled red shirt and a long, tight black pencil skirt and ribbed tights. She smiled and waved in front of the closed bulkhead into B.S.W. Kitty McRoosevelt could not let herself in– Homa had been leaving the bulkhead unlocked for her after she came in, since Kitty was supposed to come later in the day, after Homa already clocked in. This was part of the instructions Bertrand gave clients, so they wouldn’t waste their time while the employees set up. Only employees could work the doors.

	“As-Salamu Alaykum!” Kitty said cheerfully.

	“You don’t have to do it in Fusha.” Homa said. She sighed internally.

	This woman–! Homa had been saying that about a lot of people lately…

	“Usually the bulkhead door is unlocked when I come in.” Kitty said.

	“Yeah, that’s me who does that. Only employees can open stuff here, so you have to wait.”

	Homa walked past Kitty and held her keycards to the door’s reader. After the keycard swipe, she stepped in front of the card reader’s touchscreen for camera authentication. There was a metallic rolling sound shortly thereafter– the Bulkhead door unlocked and could open now.

	“Ahh, I see.” Kitty replied. “It has a camera, too? That’s a lot of security.”

	“It’s like I told you, only an employee can open it. So don’t come here early.” Homa said.

	She walked through the bulkhead door, automatically opened, and thought nothing of this.

	Kitty stood off to the side and watched while Homa put on her gloves, mask, goggles and put protective sleeves over her tail and ears and returned to work on her yacht. She had stripped, repainted, and detailed the exterior, so now she had to recoat it with poison and waterproof gel. She big Kitty stand farther back than she had been the past few days and got to work as usual.

	Though she was here way too early with nothing to do, Kitty had no complaints.

	In fact, the blond hardly spoke to Homa at all that day.

	She would have said ‘suit yourself’ to that, but Imani was counting on her.

	So she tried to poke Kitty and see if there would be anything to report to Imani today.

	“So, any big plans for the yacht?” Homa asked Kitty.

	“Nothing special.”

	It was as if she was turning the tables on Homa now. She had become the terse one.

	“How has your stay in Kreuzung been so far?”

	“Amenable.”

	“Been to any neat places?”

	“Perhaps.”

	Perhaps?!

	Homa felt so stupid shouting small talk over the sound of her spray gun.

	Especially when she got back next to nothing.

	What was going on?

	“To hell with her then.” Homa sighed. There was always tomorrow.

	If Kitty was grumpy today it didn’t matter at all.

	Homa hardly knew what use Imani was getting out of her information anyway.

	As the afternoon went on, she focused on her work and did not bother with Kitty.

	And Kitty seemed quite content to just stand around in silence this time.

	It irritated Homa just a bit– what a stupid turn from how chummy she was earlier!

	By the end of the day, she had wandered off out of the dockyard altogether.

	Homa clocked out and put it out of her mind. She had to worry about Leija and about whether there to try her luck at the shops again today. She might try to buy something for Leija in the Imbrian shops– if the dynamic pricing wasn’t too bad, a gift might help the Madame’s mood. Perhaps a cake or a sweet?

	She put away her tools and walked out of B.S.W, through the bulkhead door and then up the old cargo ramp to the elevator. She tuned out her surroundings, just like she wanted to do. Her auto-pilot took her step by step, steps farther from B.S.W. and steps closer to home, mindlessly. Looking down at the grimy green steel floor of the ramp as she climbed the makeshift steps down the side of it up to the elevator shaft, she wondered how she would approach Leija after all of this.

	What would she even say?

	All kinds of things floated in her head, but it was such an awkward situation.

	“I found you drunk wandering the halls–”

	No, not, found you. Leija might twist that to mean Homa specifically grabbed her–

	But if she laid the blame on Leija herself too thick that’d piss her off too.

	There was no winning–!

	Suddenly, Homa hit something soft and firm.

	In front of her was supposed to be the elevator, but her mind had wandered off.

	When she looked up, there was something in front of the elevator door.

	It was like–

	A case– a huge white case, with a synthetic felt covering and a steel frame.

	For a tool or maybe even a musical instrument? Homa had seen things like this, but–

	Someone had left it in front of the elevator door–? Why? It was taller than Homa herself.

	She made to move it, more of a reflex than anything, feeling the weight of it as she tried.

	Then–

	Dull tap-tapping on the floor– heels?

	Danger! Cried an unheeded voice in her mind–

	Homa looked aside in time to see a black-gloved hand strike her with something.

	She felt a brief burning sensation, her muscles seizing up, horrible nausea.

	And the hands seizing her– something pricking her– burning in her veins–

	Homa struggled on sheer instinct, but her strength faded extraordinarily quickly.

	She tripped over her own feet and would have fallen had it not been for the black gloves.

	Gripping her by her jumpsuit, unzipping the case blocking the elevator–

	Her vision went dark as she caught a flash of waving blond hair in a thickening fog.

	Inside the closed case, limbs going limp, Homa’s world and mind went pitch black.

	

	

	“–Oh look, she’s coming to. I guess we won’t get to see my tenth straight winning hand in a row. Get the synthestitcher ready. I’ll make her smile for the camera. Then we can really get to work.”

	Footsteps on water. A voice. A familiar voice.

	She quivered, from the back of her neck down to her tail.

	Her stomach felt hot, her nose was running. For a moment, the world was spinning.

	Slowly spreading eyelids unveiled a world of intermittent, dim red light.

	She felt water. Her feet splashed as she tried to move her limbs.

	Homa could move her feet just a little, but not her torso, or her arms.

	Mental fog cleared up just enough to begin to understand her predicament.

	B.S.W, her workplace, was where her body expected to have been. 

	Instead, she awakened in the middle of an empty place, three times as wide and long as a room, with a bar at one end and shuttered windowpanes on the other. Judging by the bar shelves it may have once been stocked up, but there only scattered old bottles and broken shards left. There was an entrance door and a door out to the back, the former broken open and the latter barricaded with junk drawn from the rest of the venue. There were plastic restaurant chairs whole or in pieces scattered around the room.

	Because the lights were malfunctioning, there was only intermittent flashes of white light, coming on with different periods of seconds in between each flash in a way that was maddening. The only consistent light came from the red emergency alarm light, and because this light was revolving, from the high center of the wall, it cast eerie shadows over the other occupants. Taken together it was like a vision from out of nightmare, nearly panic inducing, Homa wanted to keep her eyes shut and go back to sleep. 

	And indeed, keeping them open was difficult, they teared up.

	Struggling to breathe as more of her senses returned to her; enough to realize her arms were bound behind her back, her feet were bound. Involuntarily she started to struggle, forcing her feet apart, forcing her arms, shifting her weight forward and back on the seat. Moaning with frustration when she realized how tight her bonds were, and that they were chafing skin– skin that was out and exposed, because Homa was stripped completely naked. Her entire body shivered with sudden fear. She was bound to a chair with her arms stretched and behind her back, her legs tied apart and to the chair and naked.

	“H-h-elp.” She whimpered, as her voice started to return to her. “He-He-HELP!”

	“Nobody will hear you. Be quiet.”

	Homa heard a voice, and she heard something, like a mechanical switch being flipped.

	In front of her, a figure coming into focus threw something on the ground.

	She stepped on it, her heels easily crunching it under the water.

	Then she closed toward Homa, heels splashing then tapping in succession on the floor.

	“Are you awake now? Can you see my hand?”

	Waving her black-gloved fingers in front of Homa was Kitty McRoosevelt. She bent in. 

	Narrowed eyes, messy blond hair, mere centimeters from Homa’s own face. She smiled softly.

	“Help me–” Homa whimpered, “Kitty– Help–”

	“I brought you here, Homa.”

	As if to punctuate this, she ran one of her fingers down the inside of Homa’s thigh.

	Homa clenched her teeth, wracked with another full-body shudder. It was so cold here!

	And Kitty’s finger was pressing hard on her skin. Near somewhere sensitive–

	Homa cried out. “Please let me go! Please don’t kill me!”

	“Relax. I’m not going to kill you. And you’ll be freed once everything is over.”

	“Everything?”

	“It doesn’t concern you. Just be quiet, put your eyes forward, and smile for me.”

	Homa realized Kitty wasn’t alone. 

	When her vision came back in full, the blurry figures farther in the distance came into focus, shifting something on wheels towards her. It reminded Homa of the cameras in the photo booth at Ballad’s Paradise, except that they were on top of a large, enclosed metal box that was itself on a wheeled stand. It was operated by a woman in a black bodysuit with intermittent black or blue plates across the surface, like armor and she looked–

	slim and slightly muscular with bright fruity orange skin,

	her eyes were green and w-shaped– her hair was long and red and purple, and–

	and some of her hair, was positioning the camera, while her arms and legs pushed the cart,

	“She needs to look straight at the camera until the datasheet compiles.”

	When the Katarran noticed Homa staring at her, she winked with a mischievous smile.

	“But she’s preoccupied with other things.”

	“I’ll set her straight. How long does she have to stare?”

	“We’ve never done this on a Shimii. It might take longer. Maybe twenty seconds?”

	At the knocked-down front door, there was a burly blue man without hair, an eel-like tail coming out of his armor. There was a third person, a similar man, who was standing by near the windowpanes. All of them were armed and lightly armored, they had guns, Homa did not know the exact models but the form factor suggested assault rifles, which she knew from studying Diver models and gear.

	She felt a light smack on her cheek and shut her eyes reflexively from the touch.

	“Homa, stare at the camera for me for thirty seconds with a neutral expression.”

	Kitty wanted her to stare at the camera– she would not! She’d avoid it at any cost!

	In response Homa shut her eyes and stared straight at the ground, gritting her teeth.

	“Don’t be stupid.” Kitty said. “Do this for me and you will get to go to sleep and wake up tomorrow and go about your business like none of this happened. Just open your eyes and look natural for the camera.”

	”N-n-no. Let me go. Stop this and let me go.” Homa whimpered.

	”I’m doing this to keep you safe, you brat. I could drag you with me back to B.S.W, force your face into every authentication camera like you’re a piece of equipment. There are ways to make that work– cruel ways. I’m being humane here, Homa. Look at the camera, now. Or I will have to make you do it.”

	She needed Homa’s face to open all of Bertrand’s doors. To get into B.S.W. illegally.

	There were cameras with facial recognition. Only Bertrand and his employees, who were registered with the station, could open them. They needed their work permits and to be physically present for security purposes. For the front bulkhead, but also for the cargo elevator access and for the berth authentications– it had to be a B.S.W employee holding the authentication keys and the only way for the computer to know was using imaging cameras. That was what all this was about,

	and in the morning, too, when Kitty asked–!

	Homa had been so stupid! Imani warned her to be careful! Kitty really was dangerous!

	“Where are my clothes? Let me have my clothes and let me go!” Homa begged.

	“I’ve found people are more compliant when they can’t hide. Open your eyes, Homa.”

	“Fuck you! You’re not using me! You pervert!”

	Homa’s insults came out choked, quivering with the rest of her body.

	She heard Kitty sigh audibly. Behind her, the Katarran cuttlefish woman laughed.

	“Feisty!” She said in jest.

	“You know, I had a hunch you’d be difficult. This sucks. You, hold the chair.” Kitty said.

	Footsteps splashed over and someone grabbed hold of the back of the chair–

	In the next instant, Homa felt her stomach almost push into her spine as something struck.

	She was hit in the gut, by something fast, both blunt and sharp, with brutal strength.

	Vomit rose to her throat. She choked, she wanted to double over but could not.

	Her gagging and gasping for breath turned to pained screams.

	There was an immense pain focused upon a point in her upper abdomen.

	Kitty had kicked her! She had kicked her with those heels!

	Homa was in so much pain, she thought she would die.

	Her eyes forced open from the shock, spinning with panic, was that blood–?

	No it was just– the water and the red light–

	“Next time I’m stomping on your dick.” Kitty shouted. “Stare at the fucking camera.”

	Homa gasped for breath, openly sobbing. She couldn’t believe this was happening.

	Her surroundings were nightmarish, and she felt the most brutal pain in her life.

	Not even the worst of Leija’s beatings had been this terrifying.

	Kitty was really going to any lengths. She would mutilate her. She would kill her.

	Any thought of resistance had left her body instantly. She was hurt, her mind swimming, she felt so pathetic, so weak, and helpless and useless. Acid-tasting spit dribbling from her open mouth, her stomach a tight knot of unbearable pain. Shivering from the cold that transferred from the water her feet were in and the moist air collecting on her sweating bare skin. Burning tears pouring from her eyes, fluids from her nose, tasting hot bitterness rising at the back of her throat. She couldn’t fight back!

	“Please–” Homa whimpered. “Please don’t kill me.”

	Click.

	Homa felt something cold sliding down from her lower abdomen and stopping at her groin.

	Kitty with the long, suppressed barrel of a black pistol pointed at Homa’s–

	“Jeez. This is brutal. And I thought it’d be cuttle-quick.” Remarked the cuttlefish woman.

	“Shut up. I didn’t pay for your opinions.” Kitty said. “Homa, I’m going to wipe your face with my other hand. Stare at the camera with a neutral expression for thirty seconds and this bullshit is over. I’m on a fucking clock. I’m doing it this way for you. I don’t have to do this. You or your corpse can suffice with a little preparation– I’m trying to be kind to you. I’m trying to put you out of harms way. Stop being so fucking difficult and look at the camera. Thirty seconds. And you never have to see me again.”

	As she promised, Kitty’s fingers rolled over Homa’s eyes and nose with a stiff nylon wipe.

	Homa’s mind was a blank. There was no way she could resist anymore.

	One kick. One kick was all it took.

	Her mind was filled with admonishments. You’re so weak, so pathetic, so useless.

	Nowhere near close to a hero. Just a sad little sack of tears and blood so easily broken.

	Homa looked straight at the camera, keeping as composed as she could.

	A thin strip of light glowed across her features. It was a laser scanner, mapping her face.

	After twenty-five seconds it stopped. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Said the cuttlefish.

	After the camera captured her appearance, the attached box whirred to life. Instruments inside it slid and grinded for a minute, Homa staring at it as if in a trance. Then, from the box, the Katarran extracted what looked like a partial mask, with crosshatched colors blended into its plastic exterior. It was not her entire face, it was parts of the bridge of her nose, her lips, cheekbone, ears.

	“Are you sure this is correct?” Kitty asked the cuttlefish woman, staring at the mask.

	“Of course. The purpose of this mask is to trick the facial recognition. So the computer scans her face and prints out what it saw. Computers like this don’t recognize your entire face, they are not humans, they don’t see like we do. They see specific unique features that distinguish faces from each other. This mask is a perfect representation of what an authentication camera computer sees when it sees this Shimii.”

	With a confident smile, the cuttlefish woman lifted the mask over her own face.

	“Want a demo?” She asked.

	“No.”

	Homa felt the barrel of Kitty’s pistol lift from her groin.

	“I’m satisfied.” She said. 

	”So, mind telling this humble technician what happens now?”

	“You stay here. I’m going out with the rest of the team to prepare. We need to be in place for my first package. We have to dock them immediately when they arrive, and we preferably want to move after B.S.W’s work hours. Thanks to sleeping beauty here, our window is tight. Speaking of which,”

	Kitty turned to the dazed Homa and looked into her eyes again.

	She lifted something to Homa’s sight. It was her black slate portable.

	“Unlock this for me, would you?”

	Mindlessly, Homa put her thumb on the on/off button when Kitty brought the portable near.

	Kitty then scrolled through, making no expression as she rifled through Homa’s messages.

	Her coldly inexpressive face lit by the white screen.

	After a few minutes, she held the portable away from her, and put a bullet through it.

	Homa had been bracing for a booming shot, but it was a sharp thwick instead.

	Nevertheless, the discharge of energy was close enough to her naked body to rattle her.

	“Here you go, my little snitch.” Kitty dismissively threw the phone at Homa’s lap.

	“Does that alter our plan any?” asked the cuttlefish woman, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

	“Nope. Imani Hadžić has no idea where we are or what we’re doing.” Kitty said.

	She then engaged the safety with a quick click of a finger and stowed the gun in her coat.

	“You three keep an eye on her. Don’t do anything. You should only be under contract for like thirteen hours more, so just kick back and relax. If shit breaks bad, just retreat, and leave her here. Someone will find her eventually. We’re hitting up Bertrand’s tonight to avoid unnecessary issues with the staff. It’ll be tight, but we’ll make it before the packages. I’ll call you when the deed is done and you’re free to go.”

	“Sounds good to me.”

	“Goodbye forever, Homa Baumann. I’m sorry we had to leave on such bad terms.”

	Kitty waved her fingers at Homa and promptly left the bar through the front door.

	Leaving Homa naked, cold, and alone with the two burly guards and the cuttlefish woman.

	As soon as Kitty left, the cuttlefish woman wandered over to the bar and looked behind it.

	“It’s dry here. It’s lifted above the flood level. I’m gonna move her chair over here.”

	“Whatever you say.”

	None of the burly men seemed particularly interested in the cuttlefish woman’s doings.

	She grabbed Homa’s chair, seemingly without minding her weight, and moved the hurting and miserably cold Shimii from the flooded floor over behind the bar before setting her down. Homa’s feet touched dry ground, and she felt just a bit of relief. It felt far better when the woman cut open a bag and withdrew Homa’s jumpsuit and tanktop from it, laying the suit over Homa’s body like a blanket, and the rest of the clothes on her lap. She smiled at Homa, seemingly satisfied with the state of things.

	Homa felt a brief distress, looking down at her belongings.

	Her ID was still there, but her work permit keycard was gone. Kitty must have taken it.

	Without it, Homa would not be able to get through the checkpoints!

	That Katarran woman did not notice the shift in Homa’s expression back to a brief panic.

	“There, it’s better now, isn’t it? Don’t worry– I only do what the client pays for. Wasting time hurting or killing you is just wasting my energy, and for a Katarran, time and stamina are money.”

	She returned to the bar floor and pulled up one of the knocked-over chairs and sat on it.

	It really did not matter that Kitty had not shot her dick off– Homa was effectively dead.

	Without her papers– her mind started spiraling at the thought. All her work was undone.

	Kitty had robbed her of everything she had worked so horribly hard for.

	“Now we wait. Oh, you know what? Kitty left a few of these behind. These are useful.”

	On the bar, the cuttlefish-woman picked up a small black plastic bag. Tearing it open, she withdrew a little black cylinder with three needles and a trigger on the back– a punch-injector.

	“Here. This will make it more peaceful for you. I’m truly sorry for all the trouble.”

	Reaching over the bar, the cuttlefish woman put the cylinder to Homa’s throat.

	Immediately Homa recalled the sensation of the jab as if it was burned into her memory.

	Homa struggled reflexively but had nowhere to move. Her tearful eyes soon shut again.

	Once more, she fell unconscious, just like when Kitty had attacked her before.

	

	

	Homa’s mind went black. Falling and falling incorporeally through a void of– colors.

	Be At Peace. Sleep Well. Peaceful Place.

	Homa’s world of pitch black became replaced with one of stark white.

	Her body felt like it was suspended in mid-air, but she was not falling, she was not flying.

	She realized she was lying down and staring at a sky of silver-white and gray tree crowns. Laying down in a puddle of lukewarm water, floating just above its surface. She was surrounded by enormous tree trunks. Far in the sky, the branches at the tops of the trees made up the sky, like clouds made of rocky bark. Between the trees, the colors swirled and traveled like floating rivers.

	Peaceful Place. Safe Place. We’re Sorry.

	That voice reverberated across the clearing in the forest, across Homa’s puddle.

	It was so kind–

	Homa wanted to cry. It was the kindest, gentlest voice that had ever spoken to her.

	It was their voice– all of them were speaking. To each other. To her. To everything.

	We’re Sorry.

	“Don’t be sorry. Thank you. I can feel how much you care.”

	In the next instant, Homa lost all buoyancy.

	Her body sank right into the water. It was suddenly so deep, so crushingly heavy.

	She sank farther and farther until the trees were impossible to view.

	No matter how much she struggled, the pull of the water was inescapable.

	Until the light completely vanished in front of her eyes.

	Thrown from paradise down into the black depths of the Imbrium Ocean.

	Awakening came like a hammer blow to her face.

	Her eyes tearful, assaulted by the repugnant colors of the bar. Her sweat-soaked body, cold under the makeshift sheet of her jumpsuit, shivered as soon as sensation returned to it. Her empty lungs demanded choppy, sucking breaths that hurt her chest. She bent forward, caught between heaving from her dry, itching throat and sucking for air for her pounding chest, shaking all over.

	Danger!

	For the first time, Homa noticed Kitty hadn’t taken her necklace–

	“Huh? You two, the door–!”

	Light flashed from outside the door, briefly illuminating the room.

	Thick smoke poured into the bar. The cuttlefish Katarran yelled for her companions.

	Homa could see the silhouette of one of the men running to the side of the door. Putting his back to it, assault rifle in hand. He dropped a small device that he had perhaps intended to use to spy through the door, but it was useless, the smoke was thickest there. Grunting with frustration he reached the barrel of his rifle through the door and began to open fire indiscriminately–

	At which point, something slipped into the room right under the gunfire.

	There was a bright glint, an arcing flash like swinging a glowstick in a dark room.

	In an instant the Katarran’s arm severed at the joint.

	His assault rifle fell into the water. Homa heard the blood dribbling onto the floodwaters.

	The assailant kicked the weapon away and in one fluid motion leaped the second burly Katarran, moving extremely quickly despite the flooded room. Homa did not even hear a splash, it was as if the figure glided over the surface, leaped in one bound. Heedless of the status of his companion, the second Katarran gunman opened fire toward the entrance of the bar. His wounded companion was cut down by the haphazard hail of bullets, a flashing muzzle in the dark, the sound of shell casings hitting water–

	Immediately after, Homa saw that same glint as before, the flash of electricity–

	Vibroblade– it was a vibroblade!

	Having somehow avoided the gunfire, the assailant thrust the blade through the man.

	Engaged to cut, it entered the Katarran’s chest, the light dimming inside him.

	Flashing again, when the assailant cut free of his ribcage, spilling his flank onto the floor.

	“I surrender! I surrender! I’m just a technician!”

	That cuttlefish woman raised her arms and moved away from the Katarran’s gear in the corner of the room. At this point the smoke had begun to settle. Even the damaged air circulators in this disused bar could still sense smoke intermittently and began to suck it out. Once enough of the smoke had gone Homa saw more of the gory scene on the opposite side of the bar. At the door one of the Katarrans was riddled with bullets and his arm was a bloody stump. His blood streaked the water, flowing out of the bar due to the circulators struggling to dry up the floor. Farther along the windowed front wall, the second Katarran– Homa couldn’t even look. It was– it was all coming out of him. Everything inside him. 

	She didn’t want to think about it or see it.

	Brandishing the edge of a vibroblade along the neck of the cuttlefish woman, it was–

	Orderly dark blue hair, rounded, neatly manicured cat ears, a long, thick tail–

	Glasses– a beautiful, coldly inexpressive, blood-spattered face–

	Wearing a black uniform, cape hanging off her shoulders with clips, arms out of the sleeves.

	“Imani! Imani, you came to rescue me!”

	Homa screamed at the top of her lungs. Tears burst out of her eyes.

	Imani Hadžić glanced her way. Her eyes briefly lingered. “I’m sorry it took me this long.”

	She glanced down at the woman begging for her mercy.

	“Homa, was it Kitty McRoosevelt who abducted you? These Katarrans work for her?”

	At her feet, the Katarran woman clapped her hands together as if in prayer.

	“Yes! It was her, and everyone here was working for her!” She cried out.

	“Homa?” Imani asked again for confirmation.

	“Y-Yes. It’s like she said.” Homa said. Imani had such a focused expression it was mildly frightening.

	Once Homa’s mind began connecting the dots, her body started shaking again.

	She had been focusing on the familiar face, reaching out for comfort.

	But this wasn’t just the troubled girl she had a sweet date with, the girl she had her first kiss with. Imani Hadžić, in that uniform, was a deadly agent of the Volkisch Movement. On the sleeves of her jacket were the black sun armband and the sword and moon armband that Homa could not place, but she was still part of the Volkisch even without their common symbols. And what the Volkisch Movement did, as far as Homa knew and understood, was killing people. Imani Hadžić had come here to kill people.

	Imani had killed two armed men like it was nothing. Using a personnel-size vibroblade.

	None of them could even touch a hair on her head.

	And now she had her sword to the throat of a third victim.

	“Did Kitty tell you what she intended to do?” Imani asked the cuttlefish woman.

	“We spoke in confidential language. We are just helping her deliver packages to B.S.W.”

	“I see.”

	Imani lifted the blade from the woman’s neck.

	Her arm pulled back– Homa could already see the swing coming and held her breath–

	Then their eyes met, across the room. Imani glanced at her with a troubled expression.

	She swung the blade over the head of the cuttlefish woman.

	Slicing the very tips of the diaphanous fins flapping up from the woman’s head.

	“Think carefully about your choice of employer next time.”

	Imani lifted her foot and kicked the woman in the face and into the nearby wall.

	Where she came to rest, nose broken, eyes bruised and shut, lying limply in the water.

	But with her chest rising and falling. She was breathing. She wasn’t dead.

	Homa let out the air she had been sucking in. Accompanied by a tiny, helpless sob.

	Imani sheathed her vibroblade and glanced about the room.

	“Ya Allah…” She sighed. “What a mess. Let’s get you out of those bonds.”

	Nonchalantly she walked behind the bar. Once she got to see Homa up close, her eyes drew a bit wide. Homa had her shoulders up, her head down, the jumpsuit falling off her and exposing her breasts. Her face was deeply flushed and felt hot. Not just from all the crying, screaming, and near-vomiting which she had suffered. She was acutely aware that she was bound and completely naked in front of Imani.

	Imani pulled the jumpsuit off her and withdrew from her uniform a small vibroknife.

	She crawled around close to the bar cut Homa’s hands free, and then her feet.

	Homa thought she would die of embarrassment from having Imani all over her like this.

	Far more material and readily present was all the pain that she felt.

	Her wrists had red marks, as did her ankles. Her belly had an awful bruise. Her whole body ached from struggling against the bonds, from being stricken by Kitty, from the punctures by the drug injectors, and from the stressful position in which she had been bound to the chair. She felt like she had not eaten in a day and her limbs were like jelly when Imani helped her stand off the chair. Unfortunately, she was not so light-headed that anything felt dream-like. Homa was cursed by a sharpness of her faculties.

	“Thank you, thank you, Imani,”

	Homa embraced Imani tightly, and Imani gently embraced her back.

	“How did you find me?” Homa asked.

	Imani briefly knelt down, causing Homa’s heart to jump anew from embarrassment.

	From the floor, she grabbed Homa’s portable. It had a bullet-hole right through it.

	“This was designed to track you if you failed to answer my messages within a certain time.”

	She handed the broken portable to Homa, along with, surprisingly, a fresh one.

	“That one’s storage is still good. Copy everything over to this one when you can.”

	“Imani–”

	“Don’t mention it, okay? I want to stay in touch. Money is no object for my little Ho~ma~.”

	Imani walked out from behind the bar with a smile.  

	Homa put her clothes back on as quickly as she could and put both portables away.

	She got the hang of walking again and rushed over to the Katarran woman on the wall.

	Rifling through her suit, she found a communicator.

	“Here, Imani! You can use this to track Kitty!”

	Homa threw the communicator at Imani, who caught it. 

	Her own hands lingered a bit longer on the Katarran woman’s gear–

	Because– a dark series of thoughts filled her mind as she noticed how calm Imani was.

	“Imani, is Kitty really going to destroy the station? You don’t seem to be in a rush.”

	All of this time, Imani had been content to sit passively and let Homa report on Kitty’s goings-on. At no point had Imani stopped Kitty despite knowing where she was and suspecting her of plotting some wrongdoing. She put Homa in danger, in fact, which Homa was easily willing to forgive because Imani’s face in the chaotic light of the bar looked too beautiful to hold accountable. She had been tracking Homa, so she was prepared, to some degree, for Homa to be abducted or endangered.

	It looked to Homa like Imani knew everything that was going to happen.

	And that she was letting it happen. She wasn’t even going to try the communicator.

	This was the final tell– how calm Imani was standing in the center of the flooded bar.

	Even now that Kitty’s plan was in motion. Imani did not see it as urgent.

	“I’m grateful you came to my rescue. I was so scared. They even hurt me, Imani. But you have to tell me the truth now. You are not going to stop Kitty, are you? It’s like– you just wanted to use me to find out when Kitty’s plot got underway. But you aren’t going to stop it at all? I deserve to know.”

	Imani averted her gaze.

	“I– I wasn’t just using you. I had fun– I’d like to have a different relationship to you.”

	“Imani, we can’t have a different relationship right now.” Homa said. “Right now– please tell me the truth. You owe it to me. Is Kitty going to destroy the station? If she is, then you must be completely insane. But she is not going to right? She’s doing something else. And you’re going to sit back and watch.”

	Imani smiled gently. She laughed, just a little. It was a bitter laugh.

	“Will Kitty McRoosevelt destroy the station? You know, I’m actually not certain, little Ho~ma~. It depends on how she feels. Hers will be the final judgment. Will her hatred toward us allow her to kill us so easily and readily? Will we deserve the fury of her broken heart? At first, I was certain she would not. But recently, Homa, I’ve been feeling like, I wish I could allow myself to destroy everything and remake it to serve my own little heart. Perhaps Kitty will indeed kill us all, profiting nobody in the process.”

	She could not meet Homa’s gaze as she spoke. She arranged some hair behind her ear.

	Homa silently watched her fidget. She drew nearer as if demanding a real answer that way.

	“Kitty McRoosevelt is going to engineer a Core Separation to put the station complex out of live power and into on emergency backup power. Kreuzung is not well prepared for this kind of scenario. Kitty’s aim is to bring down the automated missile and gun defenses of the station complex. This will allow her to infiltrate combat troops and commence a coup. Kitty is a foreign agent, from the Cogitum.”

	Speaking those words, Imani finally met Homa’s face with an eerie smile.

	“Kitty doesn’t know that the 7th Fleet of the Stabswache is secretly underway to intervene. Her forces will be utterly destroyed, and the station will come under the command of my superior. Her name is Vesna Nasser. Daughter of the late Shimii revolutionary Osir Nasser. I am a member of the Volkisch because of her, Homa. I pledged myself to her cause, to fight to create a new future for the Shimii.”

	Tears drew from Imani’s eyes. Smiling and weeping as she laid herself bare.

	“Knowing all this, Homa– do you hate me? I don’t care if you find it unacceptable, but–”

	Homa took a step in and without thinking or warning, pulled Imani into a kiss.

	She threw her reluctance aside, brought her passion forward, seizing upon Imani.

	Imani complied readily. Their tear-stained eyes met until hers closed.

	Letting herself be taken in by Homa’s ardor, her capturing lips and the snare of her tongue.

	One hand brushing Imani’s soft hair aside between kisses, stroking her cheek.

	And the second, rising suddenly–

	Sticking a punch injector of Kitty’s knockout drug into Imani’s neck.

	She expected Imani to fight back then, to be roaring mad, to draw her blade–

	Instead, both of them were weeping gently, eyes fixed again as Imani’s senses clouded.

	Imani made no move to resist. As if, perhaps, she knew, and allowed it to happen.

	Staring deep into her eyes, after tasting her lips– Homa could not help but cry.

	“I don’t hate you.” Homa said. “I hate the things that happened to you.”

	“Was that kiss real?” Imani asked. Her words slurring. Her face starting to numb.

	“Yes. It was real. It wasn’t like the theater.” Homa said. “Imani I– I–”

	She couldn’t say ‘I love you’ to Imani. Even though she did– painfully, she really did.

	In that moment, Homa wanted to love Imani more than anything.

	She wished they could keep texting and go on dates to stupid kitschy places.

	But as long as Imani wore the evil skin of that uniform, Homa could not be with her.

	That damned uniform, in that moment, Homa hated nothing more than the people behind it.

	“Imani– I am going to make that Vesna Nasser regret putting all this in your head!”

	Smiling, Imani drifted off to sleep in Homa’s arms.

	Homa set her down in the corner with the remainder of the Katarran’s gear.

	She quickly applied the last punch injector to the cuttlefish woman’s neck, making sure to prolong her unconsciousness so she wouldn’t wake up first and take revenge on Imani while she slept. Then, rummaging through Imani’s own gear, she took the small vibroknife– and a small pistol. Homa did not know the caliber or model, but it was suppressed, just like Kitty’s. It might come in handy. She had never fired a gun in anger, but she knew the principles behind it. Leija had shown her how to do it once.

	Leija–

	Swallowing hard, Homa realized what she was embroiled in and stifled a sob.

	Crying hard over the sleeping body of Imani Hadžić. She took Kitty’s communicator back.

	Looking at the objects in her hands. Weapons and tactical gear– it was war.

	War had really come to Kreuzung Station once again. Everything was happening too fast.

	All of Homa’s senses told her it was time to knuckle down and run away from this.

	She was no hero, Imani would never be her princess to save, none of this was within her power.

	Homa thought she was a useless girl who was unlucky enough to be dragged into a mess.

	Everything attached to her spine hurt in some way.

	She had never been in a real fight. Everyone in this bar could kick her ass.

	And she was completely in over her head.

	Just a helpless girl crying over the wreckage of everything she ever loved.

	“But I can’t just sit here. I have to do something! I can’t just watch! I’d hate myself for it!”

	Reflexively, Homa grabbed hold her necklace and squeezed the little rock tight.

	Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, she felt a warm, encouraging thought.

	We Believe In You.

	You Are Courageous.

	Taken by a sudden impetus, Homa grit her teeth, put away the gear in her jumpsuit and took off running, splashing through the floor of the flooded bar, out into an unfamiliar and even more flooded street. She saw an elevator shaft in the distance and ran for it, knowing she would at least find the current block and tier on that elevator. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her through the part-flooded streets.

	“I have to stop her. I have to stop her–”

	Suddenly, for a second or two, everything went dark.

	Darker than it had ever been. Pitch black. Every light, every monitor, everything.

	Then the lights came back on. Homa stopped in her tracks.

	Revolving red alarm lights flashed from every wall and the ceiling.

	On every touch-capable surface, the screens began to display the same thing.

	Large red letters and a symbolic image of a pillar being lifted from within a ring.

	In every direction, from every surface, as total as the darkness before.

	Homa stood, her shadow spinning around her with the red lights and flashing warnings.

	Transfixed with eyes drawn wide and lips quivering, in water above her ankles.

	WARNING.

	WARNING.

	WARNING.

	WARNING. CORE SEPARATION.

	

	

	“Do you have a purpose for Tristitia?”

	Deep beneath the baseplate of Kreuzung’s Core Station tower were the nearly-abandoned maintenance tunnels for some of the lower-class blocks. Several had flooded, but there were just enough operable passages for the interests of its current occupants, and the flooding in the rest was pretty convenient on the whole. In a long square room, heavily ventilated but with rather poor air circulation due to mechanical failures, the smell of iron from coagulating blood and decaying flesh lingered. Maimed corpses had been lined up against the walls. Someone had put their hands together as if in macabre prayer.

	Between the dead worshipers stood two figures.

	One entirely pale androgynous body, short-haired, lean, in a white robe.

	Another a pale, dark-haired woman in a long black dress, long-limbed, yellow-eyed.

	Her face was stark white, with beautiful but vacant features like an exquisite doll.

	Over her head, orbited a halo like a circle of blood, semi-solid and spinning.

	“Do you have a purpose for Tristitia? Tristitia fulfilled her previous purpose.”

	Her hands were stained with the blood of the room’s most recent occupant.

	“I keep telling you, these are only orders or tasks. A purpose shouldn’t be something as minor as killing people and collecting their bodies! Your purpose should be grand, Enforcer VIII!”

	The White-Robed Figure laid their hands on the shoulders of their companion.

	“What should be Tristitia’s purpose?”

	“Of course, your purpose should be to worship! To become closer to God!”

	“Tristitia does not understand. How would Tristitia carry out ‘worship’?”

	“Oh but that is a fraught subject! Even with our vast potential, such questions elude us!”

	“Tristitia does not understand. Please try to explain Tristitia’s new purpose.”

	“It is fine! A fine question! I have not come unprepared! I have been thinking about this, in fact. What should be the form of worship? Why, worship should be closeness to God. But what is God? To know God we must appreciate the form of God. But then what is the form of God? God is the greatest beauty, the greatest strength, the greatest perception– but then, what is the form of greatness? Greatness is indefatigable, unstoppable, uncontrollable, uncollapsible! Therefore–”

	“Tristitia does not understand.”

	Tristitia’s words were no longer being heeded. Her companion was now lost in rhetoric.

	“Of course, a God can only be worshiped by sentient, living beings, and as such, a God must be perceptible to them. There is only one power that can be called greatest and unstoppable, while being perceptible to sentient beings– the power of our Lord and Savior Arbitrator II, Titan of Aether! It is the Aether that is the attainable form of God to which the living must aspire!”

	They threw their hands up and smiled with vibrating, sharp teeth at the steel roof.

	“Endless stillness adrift! Thought flowing downstream! Without space, time, or form, only the purity of the mind released from the impetus of flesh! This is the true form of God– so why worship through hard work and dedication? When God is peace itself? No, no, no– one can only approximate the form of God through Sloth! Sloth so unmoving and grand it reverses creation! That is true worship! That is true Sloth! Our God is only reachable through the ultimate stillness! Be it death or enlightenment!”

	After their screaming tirade, the creature turned to their companion with expectant eyes.

	“Well? Well?” They demanded.

	“Do you have an actionable purpose for Tristitia?” She replied in a dry tone of voice.

	“Actionable?”

	“Do you have a purpose for Tristitia, that Tristitia can actually understand.”

	One deadpan voice, belonging to Syzygy’s Enforcer VIII, “The Despair”– or Tristitia.

	And one hysterical, impassioned voice belonging to Syzygy’s Enforcer VI, “The Sloth.”

	These were the only sounds reverberating from these old maintenance tunnels.

	Until–

	A series of alarms began to ring out from the upper floors.

	When they finally made it to the maintenance tunnels, the warnings lit up the cracked screens on the walls behind the corners, creating and eerie scene dominated by the color red rather than the dim yellow-white of tunnel’s LEDs. The appearance of these warnings seemed to cheer up Enforcer VI once again, to the degree that they started cackling almost in tandem with them.

	“A signal from God! Oh purposeless doll, it appears it is time for a task after all!”

	Enforcer VI turned nonchalantly toward Enforcer VIII, and from the interior of their robe, procured a round lump of meat wrapped in a silvery skin. Enforcer VIII stood blankly staring while Enforce VI shoved two fingers into her mouth, forced it open, and tipped the morsel inside before shutting Enforcer VIII’s jaw forcefully, as if demonstrating to her how she should chew the blob.

	“Create a combat form and depart! The Imbrians have begun the festivities!”

	Enforcer VIII began to chew the fleshy fruit herself. Her eyes glowed with red circles.

	“Omenseeing.”

	Around the room, the corpses began to stir, to soften, to melt down and slide away.

	Coalescing around the blank-faced, angelic doll as a powerful shell of bone, blood, muscle.

	“Your purpose is to stalk through this chaos and kill the heretics! Let the festival begin!”             

	A choked voice sounded from within the roiling flesh. 

	“Tristitia will fulfill this purpose.”

	

	

	 


10.7

	At the far end of the dockyard at Bertrand Shore Works bellowed the main driving gears of the ship conveyor and cargo elevator, pulling a 50 meter long Cutter liveried in Republic green up into the bowels of the station. The station interstice was essentially a highway for cargo and ships that connected the docks to the scrapyards and shipyards and a few other modules across the vast acreage of the Station. Aside from a few junction points, it was essentially on rails and strict about where one could go.

	From Bertrand’s, the Cutter entered the interstice. A high ceiling and tight walls that allowed only enough space for ships and the equipment hauling them to pass, about 100 meters wide. The conveyor forked, and the Cutter hung a right at the junction to be taken behind B.S.W’s module, where the conveyor was eerily stopped. The Cutter remained trapped in the interstice where it had paused.

	From the Cutter’s side, the main bulkhead opened, and a quadrotor drone hauled a boxy piece of equipment up thirty meters from the conveyor belt, against one of the high walls. The drone moved the gear to the wall surface, where magnetic couplers attached it to the metal. Connected by a thick power cable leading back into the Cutter, the box-like device analyzed the surface it was set against and then cut a square the size of an adult into the thick steel wall, exposing a maintenance corridor. Once its work was complete the drone picked the cutting gear off the wall and returned it to the Cutter.

	Along with the drone, a team exited the Cutter as well, a group of armed men and women in bodysuits protected by flexible Kevlar plates on the chest and limbs. After the cutting gear had been returned and they were ready to climb up into the wall, they handed the drone a line which it attached to a thick pipe within the exposed maintenance corridor, allowing them to use motorized rappelling equipment to pull their bodies up quickly and effortlessly to the newly exposed gap.

	“Kitty, we’re going in. Hold the fort for us. Fleet’s only about an hour out.”

	Clearance into the Core Pylon was normally extremely strict. Only people born in a station or who had lived a very significant amount of time in one could become Core engineers for that station. Kitty McRoosevelt could have never acquired clearance to sneak into the Pylon. However, every complex module in a station needed maintenance corridors and out-of-module infrastructure access. 

	The habitats, the dockyards, these were not seamlessly fitting cubes in a stack. Veins and arteries ran through and between them. Every station had a vast inner world of pipes and fiber-optic junctions and electrical connections that human hands had to be able to reach somehow.

	And the Core Pylon was no exception. There had to be paths to it outside plain sight.

	Kitty and her Katarrans were setting up turrets and using her yacht to block the path into the dockyard, preparing for a possible siege. While they did so, the entry team stalked their way through the maintenance corridors searching for a way into the Core Pylon. They were once a Cogitan special operations squadron from the failed Ayre Reach invasion fleet, now vying to become the successful Kreuzung occupation fleet. Once inside the Core Pylon, they would have no good way to escape, and several very direct routes through which the Imbrians could assault their positions.

	But in the world of black ops, their lives were already forfeit, nonetheless. Taking out as many of the day’s enemy as they could, to the last bullet in the last mag, for the cause of freedom and democracy and enterprise– that was what they had been taught, and learned, to aspire toward.

	Soon, the entry team had snaked their way to another wall and stood aside so the drone could fetch and move the cutting gear into the tight corridor they had scouted out. Orange sparks flew in the dark halls of the station interstice. They repeated this a few more times until finally, they knocked down the right bit of metal and entered a stark, white-walled corridor lined with thick, protruding sheets of a silvery metal. Osmium shielding. And from several gaps in the wall, a purple glow could be seen to shine into the white hall. They were on the exterior of the Core Ring. Inside the Core Pylon structure itself.

	Some of the entry team members showed a quiet reverence for the place.

	Regardless of this, they all knew what they had come here to do and could not turn back.

	Raising their assault rifles and moving so as to cover all approaches.

	They stacked on one of the gaps in the wall, around the purple glow shining in.

	Peering around, they hit the jackpot.

	Osmium and steel scaffold suspended a control platform over an enormous pool of water below, into which the energy array could be “dumped” if needed. The platform, containing instruments and computing equipment for monitoring and controlling the core, was lightly populated with only a few technicians and less guards. None of the guards had firearms, only shock prods and body armor. They could not risk causing damage to the Pylon. They were only there to oversee the technicians.

	In the middle of the platform was an absolutely massive structure, its complexity such that the entry team hardly understood what they were seeing. It appeared to the naked eyes to be a polyhedron with hexagonal faces, with a seemingly flat exterior wherever perceived, and a constantly moving interior structure generating the pervasive purple glow that dominated the entire core ring. From each cardinal direction of the core ring an enormous multi-section steel shaft connected to this complex middle structure, housing the pipes and cables supplying water, collecting steam, routing electricity. Upon the “polyhedron” itself could be seen hundreds of snaking cables and pipes and other arteries such that it appeared like a terrifying mechanical heart, pumping purple glow and eldritch energy.

	Seeing it up close was like madness. It was surreal and gripping and terrifying–

	“Are we really doing this?” a cracked, whispering voice sounded among the Cogitans.

	Without word, the lead members of the entry team breached before anyone answered.

	Single shots from their assault rifles sailed across the scaffold and struck the guards in the upper chest and neck where the chestplate terminated. Tense but skillful, knowing they could not be retaliated against. Surgical. The Cogitan entry team dispatched all of the guards in a lightning attack within seconds, and the technicians in the room shrank back into the core ring computing equipment, stunned, incredulous that there could possibly be a violent, armed attack on the core.

	“You want to live? Separate the fucking core! Now! No fucking questions! Just do it!”

	Despite the gravity of the attacker’s demands, the technicians had no choice.

	They were afraid if they didn’t comply it might cost them more than their lives.

	Firing guns inside the core ring– the Cogitans could have very well destroyed the station.

	This was such an extraordinary and hellish situation. An instant trauma for the technicians.

	They could not have possibly responded with anything but compliance.

	And comply they did.

	From above the polyhedron descended an enormous pair of mechanical structures, like two planes attached to multi-jointed mechanical arms, silver-plated in Osmium, between which electricity could be seen to briefly arc. The top of the polyhedron split to allow the arms into the water in which the energy array was suspended. There was a bright flash, within the space of which every heart in the room ceased beating for an instant as if to presage their demise. Within that instant revolved all of their lives. 

	Nobody was killed. Not yet. 

	From the core, the energy array ascended.

	Suspended between the devices. Plucked as if by a titanic hand.

	Now unmoving, its true form seemed to continue to elude the sight for several seconds.

	As if between those mechanical arms there was shapelessness itself held aloft.

	Blurring and warping the light, a smooth array of agarthicite tubes and osmium shielding.

	In mere minutes, the terrifying deed had been accomplished.

	With its energy array secured outside the core ring and unable to impart power–

	Kreuzung’s Core had been separated. They could see it; they were in its presence.

	Everyone involved stood around the hanging device, staring. Their God on the gallows.

	Wondering as if there was anything more to be done now. Or if time would stand still.

	Instruments blared at them. Core Separation warnings would be displaying and sounding and raising alarm throughout the station, but inside the Core Pylon, there was only the gentle glow of the energy array suspended outside of its core ring. They still had energy from the Core Ring and backup systems, and they were insulated from any of the panic that could result from the actions which had been taken. 

	In the eye of the storm, there was calm, but also–

	–the foreboding sense of coming destruction began to finally creep in.

	“Kitty, it’s done. Hold fast in the dockyard. We’ll keep the Imps out of the Pylon.”

	The Cogitan assault team began to prepare their defenses.

	It was around 1900 hours for the people of Kreuzung station.

	In the year A.D. 979 on the 203rd cycle.

	A tragedy that would be recorded in history as the first offensive use of a Core Separation.

	On that day, after hundreds of years, the inviolable sacredness of Agarthicite wavered.

	More than any of the perpetrators at the time could possibly understand.

	

	

	For just long enough to sow great unease, Laurentius lost power.

	Casting the surveillance room into pitch black.

	“Hmm. Well. This is mighty inconvenient. I hope it comes back soon.”

	Amid the panicked whispering, the smooth, slightly accented voice of a young man.

	As if responding to him, the lights came back on moments later.

	Throughout the room the black-uniformed Volkisch intelligence agents slumped on their computers and desks. They were surrounded by enormous monitors subdivided into feeds that gave them dozens of eyes within the station, whether by floating drones or fixed camera pods on the walls or at street level. For a moment the cameras had no picture; several of them came back online in slow succession. There was strange movement on a few in particular, that were meant to be pointed at the bulkheads inside of the baseplate maintenance tunnels. Blurring and sliding and bubbling of something–

	“Turn those off. They’re clearly glitching. We don’t need to look at the baseplate now.”

	“Sir?”

	“It’ll conserve energy, my dear. Turn them off.”

	“Um– right away, Lord Drachen.”

	“I am no longer a lord, madame. Veka is far behind me at this point.”

	With Imani Hadžić missing, command at Laurentius had temporarily shifted to one of her subordinates, in this case, Sturmbannführer Raul von Drachen. A tall, slender man, with slick blond hair, a hooked nose, and heavily defined cheekbones, he looked like the actor who would leer at the protagonist and his sweetheart in a corner of the movie poster, cast as the looming villain. His sophisticated, fox-like menace was only enhanced by the black Volkisch uniform and the armbands on his sleeves, the black sun of the Volkisch’s Esoteric Order, and the black sword and moon of the 7th Stabswache Fleet, the Zabaniyah.

	Despite his appearance, his voice was soft, and he was never without an easy expression on his face.

	“We will have to start rerouting power to be able to respond.” Von Drachen said. “Contact the control room. We must at all costs keep the life support and our computers operable but anything else has to be temporarily shut down. Have all docked ships and Divers deploy and terminate power to those modules once they are in the water. Cannons and missiles will have to go offline with them. Organize assault squadrons to move into the tower, and once all soldiers are deployed into the Core Station, terminate social area and habitat power in order to conserve. Then we will have to quickly gather intelligence and respond in force. Find out where the Pylon was breached. Deploy a team to the Standartenführer’s last known location. Are you writing all of this down dear? Am I going too fast for you?”

	At his side, a skittish intelligence officer fidgeting with her hair drew her eyes wide.

	With a jump, she began to record the items that needed to be done.

	“Oh it’s truly okay. I will simply repeat myself with less vigor.”

	Within minutes the initial preparations for the Volkisch’s response were complete.

	Power was rerouted, station defenses went offline. Dozens of Volkisch Sturmvolker Divers and the docked Cutters of the patrol fleet deployed from their berths so that the docking infrastructure could be temporarily shut down. A thousand rifle-armed troops crossed the Bridge into the Kreuzung Core and split into several heavily armed squadrons to respond. Surveillance officers began practically crawling through every centimeter of the station with cameras and drones as their eyes– except below the baseplates, where any auxiliary equipment controlled by Laurentius was shut down to conserve power.

	“I do hope the Standartenführer is doing well. She is a sweet and delicate girl.”

	“Sir? I– I suppose so sir.”

	The intelligence officer looked up at him in barely disguised terror behind her spectacles.

	As if only an insane person could see Imani Hadžić as a “sweet and delicate girl.”

	“How are things inside Kreuzung?”

	“Err– less than optimal, sir.”

	Around them the monitors switched to only street level feeds throughout Kreuzung core.

	On every LCD surface, red warnings were blaring at the citizens that a Core Separation was underway. Normally this message should have automatically cleared in 15 minutes to instead display a curfew notice or other more useful guidelines. But nobody had set what the replacement message would be. Von Drachen quickly had Laurentius’ control room create a replacement emergency announcement and push it to every screen on the station, but due to the varying states of connectivity in the multitude of different modules in Kreuzung, only some areas received the notification to shelter-in-place at first.

	Responses to the Core Separation warnings varied greatly. 

	For the most part, people in habitats were congregating in their hallways, seeing if their neighbors had any more information than they did, or they stayed in their rooms looking for news online, anxious but not storming the elevators. People in transit were the most upset, as the trams and elevators were behaving erratically and for a brief moment had completely lost power and trapped them. However, even here, there were only some minor altercations and hard words between the commuters and staff.

	Workers in industrial areas hunkered down, while the strikers in Tower Nine seemed to be pooled at their barricades as if awaiting an opportunistic attack by the Volkisch. Where there was most chaos was in the commercial areas. Shoppers rushed to the elevators and tram stations trying desperately to get back to their homes or to areas that felt safer than the long strips of storefronts with their blaring LCD windows. There were many accidents and injuries in the crowds as people shoved and struggled to get through tight corridors, to get ahead of their peers into the elevators, or for space in trams. Public workers and roving patrolmen were utterly overwhelmed and gave up on imposing any order in these situations.

	Compared to the amount of people trying to get to safety or hunker down, there were relatively few instances of vandalism, assaults, or looting among the population. There were some broken storefronts, particularly in retaliation against major brands who had instituted dynamic pricing. There was very little theft or opportunism. The mass violent hysteria that the Volkisch authorities had feared could ensue as they got the first Core Separation warnings did not manifest. People were not wantonly killing and robbing one another on the streets. For a station with millions of people, the incidence of rioting and anarchy was minor on the whole. Despite this, property defense continued to be a Volkisch priority.

	Infrastructure in Kreuzung responded poorly to the loss of power. The last revision to the backup power schema had been undertaken over forty years ago in the aftermath of the Fueller Reformation, and since then the systems on the station had only increased in complexity as civilians and businesses acquired more civilian scale personal computing and mechanical automation than ever existed before. 

	When the first blackout hit, and subsequently when backup power came on, hospitals and care facilities had to scramble to manually turn off convenient but not life-saving systems, much like Laurentius had to, in order to prevent their backup power from diminishing too quickly. Certain forms of care and certain comforts were denied to patients in order to prioritize ventilators, life support, dyalisis and so on.

	Meanwhile the power grid itself began to struggle to deliver available backup power because the computer systems handling the backup power schema were themselves older, some entirely untouched, and a few had short circuited entirely from the initial shock of the Core Separation. Water systems, particularly complex ones like flood mitigation and desalination, saw their mainframes partially shut down. This led to water becoming intermittently available in residences, and sometimes the water was foul or salty, or worse. Lights all over the station flashed intermittently and erratically.

	“Hmm. On the whole this is not unworkable. It could have been much worse.”

	Von Drachen crossed his arms and looked almost pleased with the situation.

	While across the room the intelligence officers stared at him with great worry.

	They were on a clock. With how much the power draw in the station was fluctuating, it was impossible to tell when they would run out of backup power and die. They had to act quickly.

	The Volkisch response to the incident was in its opening stage, but the main objective was always clear. They had to return the Core Pylon to operation, and then prevent any potential further attacks on infrastructure. Von Drachen knew a few details of the situation that none of the other officers did, but he kept it close to the chest for now. Troops would be sent down into the core, as well as into peripheral dockyards to prevent potential intrusions– just a hunch of his, supposedly.

	“Any response from the Governor’s office toward the incident?” He asked.

	“Not yet sir. Neither the Central K.P.S.D contingent nor any statements from his office.”

	“He was caught flatfooted. It could be– fortunate, for us.” Von Drachen smiled knowingly.

	“Sir, there’s a laser communication coming in. It’s the Greater Imbria, through a relay.”

	“Ah, lovely! Then our cavalry is on its way. Put them through, mind the bandwidth.”

	On one of the screens, appeared the face of a young woman, brown haired, in a black and silver uniform. Strong-shouldered, tall, fair-skinned with a sort of earthy, rustic beauty. This woman shared Von Drachen’s rank, but unlike him, she had been an early and true believer in the Volkisch order: Heidelinde Sawyer.

	“Von Drachen, we’re escorting the Mrudah to Kreuzung to hand off its flag. We’ll be there soon. The Aleksandr and the Atyrau will arrive after with the fleet. Where is Standartenführer Hadžić?”

	“She is on mission. We’d be glad to have your assistance. Events are transpiring.”

	Sawyer and Von Drachen were both quite aware of the events transpiring, to some degree.

	As soon as the Zabaniyah arrived, the fireworks would commence in earnest.

	

	

	After the blackout hit Tower Eight, the rooms emptied out into the hallways.

	Lit up by the red warnings on the walls, the neighbors in a certain bobtailed Shimii’s hall exchanged worried looks and shared any information they had. One older man who worked in maintaining the tower explained that there was no maintenance today and wondered if there was a failure. A young woman tried to make sense of the warning on the wall, wondering what a “Core Separation” even meant. This was not common language among the Shimii, many of them could not place it at all. After about twenty minutes of suspense, the red letters turned to a bright blue with an animation of a doorway shutting behind a pair of silhouettes and commanded instead for all citizens to shelter in place. 

	This only brought up more questions from those assembled.

	“They’ll tell us to shelter in place, but not what’s going on in detail?”

	“Has anyone heard from the upper tiers? Are the elevators working? Is everyone okay?”

	Amid the confusion, Majida al-Khaybari walked out and excused herself as she slipped past the crowd and knocked on the door of the room adjacent to her own on the left. She understood all too well what was happening, and why, and who was the perpetrator. She had resolved herself to doing something about it, but before that, she wanted to check up on her skittish little neighbor girl and her sad little tail. Ever since their last encounter, Majida had been worried that Homa had been shaken by her words.

	“Hey, Homa, open up. Are you okay in there? Power’s been sketchy.”

	No response.

	Majida sighed to herself and put her hand on the wall next to the door.

	On the other side of that wall, there was a touch surface that was a door control by default.

	Thinking about it for a second, she came up with a sound theory of how to open the door.

	Her own room had a panel on that wall– these rooms must have all been identical.

	Majida thought of the type of panel and focused on generating force against it.

	And with the ability she had been practicing–

	Spatial Control.

	Seconds later, the door to Homa’s room opened.

	Peering inside, Majida did not find Homa as she expected. Instead, seated at the edge of the bed, was Leija Kladuša, known as ‘Madame Arabie’. Majida’s brain instantly conjured up something that was not very godly nor polite at seeing the striking brunette beauty holding her forehead on Homa’s bed, her face a bit pale, her eyes half-shut with clear exhaustion. She did have all her clothes–

	“Kladuša,” Majida said, stepping through the door and closing it. “What happened?”

	Leija snapped her head to the door and fixed a contemptuous glare on Majida.

	“How did you get in?” She said. Not taking the time to correct the name Majida used.

	“I have my ways. Listen, I don’t want to start anything. I was just looking for Homa.”

	“Homa?”

	Eyes drawn wide and startled, Leija suddenly stood from the bed.

	She looked around the room. Her eyes settled on the cooking pot in the back.

	It was the only thing in the room which wasn’t stock furniture included in every unit.

	The way her eyes lingered on it, she may have realized whose room she was in.

	“Where is she?” Leija asked suddenly. Her eyes were puffy– her makeup had run.

	Had she been in here crying this whole time?

	“I don’t know. I thought she would be here, but I found you instead.” Majida said coolly.

	“What do you want with her? She– She was taking care of me. I was ill.” Leija said.

	Majida could tell that wasn’t quite the whole story. But she did not press Leija further.

	“Kladuša, have you been asleep this whole time? The station’s in crisis right now.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	In the room itself, the curfew notice was just displayed on a wall in a relatively small size.

	To demonstrate the gravity of the situation, Majida opened the door back up.

	Out in the hallway, the crowd, the intermittent lights, the larger curfew notices on the walls.

	Leija stared in mute disbelief. She blinked her eyes hard.

	“What happened to cause this? What was the prior warning?” She asked.

	Majida felt insane just stating the proper facts. There was no way to sugarcoat it.

	“Core Separation.”

	“I’m asking seriously!” Leija said. “Majida, I’m starting to get pissed with you.”

	“Get pissed all you want. It’s a Core Separation, Leija. There was even a blackout.”

	“That’s impossible.”

	Leija immediately sat back down on the bed, staring down at the floor.

	She ran her fingers through her hair, coming to settle over her ears, bending them slightly.

	“That’s impossible. How could it be? This– this can’t happen.”

	“You can ask anyone in the hall. We all saw the warning.”

	“This can’t be happening! There must be a false alarm, it must be a mistake!” Leija shouted.

	When her agitated cries met Majida’s unchanging expression, however, her resolve started to waver. She looked down at the floor again, lips trembling, her feet shifting on the metal, hands clutched together.

	“Far be it from me to tell you how to run things, but it strikes me that the Shimii here don’t so much have leadership as a bunch of community figures, so as one of them, maybe you should say something about this? Make a statement from the station control room to calm people’s spirits. Whether or not it’s real, the residents of Tower Eight are all in the dark, and you’re the boss, right?”

	Majida offered that suggestion with a mind to leave the room immediately, but–

	–Leija’s distraught expression caught her attention. She started to nurse new anxieties.

	“Kladuša– I would be willing to help you, if it will keep our ummah safe. I can escort you.” Majida said.

	No response. Leija was still staring at the floor with a hand over her forehead.

	“Kladuša!”

	No response.

	“Something is going on. Tell me what it is. You can’t just sit there doing nothing!”

	Even if she was just shellshocked from the Core Separation, she was the big tough mafia boss in charge of this place, wasn’t she? Majida had never thought of her as being this fragile and easy to shake. Most people probably didn’t understand exactly what a Core Separation meant, but for people who were in charge of communities and made decisions for stations, it was standard to know. So Leija must have understood the gravity of the situation. Majida approached and touched her shoulder.

	“Wake up already! Every second we waste could be the one where a panic starts!”

	“Majida, I don’t have access to the station control room!” Leija said suddenly.

	“What? How? You’re the boss around here, aren’t you?” Majida asked.

	“Tower Eight is administered remotely.” Leija said. “The Imbrians don’t trust us with it.”

	Majida was briefly speechless.

	A Core Separation was an unthinkable event. But something more mundane, like a broken power converter or distributor, would require flipping around which modules were receiving electricity, to prevent life-saving systems from having to fight with skybox simulation or empty docks or non-emergency network traffic. This was something that even the Shimii in Khaybar Mountain could do with their hacked together homebrew systems, it was standard to support living in tightly controlled environments. Majida had assumed that the Shimii in Tower Eight had control of the tower’s physical administration through a control room– but if it was all being done remotely–

	“Kladuša, don’t tell me– it’s just an automatic system, isn’t it?” Majida asked.

	Leija’s hands covered her eyes and she grit her teeth. Her frustration confirmed the truth.

	Of course– they couldn’t even spare a single fucking Imbrian technician to actively monitor it.

	Then– that meant–

	In the event of a Core Separation, their backup power was not being actively optimized.

	“Allah protect us all– Everyone’s going to fucking choke or flood to death in here!”

	Majida bolted out of the room, leaving the despondent, helpless Leija behind her.

	Out in the hall, she saw her own door open and Raaya peeking out of it.

	“Majida?”

	Raaya sidestepped just in time to avoid Majida charging through the door.

	She knelt in front of the bed and withdrew a steel case from under it.

	Inside were four pieces of Katarran power armor. Legs, and gauntlets. No battery pack, no chestplate.

	Majida had the physical strength to wear them without power. She started to clap them on.

	Realizing what she was doing, Raaya withdrew an additional case from the closet.

	She presented Majida with a double-sided composite personal armor, and silently helped her to put on the pieces, snapping them closed over Majida’s chest and back. It was a tight fit over Majida’s breasts, as the suit was not intended for her, but she could withstand the discomfort. She did not possess a chestplate of Katarran armor, but the arms and legs pieces would help in a fight, and security armor like the type she fitted over her chest was enough to prevent a lethal wound from small arms fire.

	Finally, she donned her white-gray cloak over it– a special keepsake from Raaya’s father.

	“Majida.”

	After helping her suit up, Raaya stood off to Majida’s side with a gentle smile.

	“I have to get everyone out of here. It’s not safe.” Majida said. “That means you too.”

	“I know. I wasn’t going to complain. I married a hero, and I know I did.” Raaya said.

	Majida felt relieved by those words, despite the awful situation.

	Her heart resounded with a million thanks to the most exalted, who brought her this woman.

	“I will follow along with the folks and mind my own safety.” Raaya said.

	From the case that she handed Majida her body armor, she withdrew a pistol.

	Concealing it in a jacket she then wore over one of her sundresses.

	“Okay.”

	Majida bent down just a little to Raaya’s eye level and kissed her.

	She put her forehead to the shorter woman’s, and then they touched noses affectionately.

	“If you encounter any danger, call out to me with your mind. Okay?”

	“Of course. But don’t be worrying about me all the time. Do what you have to do.”

	“With Allah’s guidance and vigilance.” Majida gently squeezed Raaya’s shoulders.

	Her heart was filled with so much for love for this woman, she nearly wept.

	To think, she had put her in this danger.

	But none of the Shimii in this tower would be able to escape it without Majida’s intervention.

	Those Imbrian checkpoints had to be forced open.

	From the same place Raaya had drawn her pistol, Majida withdrew a Union diamond blade.

	“Let’s hope those Katarrans had a decent supplier.”

	They had made good couriers, running to Khaybar and back. But now she needed their gear to work.

	She briefly revved the chainsaw motor and found it good.

	Using a magnetic strip attached to her armor, Majida stowed the weapon under her cloak, along with a pistol similar to Raaya’s. Armored, armed, and with her inner fire burning in her chest, Majida set out, giving Raaya one final authoritative glance as if to confirm her intentions.

	Raaya smiled back and just as silently bid her farewell for now.

	As soon as Majida stepped out of the door to her room she found Leija right in front of her.

	Leija paused for a moment, staring at Majida with eyes drawn shock-wide.

	Then, she clapped her hands together, shut her eyes and pleaded.

	“Majida, please– please bring Homa back safe. She’s innocent of all our quarrels. Please.”

	Majida could have berated Leija in so many different ways in that moment.

	She didn’t even care that much about the drug smuggling or the extortionism. It was petty to her.

	As for her racism– she would have her judgment for hating Mahdists in the afterlife.

	No– what Majida hated about Leija was that she took everything she built for herself.

	She even failed to share it with her kin Homa, and now she was all distraught and worried.

	Majida had dealt with all kinds of scum. She had to, because she and her people were barred from leading ordinary lives in the Imbrium. There were gangs, mercs, extortionists, pushers, in every corner of the Empire, playing dirty to survive. Compared to Leija, some of them at least took care of their own, just like Majida tried to do. Those were the kind of low-lives that she could respect. Leija was greedy and self-centered. Her silver tongue and deadly charisma enriched only herself. But– perhaps this day could constitute a new leaf for Leija, and maybe a better life for Homa. It wasn’t for Majida to judge. Majida reserved her true hatred for killers. She couldn’t chase after every money-grubbing crook on Aer.

	For all her faults, Leija had yet to commit slaughter or engage in massacre with her influence. She was not starving the people of Tower Eight and at least in terms of economics she was not discriminating against Mahdists. When put up in a line beside other warmongers, extremists and nationalists, she was a harmless bitch to someone like Majida. Despicable, a low-life, but harmless– unworthy of her flames.

	And– it was difficult for Majida to hate those distraught eyes. 

	Eyes like those of a mother.

	She reminded Majida too much of another older woman with sad, tired eyes.

	So, for all the things Majida could have said and done, her only response was–

	“I’ll do what I can.”

	Leija nodded her head. Perhaps she understood her pathetic position as well as Majida did.

	“Thank you.” She was nearly in tears again.

	Majida averted her eyes.

	There was so much pain and evil in the world and she could never fight all of it.

	But she knew that– which is why she fought for the Shimii.

	For her Shimii, for Jabal Khaybar, her kin.

	But now–

	She couldn’t leave Tower Eight’s Shimii behind. Not if there was something she could do for them.

	And she couldn’t leave Homa either.

	Homa was just like their people as a whole. Troubled, hurt, lost, and innocent.

	She had suffered so much and didn’t deserve to suffer further.

	“I have to do something.”

	Majida made her way through the hall, past all of the Shimii that had come out of adjacent rooms. Technically it had to be one room to one person, but there were couples and mothers with children on this hall, older men and women, young workers sharing rooms in their two’s and three’s, and so a sizeable crowd was forming end to end in the hall. Despite the intention of the station’s design, this particular hall was affordable, so all of the people without good jobs or with families that had nowhere else to go were crowded into these lower tiers, packed like sardines to enrich the Imbrian landlords.

	When she rounded the corner, Majida had to excuse herself dozens of times.

	As she struggled past the people to the elevator.

	“Hey, no cutting!” cried some of the folks as she elbowed past.

	There were all kinds of eyes on her as she finally shoved her way to the elevator.

	A group of younger men stood in front of it, occupied between the control panel and keeping others from usurping their place in front of the crowd. They stared jealously at Majida when she approached, trying to look tough but clearly quivering in their shoes. Her cloak was not long enough to cover her entire body and they could see the segmented plate on her lower legs, and on her arms when she moved them. Katarran body armor had a reputation– anyone with any kind of street smarts knew about it.

	Universally it was the mark of a real badass. Though that was not Majida’s true intention.

	Around the backs, shoulders and heads of the men congregated tell-tale colors of aether.

	Dark greens and reds, verging on black at the edges. Anger, anxiety, fear of death.

	Majida could read them plain as day. Their emotions practically leaked from them.

	“I don’t care what you’re up to. Is the elevator working or no?” She said.

	She did not need to employ her powers to get this lot to obey. Her authoritative voice was enough.

	“Panel’s out.” One of the boys said. His friends looked at him brusquely for answering.

	When Majida approached, they crowded around her but did not impede her way.

	She stood in front of the blank touchscreen controls beside the elevator door.

	Placing a hand on the unresponsive touchscreen she tried to feel the energy inside it.

	Majida was much less a fool or a brute than her enemies and detractors gave her credit for; but she wasn’t too handy with electronic repairs. However, her powers and a bit of logical deduction could substitute in some cases for real engineering skill. She couldn’t control electric charges the way that she could spontaneously create fire out of nothing (at least not yet). But she was able to feel the heat and energy like a heartbeat within machines, tracing the current in her mind back through the wires that carried them to their power sources. She realized in a moment that it was not the elevator’s power which was out, but this specific panel had broken, and it was the only obvious way to interact with the elevator. She lifted her hand from the touchscreen and placed it on the elevator door itself.

	“What are you doing, sis?” Asked one of the young Shimii men near her.

	“Shut up.”

	Her voice was infused with just a bit of otherworldly menace. Not intended; her emotions had flared.

	Whenever she used one kind of psionic power, she always risked her aura spilling out.

	Raw emotional energy that altered her tone, altered her presence.

	She could feel his own aura quiver at her response, and he was instantly cowed to silence.

	Tracing the power from the door itself, she walked a few paces to an adjacent wall.

	With a flick of her wrist, a tile of OLED material fell out of the wall as she pulled on it.

	Revealing behind it a manual control for the elevator. Levers and buttons.

	“Someone will have to operate this!” Majida said. She pulled a lever and the door opened.

	She looked at the young men in front of her and singled one out.

	“You. Operate the elevator. We’re letting the women and children up first.”

	“Up? Up– where?”

	Did he not think things through any further than ‘I want to be on the elevator first’?

	Majida turned to face the crowded hall behind her and called out instructions.

	“We’ve got a working elevator! Everyone stay organized and wait for your turn. I promise I’ll make sure everyone can get up and out of here. It’s not safe here and we need to get everyone into the Kreuzung Core station. Forget the curfew notice on the walls! The Imbrians don’t care what happens to you! We need to get out of here! So line up, let the women and children first!”

	Everyone stared at her. There were incredulous looks everywhere.

	No one moved. An entire crowd of resentful staring people that she had just elbowed past.

	She was so used to Khaybar, where everyone listened to her when she spoke.

	Awkward silence and frightened gazes. Of course, nobody knew her or trusted her. Maybe they knew of Majida al-Khaybari, distantly. But not this silver-haired woman with the strange ear that was yelling in the hall while everyone was scared and worried and being told to stay indoors. None of them knew the potential danger they were in. It was all flashing lights and hushed voices in the halls.

	Perhaps she could influence them, but Majida hadn’t really mastered how to do so with any amount of tact. She knew how to instill fear or draw out anger via her psionic powers; but she did not want to act like she was press ganging a bunch of kittens and moms! She would have to try to appeal to them on rationality alone. She would have to tell them what was happening so they understood.

	She would have to pray to the Almighty and All-merciful that they wouldn’t panic.

	“I need everyone’s attention! There’s something you need to–”

	“Listen to her and get moving! What are you waiting for? I have somewhere to be!”

	From the very back of the crowd a voice carried through the halls.

	In an instant, the crowd parted to allow through Leija Kladuša– Madame Arabie.

	Her makeup was done again, and her hair was brushed and orderly.

	Following closely behind her was Raaya– Majida could not thank her enough.

	“Form a line! Women and children first!” Arabie said. “Forget the curfew!”

	Raaya stood beside the elevator with a hand on the operating lever.

	She winked at Majida. Majida smiled with all of her heart. That woman was God-sent!

	Acquiescing to Madame Arabie’s repeat of Majida’s demands, the crowd in the hall began organizing themselves, letting women with children walk forward. As they held their kittens close they waved gently at Majida, several expressions of gratitude, and a mild mixture of confusion. Many were veiled with hijab except for the front of their faces. Majida always felt a bit inadequate in the face of very pious mothers who observed all the traditions, when she was such a hellion who barely knew Fusha and was so far behind on studying the teachings and prayers– so she averted her gaze awkwardly.

	“You look so handsome when you’ve got that flustered teenager look on your face.” Raaya said, teasing Majida. “I’ll handle the elevator. You’re the first one up, aren’t you? Get on board.”

	“I’m taking a different route. Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Raaya.”

	Majida bid farewell once more and glanced at another panel, lower on the wall.

	It had a passage, which she had to crawl on all fours to get through. A maintenance tunnel.

	She pulled on it, standing in front of it so no one could see it just fall off by itself.

	Then she crawled inside. Through a dark vent, as tight as the shower in her room.

	For light, she produced a tiny, flickering flame that danced between her fingers.

	This much exertion of her power was nothing to her. The fire didn’t even need oxygen.

	It burned only off her fiery, passionate aura.

	On the other side, when she could finally stand, she found herself surrounded by switches, junction boxes, pipes, and meters, packed over every wall with only a 2 by 1 meter space for a human being to occupy and work in. She waved her hand slowly in front of herself so that the flame could illuminate each wall in turn. In front of her, she found what she really desired. A tight stairwell, made up of individual rungs that attached to the wall, cables routed around and through each. It was the way up.

	Raising her hand and the little fire dancing between her fingers so she could see overhead.

	Impossible to tell how far up it went. Her destination was several hundred meters up.

	“I might be able to do it. It’ll take me forever to climb. I just need it to go all the way up.”

	If there were no obstructions, then perhaps–

	“With Spatial Control, could I haul myself up there?”

	She had never moved anything as heavy as herself, much less moved it that far away.

	There was no time to hesitate further. There would be worse difficulties ahead.

	Majida put a hand over her chest and shut her eyes, concentrating deeply. Even just thinking about using Spatial Control sent a discomfort like the cold touch of a razor over her brain. It was difficult, taxing.

	Shimii knew psionics as Sihr, a forbidden art attributed to illusionists leading their kin astray. But the esoterics of the Mahdist faith were interested in its characteristics and thereby more tolerant of it as an observable phenomenon of the world. Majida herself knew factually that Sihr was characterized extremely differently by the Old Engineers, by people like her mentor Norn. Because it had helped her protect her people, because it was part of her legacy– because of who her “father” was. Despite the prohibitions and taboos, despite her own pretense at Piety, Majida relied on Sihr and would need it. She knew that Sihr, as psionics, was a power of the mind that affected the world through Aether like food cooked in oil.

	Aether reacted to emotion, and to the state of mind of the observer and the observed world. Aether passed on this reaction into the physical world, making the effects observable, real. Material consequence happened in Aether’s wake.  Majida concentrated herself on the task ahead, on the feat she intended to perform. Trying to pull herself from the material and make herself weightless, movable, seeking oxygen as flame did to ignite the way forward. In such a state of mind, prayer came to her. Not just because she associated concentration and power of the mind with the ascetic preaching of the Mahdists themselves–

	–but because she wanted to associate the hated Sihr with God’s mercy for her personally.

	“Allah is all that I require, excellent is his protection.” She murmured. “Greatest blessings unto your Prophet who is most worthy. Now that my affairs are difficult, Open the ways I could not see. Open the ways out of my difficulties that I could never imagine, most merciful of the merciful.”

	Of all the many sayings, quotations, prayers, declarations, of the Shimii scripture, this one always stuck with Majida the most. Even her wayward mind could not escape rapturous attention at these words when the Mawla or Raaya recited them in the past. “Open the ways I could never imagine.” Allah was the opener of ways, the source of truths, and Majida wanted to believe that she was not born an evil witch, progeny of a tyrant with cursed powers, that had to be scorned, locked up in shadows–

	–but someone who could enter a new form of supplication,

	and see a new form of God’s majesty, a new opening of His ways.

	Spatial Control!

	Majida al-Khaybari was the Apostle of Fire.

	And the Apostle of Fire could control not only things burning and violent, but the distances between persons and objects, like combustion sucking in oxygen or a detonation pushing out the world with its shockwave. Igniting the path between herself and her destination with the invisible flame of her desire, claiming the air like wildfire, Majida vanished out of the bottom of the steps in the maintenance tunnel to reappear at the landing at the very top of those steps, in a single and sudden instant.

	“Alhamdulillah–”

	She bent forward at the top of the steps, involuntarily dry heaving onto the metal floor.

	Choking out blessed words while clutching her head, which felt like it had split open.

	Her skull wracked with spasms of pain so powerful they felt like clubs striking her.

	Teeth grit, fists clutched, forcing herself to a shaking stand. Eyes tearing up, nose bloody.

	Step by tenuous step, each centimeter struggled for against the agony of her body.

	Murmuring to herself whenever her lungs filled–

	Give me guile against him who schemes against me,

	 power over him who oppresses me,

	 refutation of him who reviles me,

	 And safety from him who threatens me.

	Reciting prayer as she inched her way to the door she could see ahead.

	Out of the dark maintenance tunnel, and, practically throwing herself through the threshold.

	She appeared under the glass and steel roof of the top of Tower Eight.

	Beneath the overwhelming darkness of the Imbrium ocean. Framed beneath the girders and the infinite sky of crushing saltwater. In her hands and in her heart, a pyre’s light burned brightly. Whether or not people hated her, she knew– God loved her. She believed it with all of her heart, that she was put on Aer with this ability to fight for her people. And she was growing ever stronger even now.

	Her pain fading, she took stock in her surroundings. She had come out near one of the elevator banks. There was a gathering of people, maybe a few dozen, who had made it up the tower to the gates. Nobody she recognized from the hall below. The elevator Raaya took command of must’ve still been making its way up or down. Majida did not know from which elevator bank it’d come.

	In front of the assembled Shimii, barring the way to the tram tracks into Kreuzung Core, stood the guards, five of them. Shut behind their gate and in their booth and waving their guns in front of themselves whenever anyone tried to come close to the chain link fence. Their eyes were wild with panic and anger, they were sweaty and clearly losing their wits. As Majida entered the crowd as surreptitiously as she could, an older woman walked forward to the gate, her tail curled in fear, her hands raised.

	“I just want to talk sir.” She said, voice trembling. “We don’t understand–”

	In front of her the guard raised his assault rifle to his shoulder.

	“Stand back! What part of shelter in place don’t you understand, you fucking animals?”

	“Sir– please, I apologize, but you have to understand how confusing this all is–”

	“The only thing to understand is all of you fucking go back to your homes or I’ll shoot!”

	“We just want some clarification! What is happening? Is it true that the reactor core–?”

	Overwhelmingly loud, the rifle’s report rang through the crowd.

	Everyone stepped back, gasped, cried, leaving the woman who had stepped forward.

	Beside her, the round had struck the floor and dented the fake clay tile set over the metal.

	Spared bodily harm, but with all of the guards sighting her, the woman dared not move.

	Majida’s fist opened and closed at her side. Her toes curled in her metal boots.

	Nobody in this crowd posed a threat to these men.

	These were old folks, women with kids, young men. There were no soldiers here.

	Except her.

	She realized, however–

	–that there was a woman at her side, with a baby. Could Majida splatter these men here?

	No– not in front of innocent eyes.

	“It’s your lucky day, Imbrian scum.”

	Spatial Control.

	It transpired in the blink of an eye.

	Give me power over him who oppresses me.

	Spatial Control was a form of psionics, and Majida had discovered it could be resisted by a strong will.

	However, there was no hope for the weak minds of these panic-stricken, ignorant Imbrians.

	In an instant, the men inside the booth had their bodies moved into each other.

	Inside the booth, the man who could not move where Spatial Control forced him to, instead crashed suddenly into the glass and fell back onto his chair, his gun thrown wildly from his grasp and rattling against the walls before coming to land upon him. Outside the booth, the three men with guns and their officer collided with each other, pushed back as if hurled bodily off their feet, while their guns were pulled the opposite direction, coming to lay discarded on the ground. Two men struck each other perfectly in the foreheads and fell concussed, the man who had been threatening the most tripped over his feet and knocked the officer in charge down with him. In the tangle, Majida charged the fence.

	Running out of the crowd and in front of them, she seized the gate, and with all her strength, tore it from its automatic hinges on the opposing wall of the tram bridge, knocking it down over the guards. The crowd stood speechless as the way forward was completely torn open for them in a surreal instant.

	“Don’t question God’s blessings! We need to flee here! Come on!”

	Majida called to the crowd. Tentatively, the older people and the children walked forward.

	Meanwhile, a group of young men and women rushed out and reached for the guard’s guns and pulled them out from under the fallen gate, coming into possession of them. “Good instincts!” Majida praised, and she helped them and the crowd to fully subdue the guards, pulling them from under the gate, stripping them of their IDs and keys and weapons, and cuffing them all together, crammed inside the booth with the door locked where they would not disturb anyone further. More people began to arrive via the elevators, and with Majida’s direction, lined up respectfully on the platform.

	“Ma’am, how will we get into Kreuzung?” asked some of the younger people.

	Majida put her hand on the security booth, and on the tram platform, concentrating.

	She discovered a current running between them, running out onto the track.

	Over to a hidden spot off to the side of the bulkhead leading into the bridge.

	There was always some kind of hidden emergency panel that had a higher level access.

	These trams were “overseen” by people, but they were “operated” mechanically. If the computer told the tram to disobey the tram car personnel then the computer would always win, because the computer was assumed to be under the command of the boss. And she just happened to have an officer’s ID card that could send override commands in times like these. None of that was a problem now.

	“I’ll take care of it! All of you just relax and line up. Women, children, and old folks first.”

	From within the crowd around Majida, the woman who had been standing in front of the guards stepped forward suddenly. She was shaken, and there were tears in her eyes, streaming down the light wrinkles on her face. She offered her hands for Majida to hold, and Majida accepted and held them softly.

	“Child– what is your name? I will pray for you every day.” The older woman said.   

	After some thought, Majida smiled gently. “Madiha. Madiha al-Nakar.” She said.

	

	

	“Damn it! Damn it!”

	Homa Baumann smashed her fist into the unresponsive elevator’s touchscreen panel. 

	Water had risen to her knees in the dim slowly flooding Old Iron module now lit only by the red flashing warnings for the Core Separation. She accomplished nothing but hurting her hand. The closed doors in front of her were still shut. Without the panel it was impossible to tell whether there was any movement in the elevator because the panel was the only way to see the elevator’s position.

	She put her head up to the double doors, banging her fist again and again.

	Think, think.

	This time it was her own mind speaking– not the other voice.

	“Don’t think about stupid shit now. Come on. Focus.”

	There had to be a different way to reach the higher levels. Homa had crawled all over B.S.W.’s module and there were maintenance tunnels, physical ladders between different levels. There had to ways to access the station’s guts so if a junction box or switchboard or a control computer or some other artery of the station’s exceedingly complex organs failed, a person could physically reach in and fix it. She had to look around for a way into the station interstice– the space between modules and even between blocks, inaccessible to the public but absolutely necessary to keep the station running smoothly.

	But Old Iron was flooded and dark, and Homa did not have proper tools on her.

	From the pocket of her jumpsuit she withdrew the vibrodagger she took off Imani.

	On one side of the blade she flicked a little safety lever, and on the other, a switch.

	Homa saw a tiny, dim indigo glow, heard the humming of the blade, and felt the vibrations from the oscillator spreading through the flesh of her palm and stirring the bones and sinews in her hands. Like her Volker’s vibromachete, this weapon, once engaged, possessed cutting power beyond what should have been possible for its size. It could not cut through this wall whatsoever, it was just too small and Homa was just too weak for such a monumental task. But perhaps she could cut into a vent, or pry open a panel.

	If she could find a place to gain access– without electrocuting herself.

	“There’s no other way. I have to get out of here.”

	She had to stop Kitty McRoosevelt. She didn’t know how, but she needed to.

	For the events of this day, Homa could only forgive herself if she did everything she could to stop it.

	Whether to stop Kitty, to subdue her, to– to kill her– she had to do something.

	(Kill Kitty? Can I possibly– would I actually– but man, taking a person’s life is no joke–)

	Her own doubts reverberated across the space of her mind, but she had to silence them.

	Because she felt complicit in this tragedy. She couldn’t just let it happen!

	“I don’t have to kill her. I just– I’ll just make her stop! She has to be able to stop this.”

	Homa started to look around the elevator. Feeling with her free hands the lines between the panels, following them lower on the wall, under the water, to see if she touched anything different. From her experience at B.S.W., panels that could come off had a slightly wider seam around the edges where they caught the wall, whereas the seams on solid panels were uniform throughout.

	She knelt down in the water and begrudgingly put her head to it.

	Holding her breath so water wouldn’t get into her nose, crawling along the floor.

	It was just barely possible to make out the geometry of the wall with the red warning lights.

	Come on, come on—

	That Way.

	Homa raised her head.

	She thought she heard a voice–

	and saw a glint

	a curling stream of color like the vapor off a pipe

	shimmering in the dark like a sparkling dust

	leading her

	to the wall

	“What– it’s–”

	Homa pressed her hands along the wall where she had seen the colors.

	She felt the seam, her fingers able to fit between the panels.

	Scrambling to her knees, she put her vibroknife between the seam and pushed. It did not take much for the panel to separate, bubbles rising out as the water flooding slowly into Old Iron pushed its way down the maintenance tunnel entrance with more vigor than before. It did almost nothing to the level of the water, of course, but the vent became flooded. Homa looked down at the gap in front of her feet.

	To make it to the other side, she would have to crawl on her belly through the flooded tunnel.

	How far in would she have to go to breathe again? Could she tell? Could she even see?

	In the adrenaline of the moment she forgot about the voice and colors–

	“Damn it, there’s no time!”

	First making sure any sensitive gear in her jumpsuit was in one of her handy waterproof sealable pockets, Homa hold her breath, crawled on all fours and started to drag herself through the tunnel. Elbow to elbow, pushing herself as much as she could with her knees, mouth shut, head starting to pound.

	Her chest quickly began to hurt. Had her breasts been any larger she wouldn’t have fit.

	Only the glowing oscillator of the vibrodagger in her hand provided dim illumination.

	Ahead of her she only saw pitch dark, around her only four metal walls.

	She was packed in, a bobtailed sardine in saltwater.

	Crawling forward with growing desperation, every second closer from having a held breath to drowning, to dying. Her eyes clouded from the harsh seawater that had flooded in and in which she was suspended. How long could she hold her breath? How long had she been holding it? She felt her panic building across her entire cold, soaked body, shivering with every second of struggle.

	Elbows forward, pull, elbows forward–

	Nothing ahead but implacable darkness–

	Feeling acutely the barriers in which her body was trapped–

	Unable to stretch her arms out any farther wide, unable to spread her legs–

	Impossible to stand–

	Her vision swam, she could hardly hold her mouth closed through the pain in her head.

	Everything was turning even darker than it had been, even her vibrodagger darkening.

	Was she going to die here?

	Lost forever in this horrible place where no one would find her?

	She struggled with the last of her strength, all of her breath long since spent, desperate–

	And suddenly found herself in open, rushing water–

	Scrambling blindly, kicking her legs and clawing the water, every sinew in her body feeling like it would burst, her chest feeling like it would cave inward. Heedless of the surroundings, swept in an animalistic mania of pure survival instincts, flailing any kind of movement that would propel her further up. Breaching a surface, sucking in air desperately as soon as there was any breath to claim. Water was slowly rising, and she had to fight to stay up. Painful breaths wracked lungs feeling as if calcified by disuse, feeding into a brain and skin that was at once cold and burning. Had she any spare strength she would have screamed.

	“What the fuck? Hey– who is down there? What the fuck are you doing?”

	A flashlight shone over Homa’s eyes, briefly blinding her as she struggled for breath.

	She was in a much larger space than before, with water much deeper, walls wider and taller.

	On a platform outstretched from the wall, a dozen meters up and away from her, there was a man in a wetsuit and protective goggles, lit up by an OLED panel. Beside him there was a toolkit, Homa had seen the kind before, it had wire-testing prods and micro-soldering irons, it was equipment for fixing electronics. He was situated in front of an open section of the wall, in front of shadowy impressions of thick cabling and exposed electrical and computer equipment. He sounded irate.

	“It’s flooding here! You’re not supposed to be here. You need to get the fuck out, Shimii.”

	Homa shut her eyes hard, still gasping for breath.

	Why was every Imbrian so belligerent? She couldn’t believe her rotten luck.

	“Hey, are you listening? I’m not kidding, it’s dangerous, and we’re on alert, and there’s sensitive shit here! What the hell is your problem? I’ll call the K.P.S.D and tell them you’re rooting around here, you’ll never leave Tower Eight again!” That man shouted at a higher intensity with every word he said. “Are you fucking deaf? Get out of here or I’ll get you out! Can you understand Imbrian? Shimii?”

	Homa tried making any kind of gesture with her head, shaking it, nodding, anything.

	She started to paddle away, trying to make it to a platform or a foothold.

	In one of her pockets Imani’s gun felt suddenly heavier than ever, more pronounced.

	But Homa didn’t want anything to escalate to violence! She just wanted to get out of here!

	“Alright, I’ve fucking had it. I’m not taking any chances you bitch.”

	On the platform the man withdrew and pointed something at her.

	It was bright orange with a yellow barrel, maybe a stun gun or a tranquilizer?

	She hoped it wasn’t a lethal weapon. She backed up against the wall, trying to speak.

	All that came out was a choked mumbling, “Please– I’m lost– I’m sorry–”

	“Now you understand Imbrian huh?” mocked the man, his voice sounding desperate.

	He took aim at her– he was really going to shoot– Homa froze in a moment of panic–

	All that issued from the man was a wet squelching noise.

	Stock still on his platform, his fingers shook and went limp and dropped his gun.

	His torch rolled into the water, sent flying by a spasm of his legs as he went down to his knees. As the light spun around the room Homa briefly saw a shadow of something cast upon the wall, something long and substantial that she could not otherwise see. As the man began to audibly gag and gurgle and bleed Homa had the wherewithal to rush to the torch fallen into the rising pool and take it and point it at the platform. Where she saw again the shadow, the shadow of something great and horrific.

	Not only the great long gelatinous thing trailing all kinds of spikes,

	but its massive body that

	stretched through the water blue and orange and red like a calcic jelly spinal cord

	vague dim siphonophoric thing with jets and bulbs and prongs spiraling

	through the water like a sigil of muscles and meat

	leviathan–

	Tristitia hates the noisy hominin. Tristitia wants the noisy hominin to quiet.

	In the next instant the spines which had punctured the man’s back pierced through him.

	Homa was spared the gorey detail by the darkness of the room.

	But she heard his blood, and maybe more, spill into the water below him.

	She was frozen in place, clutching the torch and slowly and impotently paddling back.

	Leviathan– how did a Leviathan get into the station interstice?!

	Had it navigated the flooded Old Iron somehow?

	Was the Core Separation causing so many problems that the station was breached?

	Her heart pounded, her lungs couldn’t breath fast enough.

	She did not feel cold because her flesh felt dissociated from her mind and presence.

	It had come from the direction opposite Homa. It was massive, amorphous. 

	Homa had learned about siphonophores in school, and it was the closest thing she could compare it to without an imaging computer to tell her the class associated with this monster. One enormous string-like cord the thickness of a human torso but with seemingly all the strength and muscle of some beastly tail or backbone, capable of lifting a man off his feet. Hundreds of bulbous objects connected to this central nerve, dimly bioluminescent, some appeared like biojets, many others like dagger-like vibrating spines, others like pulsating organs, and near the section that had skewered the man there were some that looked like wings, and Homa got a sense there was even more underwater. She imagined the beast was many many times the size she could see, coiled casually throughout the depths of this place.

	Killing that man had been like a giant flicking its finger nonchalantly at a fly.

	There was no thought of even trying to shoot it.

	This would have been a terrifying opponent for a Diver or a ship.

	For Homa, it was a thing out of nightmares that she had no hope of harming.

	She backed slowly away from it, looking around the room for a potential exit.

	Behind her, she saw rungs, rungs of a ladder that could take her up.

	If she could climb out of the water, could this thing even follow under its own power?

	Its body did not look like it could go very far out of the water.

	Ragged breathing, her veins vibrating beneath her skin, Homa slowly, slowly backed up.

	Cat-Hominin, Tristitia sees you. Cat-Hominin, are you a heretic?

	Homa thought she heard something in her mind, clearly she was losing her grip–

	Then she felt a shiver down her spine that told her instantly to stop moving.

	Around her legs she felt the water stir like something enormous had rushed past her.

	Curling around behind her back, around her side, and finally emerging in front of her.

	Hundreds of sheets of veiny dimly glowing red and blue velvety flesh suspended close.

	Like a flower of fleshy angel’s wings, fluttering into themselves before her eyes.

	Crowned by a floating circle of blood or gore that somehow hovered in place.

	And attached to that same strand-like body that stretched infinitely into the water below.

	Homa wanted to see the thing before her as a face or a head, but it was faceless, headless.

	She only saw herself reflected in the multitude of opaque surfaces.

	Hanging, dripping, the flesh undulating as if it was performing some kind of action.

	Homa’s mind wanted to process it as “sniffing” her, as a show of “curiosity” or even, perhaps, speech.

	But she knew it was insane to think so.

	Cat-Hominin, what is a heretic?–

	Her mind and most of her body paralyzed with fear–

	Homa’s hands crawled over her chest and grabbed hold of her necklace.

	It felt like it had retained some of its warmth, a tiny star clutched against her breast.

	Oh! Cat-Hominin is loved.

	In the middle of the mass of wing-like folds, there was something directly beneath the halo.

	Briefly, the wings spread enough for Homa to see it, or to think she had seen it.

	Something that couldn’t be– Like a central, fleshy pearl containing–

	An inquisitive face as if belonging to a girl, dark-haired, green eyed, floating inside–

	Cat-Hominin is loved. Tristitia will respect this– but only this once.

	Next time, you’ll despair, Cat-Hominin.

	Its horrific sliding and flapping noises– Homa’s head was trying to turn it into words.

	That had to be it– there was no other sane explanation–

	Suddenly, the siphonophore leviathan reversed the curling of its cord from around Homa.

	That winged meat thing it had shown her shut like a flower turning back into a bud.

	Slithering back into the water from the direction it had come.

	Homa did not miss the opportunity. She turned tail and rushed for the rungs of the ladder.

	Climbing like her life depended on it, taking each rung like her hands had clawed at the water when she was drowning, moving so fast that she barely took in breaths between hand-holds. Weeping, her lips quivering, her whole body shaking, until she felt like she had climbed a hundred meters and stopped, putting her head up against the next rung on the ladder and sobbing and screaming.

	For a moment, everything felt hopeless.

	All of the weight of the physical pain and terror she had felt that day.

	Kitty’s wounds on her– hunger and exhaustion– leaving Imani behind–

	How? How could she climb even one more step on this ladder?

	And how many more steps would she have to climb after that?

	You Are Courageous.

	She heard the little gentle voice in her head again.

	That voice which she began to associate with the warmth in her chest.

	With the necklace that had become her good luck charm.

	“Thank you.”

	Homa whimpered. She was going insane. She really was going insane.

	But–

	Everything she was doing was insane.

	Everything that was happening was insane.

	Nothing could be the same again after this, no matter what happened.

	Not Homa herself, not Kreuzung, and maybe, not even the Shimii of Tower Eight.

	“I have to stop Kitty.” Homa told herself. “I can’t let more people die senselessly.”

	That Leviathan was not just going to kill irate Imbrian guards accosting her.

	And that Leviathan was not going to be the end of the horrors unleashed this day.

	Homa had to fight, she had to stop this whole nightmare from growing worse.

	That determination was the only thing keeping her holding on to that ladder.

	Keeping her from the infinite abyss of water below. As insane as that thought was.

	She reached a shaking hand up to the next handhold. She still could not see the top.

	But she climbed with all of her might regardless. She could not let herself stop.

	Step by step, as long as it took, giving everything she had left.

	

	

	Two trams to Tower Eight had been reported “hijacked” and “commandeered” by the tower’s Shimii in a brazen show of civil disobedience of the Kreuzung curfew. Responsibility for capturing the ringleaders and breaking up the hijackings fell onto a small squadron of K.P.S.D, the Kreuzung Public Security Department. Six men with assault rifles waited with bated breath on the platform. They had no way to stop the trams, physically, so they were waiting to threaten whoever stepped out. 

	The Volkisch troops had an acrimonious relationship to the K.P.S.D, who were still largely under the command of the liberal government of Kreuzung. The Volkisch would not assist them closely.

	They had more important places to protect, such as the manses and wealthier districts.

	The bulkhead began to rise into the Kreuzung Core’s end of the Shimii tower’s tram bridge. As the headlights of the tram shone into the gloomy tunnel, the men stationed there nearly jumped. They raised their assault rifles and began scanning the windows of the incoming trams desperately. They stood, for a few minutes, looking through the irons of their rifles, until the doors opened.

	They remained standing for only a few seconds after that.

	Spatial Control.

	Majida appeared between the men and swung her diamond blade like a studded club.

	Had she engaged the motor there would have been blood and skin flying and gore spilling.

	But there were too many decent people watching– and it was not necessary.

	With Majida’s God-given strength, she beat each man to the ground in a flurry of attacks.

	Swinging at knees, shoulders, flanks and arms under the intermittent lights of the platform.

	There was no retaliation. Every blow broke a bone on the unarmored, flatfooted men.

	In moments, they were crawling on the floor, and Majida had secured their weapons.

	From the tram, the group of young men and women who had been following behind her tied up the guards inside the booth and locked them there, as they had done before. They were all armed with rifles taken from the guards, but Majida ordered them to drop the things in the booth and lock them in with the handcuffed and gagged guards before entering Kreuzung. Instead, she ordered them to grab the men’s stun batons, and a riot shield that was locked up in the booth in an emergency gear kit.

	“None of you know how to shoot, and if someone sees you with the guns it’ll be mayhem.”

	Majida’s judgment was quickly supported by the older women following behind.

	“I’ll need some of you to stay here and let everyone know what’s going on!”

	Each tram could pack only pack in so many people out of a population of thousands– their impromptu evacuation would take a lot of trips. Majida could not guarantee everyone would be able to leave, but she wanted as many as possible to be able to escape. They would need to go somewhere– not the Pavilion shopping center, though they might have to. There was an enormous park that could be accessed from it. Majida ran from the tram station to try to reconnoiter that park.

	When she entered the Pavilion she thought she would see more Imbrians and guards around. The top floor of the Pavilion had been vacated quickly. While it was level to the highest point of Tower Eight, it was below the midsection of Kreuzung Core and there were habitats right above it. She could still see small crowds of people in the tiers below, perhaps trying to get to the lower habitats. There were a few broken storefront windows and some people rummaging, and there were lost and bewildered people in their ones and twos throughout, and a few distracted guards here and there, but in terms of the chaos Majida had thought she might see, it was downright peaceful at the top of the Pavilion.

	“Hey! Shimii, the fuck are you doing here? There’s a shelter in place–”

	Spatial Control.

	Majida cleared the hole in the middle of the pavilion through which the spiraling staircase descended connecting the floors. She battered a K.P.S.D guard on the other side through a storefront window with her reappearance. An Imbrian woman who saw it took off running the opposite direction. Majida looked around. It’d be so convenient if she could set these bastards on fire– having to restrain herself meant abusing abilities she was far less practiced in. Her troubled breathing betrayed weariness.

	“Damn it, if this tires me out–”

	While catching her breath, she let herself trail off.

	There were far too many things she needed to do that required even more power.

	From the Pavilion’s top tier, Majida made her way through the northeastern exit, a glass and gold filigreed archway. There was a long and wide hall beyond it with a few more closed businesses that led to a broad and high fountain plaza breaking up the mall’s hallways. This was the place Majida remembered from wandering around Kreuzung the past week. A couple thousand folks could loiter in the park and its adjacent halls comfortably. There were no Imbrians around, not even the guards or any public workers. It wasn’t going to be comfortable, but there were a few places for the older folk to sit, and at least it was safer than staying in the tower. Majida doubled back toward the tram station–

	“Madiha! Madiha al-Nakar, is that you? Madiha, please–”

	Majida looked over her shoulder, recognizing that deep, girlish voice even in whimpers.

	She turned around to find Homa Baumann running from the other end of the park.

	Her work jumpsuit was completely drenched and dribbling a little trail of water. It was like she had fallen into the ocean, she had salt in her hair, her skin was clammy, her body was shaking. Majida stood speechless as the girl stopped in front of her and doubled over, a vibrodagger in one hand and an electric torch in the other, gasping for breath, feet trembling as if hardly able to bear her weight. She couldn’t imagine where this girl had been or what her body had been put through.

	“Madiha– Madiha, please–”

	“Calm down. I’m here. What happened to you?”

	Majida briefly knelt down, until Homa forced herself back to a stand again.

	She wiped her sleeve over her face, leaving behind a bit of salt on forehead and eyelids.

	Her eyes were blaring red.

	She was crying; and she was must have been crying a storm before.

	Or she had been swimming with her eyes open and without protection.

	“Were you in the station interstice?” Majida asked, putting the pieces together.

	“Madiha–”

	Homa stopped and caught enough of a breath to speak a full sentence.

	“Madiha, I have to stop it. The Core Separation. I know who did it!” Homa whimpered.

	“Kid that’s a really hard sell right now, you realize.” Majida said.

	The girl grit her teeth and closed her fists and stomped the ground.

	“G.I.A. agent! Kitty McRoosevelt! B.S.W. dock! She did it– Katarrans– she did it–”

	Homa devolved into shouting names, but what blew Majida away was that she was correct.

	In that moment Homa Baumann truly did know exactly who was responsible for their crisis.

	She knew where they were and what they had done– and she was trying to stop them?

	How had she gotten mixed up in this? But she knew the truth, there was no denying it.

	Knowing the truth wasn’t enough, however. This crisis had a scale far beyond Homa.

	It was insane to think that she could do anything to change the course of these events.

	Majida grabbed hold of her shoulders. “Homa, I believe you, but you can’t stop this.”

	“I have to!” Homa shouted at the top of the lungs. “I have to stop it! I have to go–”

	“You’re going to get yourself killed! You need to stay put here! I’m bringing Kladuša!”

	“Kladuša? You mean– Leija–”

	For a moment, Homa’s eyes drew wide, and her expression grew paler and more distant.

	“Is– Is Leija okay?” Homa asked.

	“Yes. She’s taking charge of evacuating tower eight. It’s not safe there.” Majida said.

	“It is safer than here, Khaybari. You cannot bring them here.”

	Majida and Homa turned in the direction of the third voice.

	Deep, breathy, spoken through the audio outputs of a fully sealed power armor helmet. Standing suddenly in the middle of the park was an enormous figure in a cloak and black power armor, an entire suit. His armor shimmered wherever a LED from the roof shone on the plates, in a dazzling pattern.

	His helmet was shaped to include covers for his ears, as well as the vaguest representation of a real cat’s snout, housing his rebreather and audio output, a face like no Shimii on Aer actually had, for they were all fundamentally human in nature. His tail moved freely behind him, with flexible plates over the top, but below the armor, she caught a glimpse of tattered and scarred flesh with patches of grayed fur. He was taller than the two of them, well over two meters, and with his powered armor, he was much broader.

	There he stood, implacable, making no movements, like a statue peering at them.

	A living legend to the Shimii, a man who had risen out of the short-lived “Age of Heroes.”

	“Ra–”

	Homa’s voice was barely audible. She choked, sobbed. Her arms shook.

	She peeled herself from Majida and turned and took bewildered steps forward and back.

	“Radu– Why– You’re–”

	Majida grit her teeth and said his name and title like a curse.

	“Radu the Marzban.”

	“Majida al-Khaybari. Stay away from the girl.”

	His voice sent a shiver through her, not because of any power it then contained, but–

	He had said her real name aloud so nonchalantly.

	And it caused Homa to look over her shoulder, flashing a look of fear.

	“Majida– Majida al-Khaybari–? Radu– you said–?”

	Homa nearly fell from the anxiety of that moment. Majida’s felt a bitter swell in her heart.

	It was like she didn’t know whether to step back and away from Majida or from Radu.

	Like she was caught between two monsters and her brain could barely process it.

	Majida hated it. She hated that the girl who wanted to rely on her was now terrified of her.

	Homa Baumann had been lied to so much. And now Majida had lied to her too.

	“Kid, I’m really sorry! But I’m not here to hurt you, or the tower’s Shimii!” Majida said.

	“Your reckless actions and incitements have already brought them harm.” Radu interjected.

	Majida closed her fists. She wouldn’t take that lying down– not from this bastard!

	“That’s quite rich to hear from some gallivanting bandit who hasn’t done shit for them!”

	“You broke the agreement which guaranteed their safety. You crossed a line.” Radu said.

	“An agreement for them to be trapped in a ghetto without even the control room keys?”

	Radu stood unfazed by her shouting. “An agreement to prevent further bloodshed.”

	“You fucking traitor!” Majida shouted. “Do you really think you’ve prevented anything? If you approve of this ghetto then all you’ve done is agree to killing these people slowly rather than quickly! At least in a fight they would have agency over themselves! You’ve got them confined to a prison!”

	“They are not ready to fight, so defying the Imbrians is nothing but choosing their death.”

	Radu stood implacable, unmoving.

	Majida clenched her fist so tightly it began to heat up, to flicker with stray fires–

	Homa walked a few steps in Radu’s direction and interrupted the shouting match.

	“Nobody has to die!” Homa shouted. “Radu, you’re here to stop this. That’s why you came here right? You knew there was going to be a crisis coming. So you met with Leija and that’s why she chose me to work for Imani. You know about Kitty, don’t you? You’re going to stop her. You’re going to stop her and stop all of this, and then nobody will get hurt. Please tell me I’m not wrong about this, Radu.”

	Judging by her broken tone of voice, Homa’s rambling was willful self-delusion.

	Homa have already suspected what Majida knew the moment she saw that armored freak.

	“Homa, you need to rejoin our people and return to Tower Eight now.” Radu said.

	That bastard Radu wouldn’t do anything! He was just here to corral the Shimii back to the ghetto!

	“Radu,”

	Homa’s shock-wide eyes streamed more and more tears down her cheeks.

	Her lips trembled. She had a wild expression on her face.

	“Radu, you’re a hero right? You– You have to be here to save everyone– Please–”

	Radu the Marzban stepped forward, his heavy armored boots thudding loudly on the floor.

	“Our people will be safer by standing aside and letting the Imbrians solve their own problems.”

	Homa’s shoulders slouched, her arms slowly losing their strength. She looked faint.

	Majida could see her aura spiraling. She was experiencing heartbreak, disillusionment.

	“She believed in you; all of them did. And people call me an illusionist, you vile fraud.”

	“Majida– Please don’t insult him.” Homa said. Her trembling words pleading her.

	She called her by name, but she did not say it like a slur. Majida was taken aback. “Kid–”

	“Please. Majida– just let me talk to him. So, then, Radu– do you care about me at all?”

	Homa turned from Majida back to Radu. It was impossible to tell the man’s response.

	In that occluding shell of metal, there was only his voice. No gestures, no expressions.

	“I swore I would protect you. You and Leija Kladuša. I want you to be safe.” He said.

	“Radu, if you want to protect me and you want me to be safe then please listen,”

	Majida could see a strip of black color forming along the edge of Homa’s aura.

	“Radu, I’m an Imbrian too.” Homa said. “I’m not just a Shimii. I’m also Imbrian.”

	Those words came out with such an audible pain. Like spitting out a rotting, hanging tooth.

	That pathetic little voice made Majida want to tear up with sympathy. That poor girl was in tatters.

	Homa gathered her breath again. She spoke, with a few pauses, a few more breaths.

	But more eloquently than Majida had ever heard her. She had been thinking this over.

	“This isn’t a problem for the Shimii alone. People all over this station could die. People are dying as we speak. Whether from violence or neglect or accidents, people are dying, Radu. And I could’ve done something to stop it. But I made all the wrong choices. Everything is really, really hard for me Radu. Ever since you left me here, I’ve never been just a Shimii, and I’ve never been just an Imbrian. I’m enough of both to be hated by both, and not enough of either to be loved by either. Our worlds are so separated that I don’t even know how it was possible that I was born like this. But I’ve seen innocent people in both those worlds who don’t deserve this. People who don’t deserve to have their lives toyed with by Kitty or by Imani or anyone. I was so stupid. I wanted to play the big hero and to stop the bad guys, I tried to make everything so simple in my head so I could feel okay sitting around or running away. I never understood how complicated it was– I never even knew what it really looked like when someone died. But Radu, you’re back– you’re the real hero of this story, aren’t you? Radu the Marzban.”

	Homa reached out her hand. Tears still streaming down her eyes, teeth chattering.

	“Please–” She begged. “Radu, you can stop Kitty and save the Station right now. Right?”

	In that moment, a sudden vibration transferred through the floor and into their bodies.

	Far in the distance, there was the muted sound of a blast. And then a second, a third.

	Rumble after rumble, causing the lights to blink even more than they already were.

	Not an earthquake, not enough to shake everyone to the floor.

	But Majida felt it in her gut. They must have all felt it.

	She could imagine the ships outside, jockeying for position, cannons roaring.

	The Republic of Alayze versus the Volkisch Movement, now in earnest.

	“Kitty’s cavalry is finally throwing its weight around.” She murmured to herself.

	Homa’s hand hung in the air unanswered. Even through the rumbling, she held out hope.

	Then, Radu the Marzban extended his own hand return.

	Raising his palm to her as if to squeeze her head from afar. “King’s Gaze.”

	From around him, his aura began to extend like a mantle, smothering Homa’s own.

	Dark green tendrils leaped out from him and coiled around Homa like snakes.

	“Homa, you will return to Tower Eight. You will help the Shimii to return to safety.”

	Homa’s tiny tail ceased fluttering, her ears drooped, her posture started to slouch.

	She struggled as if trying to speak but unable to– she was unable to resist him.

	His dark green aura tinted her own, flooding her with unbearable hopelessness–

	In the next instant, Majida simply reacted, her sense of justice and outrage grown too hot.

	“HOMA, RUN! RUN NOW!”

	Vanishing from her spot, she appeared in front of Radu as if in mid-sprint.

	With her fist already wound up for a strike.

	Align one vector with my arm, use spatial control to cut the distance, and PUSH!

	Putting all her strength both physical and psionic into one punch–

	–connecting right into Radu’s armored sternum with the force of a cannon shell.

	His aura scattered in every direction like a bursting balloon as Majida struck him.

	Radu staggered back, his feet lifted and gliding over the metal floor for several seconds, before planting his greaves and going to down to one knee. That he didn’t tumble rear over head was a testament to his might, managing to grind himself to a stop. Nevertheless, a deep rift the size of Majida’s fist appeared on his mighty chestplate, exposing torn up artificial muscle and power cables and the innermost layer of armor lattice, streaked a moist red. His psionic hold over the girl was instantly broken. Majida stood between him and her, her own aura beginning to expand to potentially counter his influence.

	She grinned with false confidence, looking over the outcome of the attack with fangs bared.

	Ah– I really hoped I would do more than that. Killing him would’ve been nice.

	Several of Majida’s fingers screamed with pain, feeling like hot jelly inside her gauntlet.

	Katarran power armor was fearsome stuff. Majida’s body was shaking from the effort.

	Raaya, I’m so sorry– you really married such a hot-headed and foolish woman.

	Look what I’ve gotten us into, playing the hero for some kitten. Allah give me strength.

	She glanced behind herself and saw Homa take off running as fast as her legs could sustain.

	That kid had really put her in a spot. Majida could only hope she was running back to Leija.

	But she couldn’t be responsible for her anymore. She had done all she could for her now.

	As Radu moved to stand, he reached behind his back and withdrew a folded vibro-weapon.

	Grinning, Majida outstretched her arms, a growing pyrokinetic fire in each of her palms.

	“No onlookers. I can put an end to your legend as viciously as I desire.” She said.

	“You are nothing but a pathetic imitation, with none of His grace and majesty.” Radu spat.

	Radu engaged his vibro-halberd, and Majida felt a vicious excitement overcome her.

	”Your meaningless defiance dooms all of our kin. I will impress upon you the order of things, Mahdist.”

	Majida grinned. ”Rashidist scum always bending the knee to some reprobate. I’ll burn your order down.”

	

	

	Danger! Danger!

	“I know! I’m running!”

	Homa clutched the necklace in hand and ran as fast as her abused legs could muster.

	She was crying from such a depth in her heart, she had no idea how many more tears could be left, it felt like she would cry blood next. Sorrow in her chest like tight thorny coils constricting her heart and lungs. Her entire body was a knot of pain, but nothing hurt more in that moment than her heart or spirit or whatever it could be called. She couldn’t believe it– it was just too painful. She was heartbroken.

	Why, Radu– why would the Marzban–

	He was supposed to be a hero!

	He was supposed to stand up for the Shimii!

	Radu the Marzban, stalking the deep oceans and dark shadows of the Imbrium, punishing the Imbrians, raiding those who hurt or exploited the Shimii, giving his treasures to the needy folk and protecting their homes. Where had that man gone? Had he ever even existed? Hadn’t he saved Homa’s life? Hadn’t he protected Leija when she was in danger too? Had it all been just lies all along?

	“He’s just following the Volkisch’s twisted plan! They’re not going to do anything!”

	What did Homa care if he thought about her safety personally? If he cared about her?

	“He’s a monster! All of his rhetoric! Majida was right! He’s nothing but a fraud!”

	She could understand Imani– Imani was supposed to be the villain, wasn’t she?

	And maybe– maybe Imani was just an idiot swept up in things like Homa was!

	But what happened to the hero? Why wouldn’t Radu move a muscle to stop the crisis?

	If he wasn’t going to stop the tragedy befalling the station, Homa could only hate him!

	In that moment, her entire heart hated him! She hated him and she couldn’t stand him!

	All of his stupid legends, his mythical deeds, the great bandit, the bringer of retribution!

	Instead he wanted the Shimii to return to their ghetto as the station collapsed around them!

	“Bastard! Useless, worthless evil bastard! You’re no hero! You betrayed us all!”

	There were no heroes! The Shimii had no Knights, no soldiers! It was all stupid fantasies!

	Even the armor-clad legend from the Shimii’s heroic era stood back and let all this happen!

	I’m such an idiot! I kept thinking there was anything to the fact that he saved me!

	Homa grit her teeth. She barely knew where she was running– it was all automatic.

	What could she do now? What could she even do? Everything, everyone, had betrayed her!

	You Are Courageous.

	In her mind, that gentle voice to which she had no answer.

	Homa paused, standing in front of the elevator down from the Pavilion.

	She saw a group of Shimii trickling in from the tram station.

	Where she was, she could still get to B.S.W. She could still confront Kitty herself.

	Follow Your Heart.

	Homa.

	That little voice had so much trouble pronouncing her name.

	It was the most tinny and unnatural thing it had said. Like it was making a huge effort.

	Homa smiled to herself.

	Whatever it was– it really did believe in her, didn’t it?

	“I’m going crazy, little guy– but you’re really the only one who followed me here, huh?”

	She was just talking to herself. There was no ‘little guy’. Her necklace couldn’t speak.

	But the idea that she wasn’t alone after all gave her comfort and even courage.

	Without even wondering whether the elevator was operational, she set her destination.

	Down to the habitat below, across a hall, to a service elevator, down to the grimy depths.

	Somehow, everything was still operating. Her luck had held out.

	Homa made her way as fast as she could down to Bertrand Shore Works’ ramp.

	She covered her mouth immediately at the sight she uncovered there.

	A war zone, dominated by the scent of smoke and metal. That metal both the spent shells on the ground and from the iron in the copiously running blood. At the bottom of the ramp, the main bulkhead into B.S.W.’s dockyard had been blown open. There was a collection of human bodies in dark uniforms, collapsed at the door, collapsed at the walls around it, with a leg out of the door, with a leg or an arm peeking into the door and only hints of a red mess beyond it. Blood and bits pooled at the bottom of the ramp, a sea of unmentionable fractions belonging to once-whole bodies. On the wall across from the shattered bulkhead, were hundreds of marks the size of Homa’s fist left on the thick metal.

	Dead bodies– so many dead men. Homa raised her hand to cover both mouth and nose rather than the mouth alone. Slowly, as if she feared rousing the ruined bodies, she moved forward step by step. Along with the bodies there was all sorts of equipment thrown about. Discarded assault rifles and grenade launchers, riot shields splintered to pieces. There were bits of drones scattered around, stray rotors and camera bodies and eerie cylinders on shattered legs and wings with flashing LEDs that made Homa fear them being undetonated mines or bombs. She could barely stand to look at any of it.

	She neared the bulkhead, step by tenuous step, keeping her head level, to avoid them—

	Near the door–

	she felt a touch.

	Homa screamed and leaped back and nearly the dropped the knife in her free hand.

	Off to the side of the bulkhead was a man, staring up at her, eyes foggy.

	“Turrets.” He mumbled. “Turrets. Out there.”

	His shoulder shook, but he could not move his arms anymore.

	Unlike many of the bodies around him, he was not missing limbs or turned to paste.

	However, he had dark-red, viciously bleeding wounds on his chest.

	Homa knelt down in a sudden impulse of human sympathy–

	Before seeing the red and white armband emblazoned with a black symbol on the man’s uniform.

	She nearly fell to the floor behind herself, standing up to full height clumsily.

	That symbol greatly troubled any sympathy she was feeling. She could not help him.

	Peeling herself from the sight, she stacked next to the open door.

	From her pocket, she withdrew the guard’s flashlight she had picked up and threw it.

	It didn’t make it to the other side of the door before a shell sailed across the door.

	Breaking up into pieces on the opposing wall and splitting the flashlight in two.

	Homa covered her face, but her reaction would’ve been useless, had there been a blast of shrapnel she would have already been pierced before she could even bring up her hands. Regardless she could not fight her instinct, so she huddled quietly beside the door as if time would heal her invisible wounds. 

	When she finally worked up the guts to move again, she cried out.

	“Kitty! Kitty, it’s Homa! Please stop the shooting! All the men here are dead!”

	She yelled in the direction of the bulkhead, unable to look through it.

	“Kitty please! I just want to talk to you! I came all this way! Please!”

	Homa thought she heard laughter, faintly, from the direction of B.S.W.

	“Run through quickly.”

	Kitty had raised her voice, but it was still barely audible.

	Regardless, Homa took the chance she got. If Kitty was lying then this was it.

	On the literal threshold toward the potential end of her life.

	Eyes shut, teeth grit, head down, Homa ran headlong out of the bulkhead.

	Her legs screamed from the effort, her arms, her stomach, everything hurt immensely.

	Every effort was pure agony, sweat like cold razors down her back, burning nerves.

	But that pain meant she was still alive, still running forward.

	She opened her eyes, and quickly shut them again.

	All around Kitty’s yacht were katarrans in a similar state to the men in the ramp.

	Around their bodies were the remains of what seemed like dozens of drones.

	Atop the yacht, Kitty’s cannon turret continued to watch the bulkhead silently.

	Through snatches of vision, Homa made it past the charnel house and around the Yacht.

	Doubling over on the open space where she had been working on the Yacht’s paint job.

	Gasping for breath, sweat dripping down her face and stinging her eyes.

	Through the haze of exhaustion she finally saw her.

	Kitty McRoosevelt, sitting with her back to the yacht. Her blond hair disheveled, her coat over her lap and legs, soaked in blood. She had a ruggedized suitcase-computer, perhaps for the turret controls. Across her cheek was a deep gash that streaked the lower left side of her face with blood. Her shirt looked like she had spit up on herself. There were signs of chaos around her. More unfortunate Katarrans. More drone remains. Dozens of blackened spots on the floor, even small holes. Explosive munitions? Homa did not know enough about weapons to put together what could have happened in more detail.

	She still had her life, but she was standing among the dead.

	There was no processing this for her battered brain. Her head was blank of anything.

	Anything, except–

	“Kitty. Please stop all of this. Please order your men to fix the core and leave.”

	From the floor, Kitty scanned her face for a moment. She smiled.

	“It crossed my mind. Once or twice. But they won’t listen to me– not anymore.”

	Homa closed her fists and shouted.

	“Don’t make excuses! You’re the boss of these people aren’t you? Make them stop!”

	It was childish. It was always a childish, simplistic fantasy.

	To think there was any “stopping” what had been unleashed here.

	“Those soldiers in the Core Pylon are resolved to leave only in caskets.”

	As if to demonstrate the depth of the crisis–

	Kitty briefly moved aside the suitcase computer,

	and the coat she had on her lap,

	just enough to show Homa,

	how her legs, or what remained of them,

	were no longer part,

	of what was recognizable as Kitty McRoosevelt.

	“There’s so much blood.” Homa gasped. Her mind reeled. She only retained a glimpse.

	And even then. That blurry red and brown and black photograph in her memory.

	Was the most horrible thing she had ever seen up close and in detail.

	“I’m going to die, Homa.” Kitty said. She hid her wounds again.

	Faced with the severity of Kitty’s situation, Homa could not barrage her with all of the admonishments and hatred that she had planned to unleash. There was no point to it anymore. For Homa, the most hateful little thing she was capable of in that moment was that she suppressed the idea of offering to get Kitty medical attention. She knew in her condition, with how much blood she had lost, and God knew how deep her injuries truly went, it was pointless to offer or to withhold such an offer. 

	It made no difference either way– just the same as attacking her rhetorically.

	Instead, Homa felt nothing but pure, crushingly silencing misery.

	She couldn’t even ask ‘why’? She couldn’t even ask ‘what for’?

	Why did I get jerked around like this? Why did she have to hurt everyone so much?

	For what cause; for what creed. It didn’t matter. And she became afraid to say it.

	As if those questions had a devastatingly pointless answer that would kill her to hear.

	Kitty averted her gaze. When she looked off into the distance, even with all her wounds.

	She looked beautiful. Tragically beautiful and peaceful. 

	Like someone– who shouldn’t have done this. Who should have been better than this.

	“Homa, I wish that I could say that I’m dying without regrets, because maybe it would assuage your tender little heart. I thought that I was hard enough, that I had fully prepared myself for it– but death has broken me.” She lifted a weak arm, holding herself. Weeping. “I’m so scared. At first, it hurt so bad. I thought I would die of shock. But now it’s numb. All of my guts are cold below this suitcase. Don’t let anyone tell you they can stare death in the face and laugh, Homa. They just don’t know– your own death will be so much different than when you see others die, even others that you deeply love. It’s so terrifying– I wish I could turn back the clock on all of it, Homa. I really, truly, wish I could.”

	Homa averted her own gaze from Kitty.

	“Don’t talk so much. It’ll only make it worse.” Homa said.

	Maybe she meant Kitty’s injuries. Maybe she meant her own instead.

	At that moment, her thoughts were so mixed up that she didn’t even know.

	“I was fucked up from the start.” Kitty said. “You were a poor little thing, Homa, you had no choices, but I had everything the world could give. My family had humble wealth, we were a military family with connections, we were on the cusp of being a political family. I wanted adventure, thrills, to hold people’s lives in my hand like pieces in a game. I thought I was on top of the world and invincible. With all of the might of the greatest country in the world behind me. But I was fucked up from the start, Homa. I was never good. I was never going to be good. Because I chose to do all of this, and nothing else.”

	“Shut up.” Homa said. Speaking through renewed sobs. “You’re not dead yet are you?”

	“I am dead, Homa. Maybe you have the power to talk to corpses. Because I’m truly dead.”

	Kitty’s arm struggled to move, but she produced something from the pocket of her coat.

	A little black plastic gadget with a laser emitter. It scanned Homa’s face.

	She put it on the ground and then slid it toward Homa. It stopped short of her boots.

	“I’ve been dead since the beginning. I have a dead woman’s name. But you’re alive, Homa.”

	In that moment, the station rumbled again. It was stronger at B.S.W. than at the Pavilion.

	B.S.W. was closer to the ocean. All of the shockwaves from the munitions were closer too.

	“Homa. The Volkisch are going to attack this place again and again. I expect there will be more suicide drones deployed. My turret is on its last drum of ammunition, and I’m a dead woman. You still have a chance at life. You can either run into the station interstice, or back the way you came, but in either direction, you will still be stuck inside here, without any power or hope, beset by enemies.”

	She looked over her shoulder at the berths and smiled.

	“Homa. You need to go out there. It’ll be risky– but I can help you escape into the water.”

	Those words broke Homa out of her stupor.

	Escape.

	Into the water.

	Leave Kreuzung and sail out into the open ocean. Wasn’t that what she wanted?

	It felt so long ago, that wish of hers, it felt like a fantasy from another era.

	“Can you do something for me, Homa?” Kitty asked.

	Homa bent down to pick up the little gadget Kitty had slid toward her.

	“What is it?” Homa asked.

	Kitty smiled at her again. She looked strangely serene.

	From the pocket of her coat, she withdrew a ring. A simple silver band.

	She put it on her finger.

	With that finger, she pointed weakly. Her gentle smile turned into a sharp grin.

	“My gun ended up over there. Those drones are scary stuff. Can you bring it to me?”

	Homa looked and found the gun on the ground.

	She knew what it meant, but she was completely numb. She couldn’t object to it.

	Almost mindlessly, she walked over to the gun, picked it up, and walked to Kitty.

	Silent, with distant eyes, she handed Kitty the pistol and Kitty took it.

	Her hands were shaking harder than ever.

	“Homa.” Kitty’s voice was starting to slur. “Is there a Shimii prayer you can say for me?”

	Those words turned to leaden weights in the pit of Homa’s stomach.

	She had never learned much Fusha or practiced many prayers.

	Whether or not Kitty deserved them, Homa could not fulfill this wish.

	“I understand. It’s okay.” Kitty said. “Homa, do you think I’ll see her again?”

	She showed Homa the ring on her finger again. Homa understood the implication.

	Homa Baumann was certain that if there was a blazing fire for evildoers in the afterlife, then Kitty McRoosevelt would be burning in it. No matter what Homa herself wanted in that moment because of her soft heart and how unjust she felt this entire situation was to everyone. Kitty was absolutely hellbound. Perhaps Kitty’s wife would comfort her in the fire of their own making. Perhaps there was nothing hereafter but darkness that was so impenetrable that their souls would never find each other.

	Follow Your Heart.

	Once again, that gentle little voice had spoken. Homa said what she wanted to say.

	“You will.” Homa said. There was little emotion behind it. She couldn’t muster any.

	Kitty smiled rapturously. It was this smile, this euphoria, that told Homa the ultimate truth.

	She really was going to die. She was dying right now. Maybe– she really was dead already.

	In front of Homa’s eyes, was the joyous dead woman, Kitty McRoosevelt.

	“Homa, turn around, and put the key I have given you into a hole in the back of my yacht. That will open up the cargo chamber and stand up a vehicle for you. I know for a fact that you can make use of it. Take it and go now. Don’t turn around even once. I don’t want you to remember me like this. From now on, your destiny is out in that ocean. If you want to stop this– then rise up above Kreuzung. Find the Cruiser Eisenhower. There is a recording loaded on the machine. Play it for them, please.”

	Homa stood, paralyzed, in front of Kitty.

	Then she heard the autocannon above them fire a shot.

	“Homa! Turn around and go! Don’t die here! Don’t turn back!“ Kitty shouted.

	In a panic, Homa did turn from Kitty and run to the back of the yacht.

	She found the obvious hole in the yacht’s flat stern section and inserted the key.

	One last time, the key scanned her face from inside the hole with its laser.

	Then, the back of Kitty’s yacht began to open, as if unpacking a metal giftbox. Side walls separated at acute angles from the stern plates which lifted overhead, while the floor extended a pair of scaffolds that rolled something out onto the floor of the dockyard and then stood it up, nearly seven meters tall. To think that this was all the “junk” they had casually detected was in Kitty’s yacht and kept under confidentiality. It was a gantry– a gantry for a full-fledged military combat Diver.

	Homa found herself in its shadow, looking up in a trance.

	Her Volker had been practically nothing but a cockpit with arms, legs, a head and the thrusters. 

	This was a fully armored military machine with military-grade weaponry and systems. A broad chassis with an angled chestplate tapered into a waist connecting two hip thrusters and the legs to intakes with armored caps. It had sleeker arms than those of the Volker but better armored, with elegant plates patching several gaps. It had a more aggressive and angular profile while maintaining the look of a squat, stanced human with heavy shoulders and a helmeted, visored head atop the chest.

	Unlike the Volker, which had a rounded backpack, the backpack equipped on this unit was rectangular and more substantial. Intakes were located on the backpack itself, as well as on the shoulders, and the jets that extended from behind the shoulders and pack almost looked like wings. Two long, rectangular pieces of equipment were attached to each side of the backpack, and there were weapons on a magnetic strip just below the backpack too. A long arm and a folding vibroaxe perhaps. Homa had never seen anything like it. Everything looked so sturdy and tightly packaged, but it looked so much more powerful.

	Painted a stark white with red accents. Towering over the bobtailed Shimii.

	When she took a step toward it, she saw the laser on the yacht sweep over her face again.

	As if in response, the unit bent down to its knees, and the gantry released several cables.

	On the Diver, the chestplate split in half to reveal the cockpit, as if beckoning her inside.

	Homa stared at the titan of metal in front of her.

	Looking down at her own feet and weeping. Wiping her tears for more to take their place.

	Leija–

	Leija and all of the Shimii of Tower Eight. She really was going to leave them behind.

	“I’m sorry, Leija. I’m really sorry. I’ll– I’ll promise– I’ll see you again. I promise.”

	All of this time, everything that happened. And they wouldn’t get to talk at all.

	It was so stupid, but she really wanted to see her again. She wanted to thank her.

	Despite everything that happened. Homa wished she could see Leija again.

	But if Homa ran back or stayed here she would be killed by the Volkisch.

	Kitty was right. Homa had no place to go but forward. Nowhere to turn back to anymore.

	She climbed up into the open cockpit and took her seat between the controls.

	Just as the cockpit closed around her, she thought she heard a gunshot ring out.

	Homa would not entertain her imagination of what had happened.

	Within seconds of the cockpit doors sealing, her face lit up with the boot-up screens.

	Symbols of the Republic of Alayze flashed by. Homa’s eyes darted between them.

	Red, white and blue flags; a sigil of an eagle grasping arrows, surrounded by a wreath.

	An owl behind a shield; E Pluribus Unum. Finally, the OS booted with unit designations.

	A logo for the manufacturer, RAYHEED. A stylized blue and white star.

	2nd Generation Model RYHD-08 S.E.A.L “Soldier of Enterprise and Liberty: Delta.”

	Heavy Assault Platform was the unit role. She was just mindlessly reading things.

	“Freedom and peace, even if it costs our souls.”

	Homa read the motto and it sent a chill down her spine. She gripped the control sticks.

	Tested the pedals, disengaged the acceleration locks, checked the battery and fuel levels.

	With a slight tilt, she moved the machine– made it stand upright.

	That sense of shifting metal around her, movement, mechanical, kinetic.

	She faced the open berth in front of her and the darkness beyond it.

	Kitty must have set the berths to two-way automatic entry. Homa could escape into the ocean.

	Her eyes scanned her various cameras, the screen with the weapons display.

	She took in a deep breath. This wasn’t a dream, or a fantasy. Her body was screaming at her too much for that to be the case. Her brain reeled with all that she had seen, in the span of hours she felt like everything in her life had been broken to pieces she could not put back together. Now there was death at every turn. She wanted to scream, to cry even more, but she couldn’t wait any longer.

	It was a nightmare–

	But she was no longer entirely powerless within the grasp of the schemers around her.

	Feeling a rising sense of urgency, of catharsis, pain and adrenaline mixed–

	“Homa Baumann, S.E.A.L. Delta! Launching!”

	Homa cried out as heroically as she could and the Delta threw itself forward into the berth.

	As soon as it closed behind her, and as soon as the exterior door began to flood.

	She slammed on her pedals and pushed her control sticks forward with all her strength.

	Surging out of Kreuzung and into the chaotic Imbrium ocean outside the walls.

	

	

	Over Kreuzung’s aquaspace, ten ships of the Republic Navy had descended into the crater. Long, boxy profiles with heavily armored prows, thick conning towers and fins, unmistakably utilitarian and mass produced. Their main distinguishing feature were their unmoving rows of cannons which were built into the prow and not on turrets, with limited facing. It was only this weakness which allowed Kreuzung’s defenders to cling on as long as they had during the raid and resist the attackers.

	Volkisch patrol cutters and a single Frigate, “flagship” of Kreuzung’s local defense fleet, rounded the towers and the core station, keeping mobile and coordinating dozens of Divers to slow the Republic’s advance. The Republic deployed their own mecha defensively as they attempted and partially succeeded in descending several vessels in between the eastern towers, Three, Four and Five. 

	A couple of Republic Frigates managed to break through to the seafloor along with a Troopship while the rest of the force remained mobile and covered the aquaspace higher in the water table. But their entry into the tower was on the opposite side of the complex, at B.S.W. near Tower Eight. And every meter was proving hard fought as the raiders attempted to wind around the southern towers.

	Then, just when it seemed like the Republic might have the upper hand, more enemies appeared on the sonar. Unbeknownst to the Republic, they had been compromised, and there would be more enemies than the Patrol fleet coming from all directions. Headed their way first was a Ritter class Cruiser, able to fight ton to ton with any ship in the Republic fleet, the Greater Imbria. Alongside it was a strange vessel, shaped almost like a black manta ray, long with a roughly diamond shaped chassis that tapered into wings housing numerous thrusters, its round deck bearing numerous gun emplacements.

	Experimental stealth vessel Mrudah, pride of the Zabaniyah fleet.

	Because of its profile and relative quiet compared to the expectedly noisy Greater Imbria, the Republic found it hard to tell the position or even the existence of the Mrudah until it was upon them. The Republic’s Cruiser and remaining Frigates prepared to meet the Greater Imbria specifically, and cannons once again traded blows directly over Kreuzung’s waters, sending great shockwaves below. The arriving Volkisch forces began to accelerate, hoping to take advantage of their turrets against the stationary guns of the Republic ships, while the Republicans relied on their massed raw firepower.

	“For fuck’s sakes! Shoot faster! Didn’t we have the cannons retuned?”

	Heidelinde Sawyer heaped abuse on her gunners as the Greater Imbria shook around her. 

	There were no direct hits, but the amount of ordnance hurtling the Cruiser’s way was unnerving. The Volkisch were on edge, and Sawyer nearly jumped when Rue Skalbeck called her name.

	“Sturmbannführer! We’ve got a communication from the Mrudah!” shouted the adjutant.

	“Put it on for me! The rest of you, I don’t want to see a wasted second in our barrage!”

	Regardless of her misgivings, Sawyer then received and accepted a set of battle orders.

	The Greater Imbria would continue to engage and draw attention. Meanwhile, from the depths of the Mrudah, the main force of the Volkisch Shimii Zabaniyah got underway, dropping in a dozen Divers from numerous deployment chutes. At long last arriving to fulfill their intentions for Kreuzung.

	“Model RM/SF-15X Muawiya. Vesna Nasser, launching.”

	

	

	 


10.8

	“It seems hopeless right now, but we are beginning to turn the tide.”

	Raul von Drachen reassured his bedraggled-looking intelligence staff, all of whom looked at him with dire expressions before returning to their tasks. Around him, every monitor had some scene of pure chaos. Dozens of dead bodies in failed frontal assaults on B.S.W. dock; some kind of Shimii-related altercation out of Tower Eight that led to tram hijackings and confrontations with the K.P.S.D; all of the concerted ship to ship and diver to diver fighting around the towers themselves which was already inflicting some infrastructure damage; and the continuing presence of armed forces in Kreuzung’s Core Pylon. 

	It was all darkness and no dawn thus far for them.

	He would have described every front of this situation as “fluid.” In the most polite terms.

	“Inform the K.P.S.D. that they will suffer retribution from the 7th Fleet if they harm the Shimii from Tower Eight.” Von Drachen told his subordinates. “I am but the messenger and that is my only role, but we have about 10,000 Shimii troops bound for here, and Violet Lehner is very fond of the culture.”

	“Sir, the K.P.S.D is voluntarily withdrawing from the southeastern Kreuzung blocks.”

	One of the intelligence agents described an unfolding situation–

	“It’s probably a coincidence sir, but after the Shimii began their exodus from Tower Eight, a heavily armed group engaged the K.P.S.D lines in the western interstice. They have military grade weapons. K.P.S.D tactical teams are being moved to prevent them from escaping through the southwest main bulkhead. They don’t seem to be trying to stop the Shimii anymore sir. So we may not need to warn them after all.”

	How serendipitous! Everything was starting to look up for the Volkisch!

	At least, in the long-term strategic lens.

	Anything that befell the K.P.S.D. was ultimately good for the Volkisch forces.

	They only needed to hang on enough to prevent a total collapse of order in the station.

	And only long enough for the rest of the Volkisch’s reinforcements to arrive.

	“Interesting. A heavily armed group openly engaging the K.P.S.D?” Von Drachen said.

	“There is a Cruiser size ship fighting out of the conveyor belt. It’s very strange.”

	Because it was the K.P.S.D’s operational area, the Volkisch did not have good visibility.

	Von Drachen would have to review the K.P.S.D. footage after this was all over.

	“Why does the K.P.S.D not simply let them go?”

	“Sir, I think the K.P.S.D is trying to justify its continued existence at this point.”

	“What is your name?”

	Raul von Drachen smiled at the female officer, a middle aged woman with beige hair tied into a bun and a very conservative approach to her uniform. She looked up at him bashfully from her chair and took a moment before answering. “Sir? My name is Josephine Reim. I’m– nobody important, sir.” She said.

	“You are keen and a hard worker. I will be sure to put in a good word for you.”

	“Um. Thank you sir.”

	He turned to face the screens again. There was little they could do at Laurentius anymore.

	Von Drachen had accomplished his tasks to their bare minimum. That was good enough.

	All he could do was observe, with a great unearned pride in his calm inaction.

	Now it was all up to Vesna Nasser to sort out the rest, in the waters of the Imbrium.

	

	

	First and most immediately, she realized she was going much faster than she ever had.

	Piloting a machine without battery-saving modes and impositions on fuel usage and parts wastage allowed Homa Baumann the freedom to squeeze every last bit of performance out of the components. As soon as she escaped Kreuzung’s core station and emerged into the waters of the Imbrium Ocean she plunged into an incredibly fast dive, unaware that her peak acceleration and slightly downward angle would carry her so far down so fast. Pulling back on her control sticks, she arrested her momentum quickly, the density of the water helping her to stop completely just above baseplate.

	She realized that this machine felt entirely different to pilot than her Volker.

	“If I can’t get the hang of this I’ll just get myself killed. I should do an equipment check.”

	Homa was never unaware of the danger she was in. Off in the distance, her acoustic sensors passively warned her of the dozens of explosions, some of the largest of which generated shockwaves that carried even as far down as where she stood, gently rolling over the hull of her mech but still perceptible. Her combat computer overlaid large yellow targeting boxes on her screen to show her the estimated direction of targets generating large amounts of noise. Nevertheless, Homa stood still in the water.

	Going through her controls, extending her arms, twisting the joints, moving the legs.

	Boosting, briefly up and briefly back down.

	She made a few adjustments to the control sticks and pedals now that she was in the water.

	When it came to movement, she was fairly versed in it. She was also handy with Diver melee weapons.

	She hoped it wouldn’t come down to shooting the gun– but she felt ready to do it if needed.

	In a few minutes, she mapped the limitations and natural habits of the machine that she could observe from its reaction to her controls. It was heavier than the stripped-down Volker she piloted for old Bertrand, and yet, its range of movements was greater, its arms were more flexible, it could execute pretty tight turns, it could accelerate much more quickly to a higher top speed. She needed to know all of these things if she was going to effectively pilot it up above, where there was an actual battle. Homa had no illusions about winning battles, but at least she could take advantage of the agility she had to avoid danger and make her way to the Eisenhower as Kitty had told her. She could stop all of this.

	Sitting back in her chair, breathing in. Sweat-soaked, tear-stained, fatigued, hurting.

	Homa had never felt the enclosure of a Diver as much as she did in that moment.

	Because Kreuzung had become forbidden to her. She could not go back where she came.

	Docking at B.S.W. again was out of the question. And now that she was out here in this machine, she had become more of an enemy to the Volkisch authorities than ever before. Homa could no longer envision going back to Kreuzung. Materially, of course; but even psychologically as well. She had left home and could not turn back, not now. So she only had one direction in which she could go.

	And therefore, no safety net. Only the walls of the Delta to keep the water out.

	She raised a hand from her left stick briefly and put it to her head, sighing.

	“Your longest day isn’t over yet, Homa Baumann. Concentrate. It’s all to play for now.”

	She tried to psyche herself up, but there was no humor to be had.

	This was the grimmest situation she had ever been in. It was nothing short of nightmarish.

	That girlish impulse to make light of things and try to act cool couldn’t make a dent in it.

	She saw herself briefly in one of the dark monitors, eyes distant, hair disheveled.

	In her mind there was a nasty flashback– to Kitty McRoosevelt’s gory wounds–

	Homa cringed. “At least I don’t want to end up like that. Let’s just go!”

	Her destination was over a kilometer above.

	At the site of the naval battle between the Republic and the Volkisch.

	Homa slammed her pedals, pulled her sticks back, and the Delta launched skyward.

	Water rushed past her, her main camera faced the endless, dark Imbrium. There was no sign of a sky, she could only tell she was rising because she was close enough to the main tower to see the steel structures on its exterior, the laser router contact points and the gates and bridges and berth doors and other landmarks, descending rapidly past her. Marine fog and tiny animals swept down at her. Held breaths as if any second she would see a change, as if the waters would part to let her through.

	On the edge of the screen a flashing red box appeared noting the direction of an attack.

	A flurry of shells detonated around Homa, forcing her to cease climbing and turn sharply.

	Homa traced the intensifying lines of gunfire to a trio of distant Divers quickly closing in.

	Each shell exploded into a shockwave that transferred gently into her body, not enough to rock her Diver individually but since there were dozens of shells the continuous shaking unsettled her. Grazes and near-impacts on her armor chipped away at it, not enough to penetrate, but in aggregate she was taking damage. Homa could not tell the caliber but each vapor bubble resulting from the detonations grew to about the size of her head in an instant before collapsing. Her cameras filled with water vapor from the detonations, over and behind and beside her as she swung a semi-circular turn out of her climb.

	When the Divers came closer, Homa saw they were the Volkisch Sturmvolker model.

	Volkers were known for their rotund armor that made them almost cartoonish, but the Volkisch Sturmvolkers made away with the bathyspheric chassis. Instead, rectangular plates of light armor were packed tight around the square cockpit, and square shoulders and hip joints were added to attach the arms and legs, the silhouette resembling her stripped down Volker. A new, sleeker, more aggressive head was used instead of the traditional Volker head, with more cameras and some helmet armor, and the whole thing was painted black and armed. Homa had seen them around Kreuzung on patrols and saw them on the news as well. She learned about them from a news program, in fact.

	Those were not full-length, high-caliber rifles they were holding, but compact bullpups.

	Despite this, the hail of automatic fire they were capable of had Homa on edge.

	They had come in guns blazing and were repositioning to give chase as she tried to escape.

	The Delta was in surprisingly good condition despite all the gunfire, but she couldn’t underestimate them.

	Homa tried to give them a wider berth, using her superior acceleration to speed far around them and hoping to find an opening to continue her climb, but gunfire shadowed every meter that she gained on them. She could accelerate faster than them and had a higher top speed, but they were light and quick themselves, with good aim. The speed difference was not enough for her to simply ignore them.

	She grit her teeth, feeling vibrations in her cockpit as the exploding bullets inched closer.

	Her hands were both shaken and shaking on her control sticks.

	She tried to twist suddenly from horizontal movement to vertical, shooting up–

	Quickly aborting and diving away from further gunfire.

	“Ugh!”

	Those three figures existing in her cameras only as red boxes swerving in the water.

	They filled her eyes entirely with the flashing yellow-red blasts of their shells.

	Long lines of bubbles cut into the water before the inevitable explosions.

	There were so many bullets, and they were beginning to coordinate their shooting.

	All of the black lightless water turned to white vapor around her. Shockwaves intensified.

	Explosions trailed closer and closer– a direct impact rocked her cockpit–

	Her chest tightened. She was giving it everything– and she still couldn’t break free–

	And the sky remained barred from her.

	Chaos still unfolding; time still ticking–

	She had to stop it! She had to!

	“I’ve had it. I’ve had it! You asked for this!”

	Homa quickly lifted her hands from her control stick and tapped a touchscreen.

	On her magnetic strip, the “GA2 30mm Machine Gun” released.

	She reached the Delta’s arm behind its back, taking the weapon into one hand. Its stock extended and locked into a slot on the Delta’s arm for stability in one-handed firing. A box-like weapon lock burst from around the barrel into the water around the Delta. An ammunition counter and heat indicator appeared on the weapon status monitor just below her line of sight as the weapon armed.

	“I’m not fucking afraid of you!”

	One fluid motion; Homa cut the acceleration suddenly and spun the Delta around.

	Her gun sight traveled over one of the red boxes as she smashed her triggers down.

	In seconds, the XM2 flashed and sent a barrage of dozens of shells slicing across the water.

	Two of the Sturmvolker boosted in opposite directions away from the shells, but the unit in the center of the formation caught six high-velocity shells in its midsection, the barrage falling almost squarely on its position. From the distance she was firing Homa could not tell what kind of damage she had done, but the behavior of the unit told her everything she needed. Immediately ceasing movement, it drifted slowly downward and Homa’s flashing red enemy overlay contracted and separated from it to follow the remaining two units, ignoring the stricken one. Homa turned her attention away from it as well.

	Her remaining enemies arced away from her in opposite directions, one soaring upward and one spiraling downward as if twin jaws trying to put her in a vice. All the while their guns flashed in the distance and continued to put dozens of tiny blasts near her. Homa tracked them only on her computer with just the faintest visual impression of their actual, physical forms on her various displays. 

	After firing, Homa charged at full speed while remaining between the two units, swerving from side to side and up and down while carrying as much speed as she could through her corrections.

	Unlike them, however, she had the advantage of vastly greater firepower.

	Her machine gun had a higher rate of fire, more ammunition and bigger shells.

	In the middle of a quick climb to avoid the gunfire from below, Homa flipped the Delta, which had been facing down, such that it was now facing the opponent above while still moving at full speed away from it. On her back, gliding across the water at over 60 knots, Homa aimed for the center of the red overlay box drawn on her monitor, distantly overhead, and squeezed down the trigger for her machine gun.

	A few seconds of pressure and her weapon erupted into bursts of dozens of shells.

	She could see the lines cut into the water linking her to the target, the rhythmic booming of the detonating shells, the brief and far-off flashes of the ordnance and the water vapor expanding bubbles the size of her whole body. Her face flashed from the gun camera with every burst of gunfire, holding down the triggers and depressing when she felt it was enough. From that section of seemingly empty water that she had turned into a cloud, not a single shell answered her attack.

	“One left. One left.”

	Keeping the Delta facing skyward, Homa took the machine into a dive.

	She twisted in a spiral motion and her enemy climbed in an attempt to go level with her.

	Jerking out of the dive, Homa once again cut all speed and stopped with the enemy in sight.

	“Get out of my way! You bastards are just making everything worse!”

	Homa depressed her triggers–

	This time, however, the Volker was within the 60 meters or so where Homa could see it.

	It did not change that she ruthlessly opened fire–

	But the results were immediately evident.

	Firing until the machine gun’s 200 round pack magazine clicked empty and detached.

	Watching the Sturmvolker distort under her brutal gunfire.

	In that moment, Homa felt like her once-pristine soul had dirtied, the glass edifice of her inner beauty had a crack put it in. Blow after blow from her 30 mm shells, each of which was half the size of her arm and detonated into a blast bigger than herself. Pieces of metal went flying, holes punctured into the cockpit, the limbs of the machine were thrown in every direction, its head smashed to pieces, fading vapor clouds revealing the mangled thing drifting into the dark. A red mix streamed from inside the chest, perhaps lubricants, perhaps blood and gore or both. That violence had been so easy and instant to unleash.

	Homa stood with her eyes wide open as the red targeting box vanished.

	Breathing deeply, sweat trailing down her nose and lips.

	She had killed them. She had killed them all. Fired on them and killed them–

	Like they weren’t even human– they were just things in metal bodies– herself too–?

	Suddenly another red box flashed at the edges of her vision.

	Hitting all of her boosters in a panic, Homa threw herself out of the way–

	As a sword sliced past her swung from a sleek, sharp, triangular chassis with a sharp face.

	She barely had a moment to think before more bullets came flying in her direction.

	Everything shook around Homa as several rounds exploded just off her cockpit.

	Gritting her teeth, she slammed the pedals and thrust upward at an angle.

	For a split second, she caught the assailant on her cameras, claws, sword, shoulder gun–

	Second generation close combat model, Jagd, painted Volkisch black.

	That one she had heard about in school– there had been a demonstration–

	A roughly triangular, long-armed and short-legged, light and fast killing machine–

	School was too distant to think about. It was life or death now.

	Within the next breath, the agile Diver had shot up toward sky with her, and with the initiative and better control than the scared Shimii girl the pilot of that vicious machine got within distance again, swiping its vibroblade arm just below her legs. All the while the autocannon on its shoulder dispensed dozens of rounds of a smaller caliber, much like the bullpups that the Volkers had been carrying. 

	Homa’s armor could withstand the blows but she had already taken several shots and each one of them rattled her brains in her skull and caused her stomach to churn. Her skin brimmed with fear.

	Then, with one mighty boost from all of its thrusters, the Jagd suddenly overtook Homa.

	Like a predator lunging, pouncing, one shoulder reared overhead, blade coming down.

	It was nothing like those bullets– one good swing on the cockpit and she would be dead.

	Before she even realized it, Homa had already responded out of sheer instinct.

	She withdrew her own melee weapon and instantly swung from behind herself.

	The Delta’s vibroaxe engaged with just centimeters between the cutting edge and metal.

	Chopping through the enemy’s arm and shoulder, across the cockpit, tearing the pod open.

	Froth and gore and metal spilled over all of Homa’s cameras disgorged from the machine.

	Resistance from the water arrested the Jagd’s swing, its edge bounced from her shoulder.

	Leaving a scratch as the wreck slid back from her, sword buzzing with residual vibration.

	Homa hung in the water for a second, watching the Jagd fall away from her sight.

	As quickly as it had appeared, lunging out of nowhere’s shadow with naked aggression.

	Gone, in a blink. It was a nightmare. It couldn’t be anything but a nightmare.

	Everything that she had done, all of the evidence of her violence– it was gone.

	They might as well have been phantoms. Attacking from outside her visibility, from outside the thickness of the water that prevented her from seeing farther than out than the length of Kitty’s yacht. Then falling back into it and vanishing. Aside from dissipating bubbles and water vapor, aside from the pits and dents on her armor, there was no evidence that she had enemies– that she killed humans.

	“No. Please. No more.”

	She was already hearing the familiar alert noise as a red flashing box appeared.

	More enemies. Even more enemies–

	One enemy.

	In the distance, a ship was slowly approaching, sixty meters long.

	A conical body with an angled prow and a straight, rectangular conning tower.

	Only a few guns across the hull, all of them smaller even than the station defense cannons.

	It must have been a Cutter from the patrol fleet, but it was headed right for her.

	Had she been out on a gig for Bertrand it would have been a welcome sight, a sign that she was safe and watched over, but she was fighting and killing with the rest of the maniacs involved in this chaos and so she was its enemy, and it was her enemy. Another enemy barring the way up above. Homa almost wanted to stand in place, to be shot and die and disappear with the rest of them, to cease struggling–

	On the touchscreen, her shaking fingers selected the “M78 LAW” missile on the backpack.

	As soon as it spotted her the Cutter’s double-barreled gas gun opened fire.

	Homa launched upward with a lick of solid fuel boost to avoid the attack and launched her missile.

	The defensive guns were targeting her, so they failed to shoot down the exceedingly fast projectile.

	Arcing out of her backpack and boosting toward the ship, crashing onto the top deck.

	Erupting into an explosion unlike any Homa had seen. A vapor bubble the size of the Delta itself tore open the top of the Cutter while the shockwave caused it to bob in the water like a dying fish, rocked by the sheer force. Equipment, tearing armor pieces and unmentionable objects disgorged from the orifice.

	The Imbrium’s hungry waters quickly forced their way through the Cutter. Homa watched as its once confident advance toward her came to a halt and its prow tipped toward the seafloor. Runaway pressure damage tore into the interior, nearly split the ship top to bottom as the bulkheads burst from inside out from the pressure. It careened out of sight, crashing into sandy crater below too far away for Homa to hear. On her main screen, the targeting box on the ship remained pinned on it for far too long.

	And,

	faster than Homa could fear of it

	it flashed purple for a moment rather than red.

	It was as if the ocean below Homa parted to show her a vision as clear as on land.

	Without the veil of darkness she had an impossible, terrifying visibility.

	A hideously beautiful, perfect sphere of glowing purple energy lit up the world.

	Like the core of some otherworldly weather pattern.

	Several alarm sounds, flashing alerts, boxes and overlays warned of the danger.

	Homa was entranced, staring down at the approaching purple glow.

	Spreading, rising, consuming–

	It never got far enough to devour her. Somehow, it ran out of energy with which to hate.

	Below her, a circular crater with its walls covered in a hexagonal shaped grid.

	Revealed to her for a moment before the water drowned the sight again.

	No sign of the ship, not anymore. A runaway agarthicite reaction had annihilated it.

	Everything became silent. Homa clutched her necklace. She couldn’t get herself to cry.

	“How many people staff a patrol Cutter? It’s like– It’s like sixty or seventy isn’t it?”

	In her mind, Homa had killed a hundred– no, hundreds of people. Thousands of them.

	Her shoulders and chest shook up. She thought she would vomit right on the controls.

	We’re Sorry.

	“No.” Homa’s lips trembled. “It’s not you. I– I have to get up there. I have to get up there.”

	We Believe In You.

	That almost made her weep. Almost. “Thank you. At least I– damn it. Damn it.”

	Homa interrupted herself. She had to see this through to end. She had no other choice.

	Without any further enemies to stop her, she launched skyward again with renewed haste.

	Those words which she had cut off– she had almost said, “At least I know I can fight.”

	

	

	“Ma’am, the John Brown is out of position! They are moving northeast!”

	“God damn it. They’re fleeing– of course we couldn’t count on the fucking convicts.”

	The crew held on their stations as a shockwave rolled over the hull of the Republic Cruiser Eisenhower, munitions from the Greater Imbria and the Mrudah detonating haphazardly in the waters around it. A fierce battle had begun over 100 meters above the crown of the Kreuzung Core station, its massive span and the gargantuan crater into which it was set, all forming the backdrop to the fleet’s dizzying exchange of shells and missiles. The Imbrian vessels strafed in a wide circle that prevented the Republicans from scoring direct hits with their static guns, but Republicans had six times as many cannons and rocked the waters around Kreuzung with enormous rolling barrages that shook their enemies’ bridges. 

	So far, however, they had not managed to slow them down.

	Eisenhower was the lead ship of the expedition, and its Captain was decided by democratic vote to be second in command to Kitty McRoosevelt overall, and the overarching decision-maker when it came to fleet combat. But Captain Dianne Smith had little experience guiding entire fleets. As Captain of a Cruiser she was versed in leading her ship’s barrage. She had always taken her orders from others, and now, amid a chaotic situation, she found her focus was narrowed to her ship’s barrage alone, and that she had neglected to give anything but broad orders and communications to the rest.

	She had expected the John Brown, largely staffed by the 808th Penal Battalion, to flee.

	However, this brought attention to the overall positions of her fleet’s constituent ships.

	In chasing the tails of the Greater Imbria and the Mrudah, they were beginning to move out of the range of their mutually supporting flak fire. They would become vulnerable to torpedoes and missiles if they did not regroup, even if some of the smaller ships might have a look at the enemies with their guns. Though it pained her to take the pressure off the Imbrians, she saw no other choice to survive.

	“We need to recover our formation! Tell the Frigates to tighten up on us. Send the Divers out to harass the Greater Imbria. That should keep them off our backs until we can regroup!”

	Eisenhower and its remaining three attendant Frigates began to reorient, making up for the loss of the escaping John Brown, while their half-dozen S.E.A.L. mecha made up a squadron and sortied, leaving the defensive aquaspace of their motherships. On the Eisenhower’s main screen, a map of the crater with the relative positions of their own Divers was displayed in place of the chaotic predictive imaging. Soon, information on the enemy Diver’s positions was collected and appeared on the screen too.

	“The Greater Imbria deployed two Divers, and the Mrudah deployed two additional.”

	The Eisenhower’s communications and sonar officers rattled off map updates verbally.

	“We have the numbers on them.” Dianne said. “We just have to clinch it.”

	Dianne bit the side of her gloved index finger, staring at the main screen.

	As if her sheer concentration could change anything. Her heart stirred with anticipation.

	Kitty, none of us had any choice, ever since we became trapped here.

	All of them had unloaded their responsibilities and culpability on that woman.

	And she had gladly taken it all. Even if it was resoundingly unfair. She suffered for them.

	They were a fleet of cowards. Dianne could never have deluded herself otherwise.

	But they were dangerous cowards. Cowards whom the Imbrians could not treat lightly.

	“We’re almost there.” Dianne muttered. “If we get through this–”

	“Ma’am! One Diver has broken off from the enemy formation and is headed for us.”

	“Intercept it!”

	Here’s our chance! Pile on them!

	With the advantage of numbers and a haphazard Imbrian formation, they could–

	“Ma’am– something’s wrong!”

	On the main screen, their Diver squadron had intercepted and surrounded the Imbrian diver.

	Its supporting units were hanging back, closer to the Greater Imbria–

	In moments, the S.E.A.L.’s positions stopped and became fixed in place.

	And the enemy unit continued to move.

	“How is it possible? Tell them to destroy that thing!” Dianne cried out.

	She turned to her communications officer and the woman turning pale in her seat.

	Shaking hands clutched her headphones– staring at her monitor incredulously–

	“Pass it through to me!”

	Dianne gave the order and donned her own headset, tuning into the Diver’s feeds–

	“Agh!! No! I can’t–! I can’t–!”

	“We’re going to die–! We’re going to die–!”

	“Please spare me! Please– I have a family!”

	The Captain was speechless as she heard the cries of her Diver pilots, all of whom fell into a sudden panic, screaming and begging for their lives and crying helplessly without firing a shot at the enemy. They would not respond to being hailed. On the main screen the representations of their Divers, marked by their IFF signal, began to waver and disappear one by one, the audio feeds cutting one after another with horrific atonal feedback noises. In place of each one, the lone Imbrian unit that had moved out of formation moved closer and closer as if sweeping methodically through the S.E.A.Ls killing each unit.

	That green and black Diver with heavy armor and winged shoulders–

	Its implacable aura of death broke their souls as it marched toward the Eisenhower.

	

	

	“Finally! Finally!”

	Cresting over the top of the Kreuzung Core, the S.E.A.L Delta piloted by Homa Baumann paused to gain its bearing. There was no mistaking the presence of the combatants nearby. Far below, she could feel the heavy ordnance as vibrations, but above Kreuzung, she was struck by a greater force of the shockwaves, carried on disturbed water seeking a surface to crash upon. She quickly found that she had to keep mobile, or risk being shoved into the station’s ceiling. She could see far off flickers in the darkness, the explosions muted by the distance, the ships battling still out of her limited sight. 

	But the booming and roaring of the detonations felt clear and close.

	Homa looked over the ceiling of the Kreuzung Core, a sight she never thought she’d see.

	Inside that tower, Homa was confined to the lower levels and for all she knew, the higher ones must have been a gilded and pristine heaven. Looking at it from overhead, it was not so impressive. There were none of those terrifying domes exposing the inhabitants to the Imbrium. Instead the ceiling was an uneven but closed surface. Near Homa’s vantage there were hatches for vertical berths, as a well as a missile launcher that was facing the enemy’s way, but out of power. There were all manner of sensor towers, some with rotund sonar arrays, some with high-powered lasers. In another world Homa had thought of learning how to fix these to continue her education. Becoming a station engineer, helping to keep people safe.

	She was maybe twenty meters above it, but she was above Kreuzung, for the first time.

	Such dreams felt lofty and distant now.

	She only here to prevent further destruction– not to feel sorry for herself.

	“Eisenhower– I have to find the Eisenhower. It would be the biggest one, right?”

	In the Delta’s imaging computer, there was a profile for an Eisenhower.

	Homa made note of the appearance of the vessel. As soon as the Delta had it on camera, Homa would have a green box pointing out the way to go. With a judicious press of her pedals, Homa advanced into the fog of war, following the dim flashes of the detonating shells. Careful not too move too fast so as to not run right into enemies without time to react to them, but also to retain enough speed to respond.

	Within moments, several red boxes appeared, overlaid on distant but approaching targets.

	There were several models in the fight which she already knew of, Sturmvolkers and Jagds.

	There seemed to be some skirmishing in the distance. Homa hoped not to get involved.

	She quickly reloaded her machine gun and kept the weapon on hand.

	Water rushed past her, and the yellow munition flashes became closer and larger.

	Up ahead, in the parting shadow and marine fog, she saw an enormous green hull.

	Like a wall of metal taking up much of her vision. Homa stopped– a green box appeared over the ship. It was a Republic frigate. A boxy hull with retractable fins, a square conning tower, thick cylindrical jets tucked between sixteen-section rectangular rear flaps in the stern section. Even as it moved past Homa, all of its guns were blazing, its dozen defensive gun emplacements firing at unseen threats, its prow-mounted cannons periodically unleashing fast barrages of shells.

	Homa found it hard to stay near it– it was displacing so much water as it moved.

	And there was so much ordnance flying off it that she was scared of being shot.

	“Not the Eisenhower. But I better signal, just in case.”

	Reaching for a few buttons off to the side of the left stick housing, Homa turned on her emergency signal. She flipped through the preprogrammed channels on her communicator, hoping she could interject in whatever chatter the Republicans had, but everything was encrypted and her Diver wasn’t decrypting it automatically, so she heard nothing but garbled noise. Homa had never worked with the kind of military communications gear that was in this Diver. She was not sure how to communicate with them.

	“Hello! Hello! Please come in! Kitty sent me here! I have a recording for you!”

	No response when Homa tried to call them– she really wasn’t able to get through.

	Was it because they were in the middle of battle?

	Or was she doing something wrong? Which dial or knob should she turn?

	“Ugh! I’m such an idiot!“

	Homa had to hope they would see the Republic distress signal and contact her instead.

	“Maybe the Eisenhower specifically– maybe I can get their attention.”

	Hoping that the Frigate in front would not shoot her, Homa climbed several dozen meters up, cresting the top of the ship’s boxy hull and dashing over the top deck. To her relief, none of the gas gun emplacements turned to shoot her. As she crossed over it, however, there was an enormous explosion off the port side of its prow section, and this time, Homa nearly lost control of the Delta.

	An immense wave of water poured over the top deck of the Frigate as a munition struck.

	Homa rocked in her seat, slamming her shoulder into the side.

	She nearly tumbled from the force, expending solid fuel to correct with gritted teeth.

	Her toes curled, her fingers gripped the horizontal sticks with all the force she could muster, fearing that they would get pried off their mounts on the sides of the pilot’s seat. Such was the force of the tremor.

	Rushing up and away from the ship, she looked at the underside cameras.

	Catching a glimpse of the Frigate beginning to sink beneath her.

	It would not crash into the Kreuzung tower, thankfully, but this was so dangerous!

	If it annihilated like the Cutter that Homa sank–

	“Where the hell is the Eisenhower?”

	Homa found herself among several enormous, vague shadows each of which floated at the edge of her vision. She saw the gargantuan hulls, each over a dozen times larger than her mecha. All of the hulls had a dozen or more points all along their surface that shone brief in quick bursts, flashing muzzles, sailing comets with tails of vapor, painting distant suns in the darkness. Within these unceasing, incandescent barrages of cannon shells, Homa felt smaller than a single LED in the endless shadows of the Imbrium.

	In the dim cockpit her face lit up again and again, every second, with flashes of gunfire.

	Rumbling and roaring and crashing noises pounded into her ears through the hydrophones.

	She felt as if every single piece of ordnance shaking her cockpit was touching her gut.

	For a moment she stood transfixed at the scene of titanic, brutal war before her eyes.

	Giants armored in billion times her weight of metal, causing detonations that could vaporize her a hundred times a minute, inexorably moving through the water in such a way that the waves which rolled off them slammed and shook Homa’s armor. Pure engines of destruction. The Delta was big and strong, and she could fight while clad in it, but this was another level of magnitude altogether. There were only three or four ships fighting in this group, and just that was already dwarfing her with its scale.

	She recalled Majida al-Khaybari’s words when she told Homa she could not stop this.

	At that moment, Homa sucked in a nervous breath.

	And as she exhaled, green targeting boxes marked all of the ships as friendly.

	One flashed, dead ahead.

	Homa immediately slammed the pedals and the Delta thrust headlong toward it.

	“The Eisenhower! I found it!”

	Amid the three other shadows, there was one vessel half a length longer than the rest.

	The flagship, Eisenhower, with the most flashing red guns and searing white projectiles.

	Filled with renewed hope, Homa rushed closer, heedless of the gunfire blazing before her.

	Climbing over the vast, broad deck of the ship, avoiding the gas gun emplacements.

	“How do I broadcast Kitty’s message to them? Come on, one of these systems has to–?”

	Homa reached out to the communicator when her face lit up red.

	Warning overlay box–

	Split into eight–

	“No! Oh no!”

	Jerking back the control sticks–

	Half-second breath held slamming the boost–

	Fire, buffeting blasts one after the other–

	Barely escaping, hurled from the deck by the sheer scale of the attack.

	Within an instant, eight missiles crashed in brutal succession over the Eisenhower’s deck.

	Punching a vertical line of craters along the top of the hull that compounded into a runaway fissure from prow to conning tower. Through explosive decompression and flooding the hull was almost split vertically in half. Disgorging massive plumes of gas bubbles, thousands of unmentionable shreds of metal and ripped apart bits of electronic gear, whole rooms and sections peeled like the guts of a deboned beast. Red foaming masses of human interstice within the ship’s effluvia, death, hundreds of deaths rendered impossible to prize apart from one another in the killing mass. Abstracted and turned brutally symbolic.

	Absorbed as if into the Imbrium itself. The Eisenhower was gone, destroyed, in a blink.

	“No. No way. No, no no no– NO– NO WAY– NO WAY–!”

	That helpless Shimii in the stranded Diver slammed her controls, her fists turning red.

	“Please no, please. They can’t all be dead– they can’t all be dead–”

	She was not being rational. She had not been acting rationally for a very long time.

	This was not something that she knew. It was not something someone could know.

	When an idea became too big in her head, of course, it sounded the most necessary.

	Not rational– necessary. It was necessary, for Homa to “stop this.” It was necessary.

	Necessary to stop hiding, to stop running, to stop being manipulated, to take control.

	And to confront it, to confront the looming thing and climb on it from the ankles up.

	Homa had been used too much. She had felt too much dread, seen too much pain.

	In such a state, it was necessary to fight. It was necessary to take control of her life.

	Nobody else was trying to stop the tragedy, to stop the killing, to stem the blood.

	Why? Why was it only she? And why– why did it end like this? Why did she fail?

	“The Volkisch. They killed them all. They let all this happen so they could kill them all.”

	Homa’s exhausted, panicking, self-hating, and fundamentally innocent mind, too distracted with punishing herself for her naivety, had never considered the idea that the Volkisch, through the sheer brutal violence of which they were capable of, would ultimately put an end to the battle themselves.

	That they could take all the lives that were left to be taken, kill everyone that she had wished to save, and conclude tragedy with tragedy. She had been so focused on turning back the Republic assault, on “stopping Kitty,” on finding a peaceful means through which to reverse all of the violence– that she had simplified the presence of the Volkisch in her mind. But now they loomed larger than ever. Homa had failed to stop the fighting; they had succeeded in crushing all of their opposition through force of arms.

	“I’m so stupid. I’m so stupid and helpless and useless and worthless.”

	Punching her controls between every word. She was already in pain. She barely felt the strikes.

	Floating among the debris of the Republic fleet in an Ocean that was suddenly silent and still.

	Perhaps she could have saved them if she had been here sooner, been more skilled.

	If she had gone to the authorities about Kitty when Imani would not do so.

	Maybe if she could have done something about Radu and had secured Majida’s help.

	And if she had been stronger. Someone stronger. Someone not Homa Baumann.

	“What am I supposed to do?” Homa whimpered. Her strength had begun fading.

	Without the adrenaline, she was just–

	DANGER!

	A burst of arms fire detonated around the Delta’s flank, rocking Homa in her cockpit.

	It was a high enough caliber to cause damage and tore a piece off the flank armor.

	“Please stop! Please! I surrender!”

	Shameful words that she immediately hated saying escaped her lips before she could think.

	Her hand shot reflexively to the communicator, slamming the broadcast button.

	Jaw clenched, eyes finally finding tears again.

	“Please. My name is Homa Baumann. I’m from Kreuzung. Please don’t kill me.”

	She would go back. She would go back to Kreuzung clapped in chains.

	Anything not to die. Anything to be lost in a million pieces in this cold cruel ocean–

	“Remain where you are. If you lift your weapon, your life is forfeit.”

	There was a voice responding, a woman’s voice. A slight accent– a familiar type.

	In a moment, the Delta flashed a red overly off to the left side, and Homa turned to face it.

	Her machine gun was still firmly grasped in her hand, but it was pointed below her.

	Rapidly approaching, a Diver, green and black, fearsome, large and rugged.

	Sporting the same symbols as Imani’s armbands, a black sun, a sword and a moon.

	It had a broad chest which sloped from the center, like a rough, angular cone. Two thick shoulders bore a pair of missile racks which it discarded on its approach, as both were empty and dragging. Multiple hydrojets provided a lot of thrust for the bulky frame, with thick, armored arms and legs and a square backpack. Its head had a number of sensors arrayed around it that resembled a crown. Behind its back, the array of jets and control flaps looked almost like an abstract pair of wings.

	Homa had never seen this model before. It was no wonder the Republicans had lost.

	That machine approached and stopped within fifty meters of Homa. Terrifyingly visible.

	“You say you are a civilian? What are you doing out here?” Asked the woman pilot.

	“I– I panicked and stole this unit! I wanted to escape the station!” Homa replied.

	“You are a terrible liar. But very well. It’s useless to interrogate you here. I’ll take you back.”

	“Who are you?” Homa asked. “Are you with the Volkisch Movement?”

	Head pounding, voice feeble, breath ragged. The wind had been knocked out of her.

	It was all finished–

	“Correct. I’m a Volkisch Standartenführer. My name is Vesna Nasser. So, drop your weapons–”

	Homa’s eyes shot wide open.

	Her head cleared like an explosion had sucked all the brain fog into its flames.

	Fingers trembling, hands shaking, feet tapping on her pedals.

	Brimming from the back of her neck, down her spine, into her hips.

	Vesna Nasser. 

	Vesna Nasser!

	Homa’s brain filled with weeping faces and grief-filled words–

	Leija–

	Imani–

	Kitty–

	So much suffering– so many people she had come to care about–

	so many more innocents unspoken for that had been hurt–

	“VESNA NASSER!”

	The Delta lifted its arm while simultaneously boosting backward with all available thrust.

	Homa crushing down the triggers as if she could squeeze more bullets from the gun.

	With a roar the machine gun sent a chaotic burst of shells hurtling into Vesna Nasser.

	Her machine lunged forward and arced up, an immediate response.

	Absorbing a few shells but rising out of the way of the attack. She was fast!

	“You’re not getting away! This is all your fault! I’m going to– I’m going to–!”

	Homa pulled up the machine gun in the midst of firing, sending line after line of burning red trails chasing after Nasser’s wake, her machine rising, circling overhead, fast for its bulk. In her fury Homa turned with the machine but could never put rounds anywhere closer than around the feet, watching with frustration as the Vesna Nasser weaved overhead always a step in front of a long tail of vapor bubbles and yellow splashes of fire. In the midst of her attack, however, she realized an idea–

	Suddenly, she boosted aside while firing the gun, leading the shots ahead of Nasser–

	“DIE!“

	One final onslaught from the machine gun before it clicked empty.

	A storm of a dozen machine gun shells hurtling into the center of the enemy.

	Nasser shot straight down into them, straight down at her.

	Several shells crashed into her Diver’s shoulders and chest. Pits, cracks, dents–

	Out of each explosion, the diving, rapidly accelerating machine came out undaunted.

	Homa’s panicked reflex was to fire her remaining missile, but was it too close–?

	Would she survive the explosion–?

	Killing people is no joke–

	Homa had killed– She could die for this–

	I want to live—

	Her own pathetic voice in her own mind.

	Homa’s hand froze on the missile trigger and retracted, wasting precious time.

	“Damn it. Damn it!”

	Vesna Nasser bore down on her, suddenly swinging an unfolded and active vibro-halberd.

	The Delta’s hand came out from behind its back with an engaged vibro-axe.

	Edge met edge, clashing in the water and spreading vapor and short-lived sparks.

	Nasser swung her weapon with furious alacrity. Homa gave everything she had to match.

	Two Divers in the middle of a cloud of water vapor and drifting metallic debris, blow after blow.

	Their cutting edges smashed and blocked and parried in a vicious brawl–

	Homa felt feedback from the arm transfer into the side of her cockpit. Harder each time.

	She was being pushed back!

	For a brief second, she lifted a hand off a control stick and grabbed hold of her necklace.

	“I’ll give it everything. I’ll make you pay!”

	As soon as her hand grabbed hold of her sticks again, she pushed both forward.

	Hit both pedals, engaged all thrusters.

	The Delta surged into a wild swing and caught the Halberd under its edge, pinning the weapon.

	Slamming suddenly against Nasser’s Diver, the two of them grappling, grinding metal on metal.

	Weapons up against their chests, sparks flying between them as the oscillators gnawed.

	A contest of pure durability as their weapons and mechs wore each other to pieces–

	You’re too weak, little-tail.

	That voice did not belong to the “little guy in Homa’s necklace” that she fantasized about.

	Too cruel, too cold–

	It was Nasser’s voice– but she was hearing it in her head.

	Homa was certain it was not the communicator. Nasser was speaking to her, to her mind.

	Then,

	the Delta suddenly pushed back, just enough to give Nasser room to swing.

	Weapon rearing up, while Homa’s axe was to her chest, not even in a guard stance.

	Homa had not moved it– and Nasser’s mech had not shoved more strongly than before–

	How did she get knocked off-balance–?!

	You never understood the difference between us.

	Time seemed to suddenly stop for Homa.

	She felt as if she was suspended, not in metal, but out in the ocean.

	Standing across from the tall blond Shimii woman sneering at her in her pilot’s suit.

	Homa had the vibroaxe in hand, in her own hands, holding it, feeling its heft somehow.

	Nasser, too, had her Diver’s weapon in her real, physical hands, wielding it with ease.

	But Homa couldn’t move properly. She was trapped in the instant of their collission.

	Between them, hateful red color like a cloud consumed the entire ocean.

	“I can feel the anger you have for me. I can see it. You want revenge.”

	Nasser’s lips moved and Homa could hear her voice as if standing across from her.

	Homa was furious, full of violence, full of dark desire, but–

	She couldn’t find the strength to attack again.

	In that instant, in this strange space in which she and Nasser were personified–

	Nasser was a colossus. She had an overwhelming presence.

	Homa’s sputtering wrath was like a candle-fire to Nasser’s volcanic aggression.

	She felt like she was choking under the withering hatred of that woman’s gaze.

	“You have spirit, but you lack a key element to challenge a King’s power, Homa Baumann. It is not enough to have virtuous words, a cause to fight for or even fighting spirit. A King must have domain over life and death. The power to kill. Not just fight; kill. I will show you the gulf between us, little tail.”

	Around Vesna Nasser that nakedly aggressive red color turned immediately, starkly black.

	Like the snuffing out of a light, an instantaneous smothering darkness.

	Radiating from around Nasser and consuming all of Homa’s surroundings.

	Her pitiful little red color was invisible in the pitch black sea.

	Homa’s heart sank, her hands trembled, her legs shook. Her head felt empty and airy.

	It felt like when Radu reached out his hand to her.

	All of her rebellion, all of her emotion, all of her hope and vigor drained from her.

	DANGER DANGER DANGER!

	That pitiable little voice blared its premonitions on deaf ears.

	Despite the urgency of the threat, Homa could hardly make herself move to respond.

	Something was squeezing the strength of action from her, and she could only watch.

	Vesna Nasser raised her halberd overhead, its edge lacquered in the same deathly black color..

	In that instant she was both the woman and the machine, just as Homa was both.

	Swinging from shoulder down with all of her strength and killing intention.

	And,

	as if through the clad metal protecting her

	the black killing wave swept through

	Homa Baumann

	spraying out the weak red from her

	causing immediate unfeeling

	“King’s Scorn.”

	Homa’s held-up vibroaxe clashed with Nasser’s halberd to no effect.

	Though the Delta’s weapon and the Muawiya’s collided out in the Imbrium Ocean–

	An invisible violence directed the blow through the armor and right into Homa.

	One brutal slash of furious black color running in a steep diagonal across her.

	For an instant, she felt hot and crushing pain as if being hurled against a wall.

	Then came the numbness–

	Chills, the distortion of her vision, dissociation of her thoughts from her body.

	Breaths escaped that couldn’t be caught. Smothering dark covered the edges of her vision.

	Losing power over her limbs, releasing the Delta’s controls, spiraling into a descent.

	Drifting, down like the debris of the sinking ships, down below the bottom of everything.

	I’m going to sink and disappear. Just like the people I– I killed–

	With her final strength, she lifted a hand, and it tore from her body, unable to reach anyone.

	Vesnar Nasser was growing farther and farther out of that severed grasp.

	The gulf between them had become as far as heaven and earth.

	

	

	UNJUST DEPTHS

	ANTHOLOGY II: WELTGEIST

	You can unearth history while struggling alone.

	But you will never change history on your own.

	

	

	With the sinking of the Eisenhower, the Republican fleet’s dim and distant hopes of occupying the Kreuzung stations came to an end. The Greater Imbria and Mrudah along with the arriving Aleksandr quickly eliminated the remaining Republican forces. The Republic’s troopship surrendered, thousands of marines packed inside like sardines now becoming prisoner. The Volkisch’s assault troops sent another wave of suicide drones into B.S.W. and found no further resistance within. Republican ringleader Kitty McRoosevelt had taken her own life after being horrifically, fatally maimed by a Volkisch attack.

	Inside the Core Pylon, the Alayzean special operations group was surrounded. 

	Once the fate of their comrades was made known to them, it shook their will to fight. A negotiator successfully argued for the release of the core technicians, but the exchange was a ruse to get the shooters to lower their guard. Volkisch troops attacked from all directions with vibroblades and riot shields, pressing the shooters in with their phalanx and practically hacking them to pieces. Standing atop blood and haphazard corpses, the traumatized technicians were made to resume their work. Within minutes of subduing the Cogitans, Kreuzung’s separated Core was again rejoined.

	Power returned to Kreuzung and its outlying towers, making its way module to module, block by block. After about fifteen minutes the overwhelming majority of the station was back to normal functioning.

	Civil authorities began to sound an “all clear” but extended the curfew as a precaution.

	Throughout the station, the Volkisch took over for the battered K.P.S.D in leading the confused masses back to the status quo. With honeyed declarations they allayed civilian fears, playing up their own role in averting tragedy and defending the National Proletariat from a horrific threat. Investigations would be called, said the Volkisch press office, into the grotesque negligence and incompetence of the station authorities. They praised the great heroes of the nation who stood stalwart in the darkest hour. 

	Within hours, the Republic vessels over Kreuzung had been replaced by over 100 arriving ships bearing the “black sun” and “sword with moon” symbols of the 7th Fleet of the political troops of the Volkisch, the Stabswache. A particularly ethnic Fleet, it was uniquely made up largely of Shimii, exclusively Rashidun Shimii of Brennic and Diriyan descent, as well as a small regiment of Khedivate Loup who subscribed to Rashidist religious ritual despite their race. Collectively, these forces were referred to as the Zabaniyah— beasts that meted out the punishments of hell to those damned to the eternal fire.

	Over the course of their disembarking, it was evident that they had been carried on a wind that would alter Kreuzung’s destiny. Thousands of Shimii in black uniforms and fascist armbands with assault rifles and anxious looks replaced the K.P.S.D. policemen on the streets. Block by block, module by module, they advanced, and the remaining Kreuzung police or guards stood aside, helpless to stop the march. In the Administration Block near the top of the Kreuzung tower, the old Governor remained silent. Those ranks of cat-like ears and tails in their black uniforms were slowly and steadily coming to greet him.

	It was not for nothing that these once-repressed people were now part of the Volkisch.

	There was talk of Tower Eight Shimii being allowed to live within the Core for the first time.

	Talk of ending segregation in Kreuzung and of greater Shimii participation in the government.

	And with these incentives, talk of getting the young and vibrant Shimii of Eisental to join the Volkisch Movement and become heroes of not just their own Volk, but of the National Proletariat as a whole. 

	Bolstering the Volkisch ranks at a time when they needed the assistance most.

	Amid the commotion and the beginnings of change, the Ritter-class Cruiser Aleksandr docked into Kreuzung’s main seaport. While at the head of the Volkisch reinforcements, it had to wait a few hours before the troops disembarked and secured positions, before it could touch down on its new domain.

	In front of the bulkhead to the Aleksandr’s offboarding chute, a tall woman in black uniform waited, her long, bushy tail swaying casually behind her. Long, honey-blond hair and tall ears trimmed of fluff, lightly tanned skin. Sharp and arresting facial features, exotic and photogenic. Athletic in build and somewhat boyish in her stance and expression, but for this occasion, made up in lipstick and pigments, wearing a pencil skirt and female dress coat with her military decorations. Arms crossed beneath her bust.

	She had just gotten off a brutal battle where she killed hundreds of people.

	But she cleaned up exceptionally well into the clothes and refinement befitting an adjutant.

	Her eyes lifted from her feet when the bulkhead in front of her finally opened.

	Unveiling the woman to whom, despite everything, she owed her own allegiance.

	Flanked by a pair of armored Shimii, a shorter, distinctly Imbrian woman stepped into Kreuzung, slender with a soft face. Her hair was mostly dyed light blue but had a wide band of light pink, including some of her bangs and the hair covering her right ear and down the back. Her schirmmütze cap was decorated with silver cat ears, and she had one earring which boasted a flag-shaped decoration with the same bands of pink and light blue that dyed her hair. Her black uniform and cape was even more lavish than that of her surbodinates, heavily trimmed in gold. Upon meeting her counterpart, she eyed her figure closely; and the Shimii, so observed, seemed to allow the open lechery with a certain subdued glee.

	“You’re looking fine as ever.” Said Oberführer Violet Lehner, grinning vigorously.

	Across from her, the Shimii woman adjusted her glasses with a similarly gleeful expression.

	“Have I ever looked less than perfect at your side, milady?” replied Standartenführer Vesna Nasser.

	

	

	In the Old Iron block the water had begun to recede as the pumps regained power with the rejoining of the station’s Core. The level of flooding went down from waist deep back to ankle deep. Without repairs it would remain at this level, but for now, the threat of flooding the entire block was staved off. Aside from a few unlucky souls and a few corpses, there was no one on the streets. 

	No one except a little drone, the size and shape of a silver, hairless metal cat.

	Walking with elegant strokes of its legs, despite the difficulty presented by the water.

	Ankle-deep water was still half the cat-drone’s body, so it was a bit encumbered.

	Nevertheless, it made its way up the street, and turned into the knocked-down door of a bar once renowned by the name “Majestic-12.” Its final days had come and gone, and its revival as a hub of conspiracy was quite short-lived. Now corpses were all that was left, corpses hours fresh but rendered quickly chill and gray by the cold saltwater washing in. Dead katarrans and–

	–one unconscious girl, the contents of her heart kept closely guarded and unknowable.

	It was the first thing she mastered when she studied psionics. She did it even in her sleep.

	Navigating around the remains, the cat drone approached the sleeping Imani Hadžić.

	Stopped, seated on its rear legs. Its tail extended around its body.

	Attaching to her neck and delivering a drug to reverse her anesthetized state.

	Within minutes, Imani’s eyes opened, and she stared, incredulously, at her surroundings.

	“Master Hudson?” She looked down at the robotic cat.

	From the cat’s neck a speaker responded in a tinny voice. “As-Salamu Alaykum.”

	Her situation slowly dawned on her. Imani rose to her feet.

	Immediately, she felt her shirt and belt lighter than before. Her gun was missing.

	“Homa.”

	Imani’s fingers reached up to her lips. She started to make for the door–

	“Time has passed. I’m sorry to say.” Hudson said. “All of the fighting is done.”

	Nearly to the door, Imani paused. She reached out her trembling hand behind herself.

	Showing Hudson the remnants of a powerful emotion. Dancing colors on her fingers.

	An emotion that another woman had given her, and which had remained on her kissed lips.

	Shaking its head, the drone’s unmoving steel face confirmed the worst.

	“That aura– I’m afraid you won’t find it here anymore. Did she mean a lot to you?”

	Imani did not turn back. Did not show her expression to the drone. Revealed nothing to it.

	She ran out, as fast as her legs could carry her, and as far away, as if from misery itself.

	

	

	Leija Kladuša ran as far as her legs could carry her back to Homa Baumann’s room.

	I never found her! Majida never came back! What happened?

	Once the Core had been linked, reversing the Core Separation, a group of Volkisch Shimii presumably under Imani Hadžić’s command had informed the civilian Shimii in the Kreuzung Core to return to Tower Eight and that they would receive emergency supplies soon, and more news in the coming days. These soldiers took over the manning of the checkpoints. Leija had been informed that her presence would be called to discuss the incident with the Shimii’s commander, again presumably Hadžić, but–

	she did not care! All of her business with Kreuzung could collapse and she wouldn’t care!

	Her heart heavy with regret, all she cared about in that moment was Homa.

	Even after everything I’ve done to her. How could I have been so stupid? How?

	Homa who had taken care of her drunk, worthless self even when she was just a child.

	Homa who had helped her with her despicable affairs as an obedient young adult.

	And now–

	Homa who had given her worthless self a bed again, without cruelty or unkindness–

	I failed her again and again and again! But she never turned me down! She followed my every word!

	That poor girl, she terrorized her, she hit her, she got drunk at her, she swore at her–

	Homa had never abandoned her. No matter how much she deserved it. Until– until now–

	Elbowing past the people crowding back into the hall, rushing down to the door.

	“Homa! Please! Are you back? Please tell me you got back safely! Please!”

	Some part of her was prepared to find an empty room. To simply– to simply not know.

	Instead, inside the room–

	“Leija– I couldn’t protect her. I am sorry.”

	Seated on the bed was a man in armor. His cloak burned and shredded. His chestplate burst inward and bloody. His legs shaking in heavy graves sliced and dented. His gauntlets cracked. His cat-like mask was broken, exposing one grey ear, singed gray hair, and a quarter of a face partially scarred by a patch of hexagon-gridded burned flesh, red-purple squeezing a mournful green eye.

	Leija brought her hands up to her mouth. 

	“What do you mean? What do you mean sorry?”

	She rushed to the bed and slammed her fists into the man’s armor.

	“What do you mean you’re sorry? What do you mean? WHAT DO YOU MEAN?”

	Radu the Marzban had no response. 

	He embraced Leija as she struck him repeatedly.

	She beat him until her hands were bloody, until she had no voice, until her strength faded.

	“Homa–! Homa–! Please– No–” 

	All she could do was cry and all he could do was bear it.

	

	

	“Right this way! Right this way! She’s waiting for us! Make way, make way!”

	In a sing-song voice, Katarran mercenary Xenia Laskaris escorted a young Shimii woman carrying several cases through partially flooded rooms below the baseplate of Kreuzung Core. While all eyes were focusing on the Core Pylon, the Administrative District in A-block near Tower One and the Shimii in Tower Eight, the baseplate was completely unguarded. In fact, Xenia had learned a juicy tip from a broker– the cameras to the baseplate sectors had all been shut off. Zero security down there, all day long.

	“Making good money and getting out of this dump? I couldn’t ask for a better windfall.”

	“Glad you’re feeling chipper, but she better be whole and hale, or you’re leaving in a box.”

	“Whoa! Whoa! Calm down! She’s alive! That one’s the toughest Katarran I’ve ever seen!”

	“She’s not a Katarran, she’s a Shimii. So you better have the right person, you glib crab.”

	“Then she’s the toughest Shimii I’ve ever seen. Please just relax– I’m a professional.”

	Xenia opened a door and bowed with a little smile, allowing Raaya Al-Shahouh through.

	Raaya gasped as soon as the light from the corridor entered the dark room.

	Huddled in front of an elevator into the old Kreuzung mines, was Majida al-Khaybari.

	Collapsed on the floor, panting. Her chestplate’s ceramic layers were smashed, the armor still held together only because of the nanofiber chain-links that ran through it. Her face and hair were red and brown with caked blood, her arms limp at her side, her breathing heavy. Her tail had been cut in half, as had been her cartilaginous, fin-like ear. Only her Katarran armor was still intact.

	When Raaya gasped, Majida looked up from her seeming stupor and smiled weakly.

	“Don’t worry. It’ll all grow back.” She said, coughing, hacking up a bit of red phleghm.

	“Majida! Majida!”

	Raaya ran to the other side of the room, dove to the floor and grabbed hold of Majida.

	Weeping profusely into the injured woman’s shoulder, holding her, screaming with agony.

	Majida weakly ran a hand, heavy in its Katarran greaves, over Raaya’s hair.

	“Ahh, so much love! Do not worry! Your nightmare is over! I’ll get you two back home!”

	Xenia Laskaris gave the miserable couple a thumbs-up from the door.

	“You might have to carry me.” Majida said, her voice rough and weak.

	“Don’t worry boss! From the look of you, I expected that!” Xenia said cheerfully.

	“Raaya, I’m really sorry.” Majida said. “I– I couldn’t even save the kid–”

	“Idiot! You big idiot! You could’ve– You–” Raaya cried, continuing to embrace Majida.

	Majida embraced her back as strongly as she could in her weak state, crying together.

	They had gotten through this, but to Majida, it felt like the prelude to weather far worse.

	

	

	Everything felt cold; numbingly, miserably cold.

	Up above the white sky was completely covered in the branches of the great silver trees. They whispered among themselves with great worry, praying for the girl’s health. Trails of colors flew like paper streamers between the trunks, curling around branches and delving phantom-like into the great bodies. When the colors touched one tree to the next she could almost hear a sound echo distant and hushed.

	“We just keep running into each other, huh.”

	Someone knelt beside the body of the girl, on the pale muddy earth. A girlish face with red hair, eyes yellow on black. loomed over her and stared sideways down at her. A single black horn curled from the side of her head, and two smaller ones rose from her forehead, splitting her long bangs. She was pale, bloodlessly pale, and wore an ornate robe, closely fitted to her lean frame, with sleeves and a hem that both looked like streamers of greyed skin peeled from some creature. Over her shoulders and around her neck was a loosely tied string of crumbly, fleshy silverskinned fruits, like dry grey figs.

	On that pale, beautiful face, thin lips spread into a monstrous grin full of sharp teeth.

	She, the girl, the body who was being observed, could not move. She was as if suspended atop a pool.

	Cold; paralyzingly cold. So cold there was nothing– not even a name in her.

	“You are loved by them. Don’t delude yourself into thinking that is special– they love all of you Hominins. They can’t help it. It’s ancient history.” For a moment, the woman’s grin became a little smaller. Her eyes scanned curiously across the body. “But you can hear them. And that is indeed special. So you may yet earn yourself praise that the rest of your species hardly deserves.” Mockingly, she clapped her hands together slowly. “Congratulations. You have become a witness to the Great Silver Trees.”

	Still clapping her hands, she sat, cross-legged, beside her.

	Her gaze filled with the woman, whose enormous twice-split tail curled behind her.

	“I am the God of this world, little Hominin. I am the Omenseer lord, Arbitrator II.”

	Arbitrator II stared at her. She ceased to clap. When her hand outstretched, colors from the trees snaked around her. It was as if she was opening herself up to be bathed in them, as if the colors were delighted to come to her body and dance around it. Arbitrator II seemed to enjoy it. Some of the colors wafted up from her like vapors from hot water and washed over the girl, the body, wrapping her in fog.

	“I recognize your kind. You are of his flesh. What was his name? Hmm. Oh yes. Ali, I believe. Ali Ibn al-Wahran. An auspicious name. I know for a fact that meetings like this do not happen by coincidence. While I despise your kind, Hominins have ecological reasons to exist in my new world– albeit, maybe not in such numbers or such forms as you do now. There are many who would slander me, but I am merciful. I do not wish to strictly repeat ancient history. After all, for whatever reason, I could not win back then.”

	For a moment, Arbitrator II stared at the body as if carefully examining her.

	Then she stood, and walked to the body’s side, bending over her from a standing position.

	“Out of my boundless mercy, I will grant you a boon. May it stir the course of things.“

	Her pale hand grabbed hold of the body’s head and covered her face, transferring the colors.

	She squeezed. Muffled screams as if from a sewn mouth. It hurt– oh God it hurt!

	It was if Arbitrator II was trying to squeeze the brain out of the skull–

	–yet it was also as if the pressure was not being applied by the physical force of her hand.

	An unmoving body writhed beneath the touch of that hand, its soul screaming for release.

	Then, instantly, the pain ceased as the hand retracted, and the colors retracted with her.

	Over and behind Arbitrator II the colors spread, growing more intense, all-encompassing.

	“I completed what you possessed. You can have your people’s Omensight— if you desire.”

	That hand which had seized upon her face moved down to one of her cold, immobile limbs.

	“Now, you won’t be needing this anymore. So in exchange, I will dispose of it.”

	Without a sound Arbitrator II split her arm off above the elbow as if it was already severed.

	Her vision swam as she saw the creature holding her jaggedly cut, bleeding limb.

	And taking– hungry bites from the sheared flesh– sucking blood and marrow from bone–

	Licking her bloody lips with an expression of euphoria.

	“You’re delicious. I want more. I understand the omens here now. Seek me out Hominin– I’ll taste your blood and talk about the past. I feel like reminiscing. Hmm– but such a meeting requires a sacrifice worthy of the ceremony of it all. After all, Ali Ibn al-Wahran took a lot from me, and I do still hold a grudge. Tell you what– it’s not like you’ll be needing this either, young Great Tree Ascetic. I will take the price entirely in flesh and call the grudge settled. Descend into the Agartha and I will welcome you.”

	Arbitrator II’s hand traced down the body to the leg opposite the taken arm.

	Just as easily, she tore the leg off. Holding it like a fresh-caught fish by a gory tail.

	Taking a loving red bite from the blue-tan dead flesh of the leg’s severed knee, savoring it.

	The body screamed with all of her might, but her mouth made only muffled, weak noise.

	She thrashed and thrashed but the brutalized body amid the trees only barely shuddered.

	She could not move. She could not flee, could not fight, as she watched her flesh eaten.

	“Tell everyone far and wide of my mercy– and do not squander what I have given you.”

	Arbitrator II’s mouth then opened farther than should have been humanly possible.

	Stuffing the remains of the plucked limbs down her throat like a snake swallowing an egg.

	Savoring the taste of human flesh with unrestrained glee even as the trees watched her.

	The colors became fog and overwhelmed all the body’s already fragile senses, in her panic.

	Her sense of self had never been so shaken as now– she was made unwhole in spirit.

	Was her body– already unwhole–? Had her limbs– already been severed–?

	“Now: away with you.” Arbitrator II put her hand over the body’s eyes and made the world dark.

	

	

	“Oh my god– she’s critical– so much blood–”

	Distorted visions, like viewing a cracked screen with broken audio.

	“Get me– she needs– stat!”

	Metal walls, facsimiles of faces, hands, hands coming down on her.

	“We’re cutting–”

	Hands, thousands of hands touching every part of her, squeezing hands, sawing hands.

	All of the hands of all the people she killed dragging her down.

	Horrible faces climbing over her body and gnawing at her.

	Teeth tearing muscle and bone. An imperceptible instant of the worst imaginable pain.

	“It’s the only way–”

	She bolted upright, gasping for breath.

	Sweaty, breathing heavy, but her body did not hurt. She was not restrained, not sinking.

	Her chest pounded. Her eyes darted around. 

	Nobody was attacking her.

	Snapping in a blink from darkness to light was disorienting. She found herself in a plain-walled room. She had been laid on a bed, with soft gel pillows and a warm mattress, blankets. There was a line of other beds, all of which were empty. There was a table next to her bed, on wheels, covered by a blanket. There was a faint chemical smell, but the atmosphere did not feel hostile or uncomfortable. 

	Once comprehension finally came to her she realized she wasn’t alone.

	There was a blond woman on nearby chair. Hair tied into a ponytail. Lipstick and makeup, a soft expression, handsome, beautiful. Button-down shirt, teal jacket starting to fall off her strong shoulders, a black pencil skirt and black tights. She had her hands on her lap, watching with eyes partially averted, avoiding eye contact, fidgeting with a lock of hair. She felt familiar somehow– and safe.

	On the other side of the bed was a long-limbed, lithe woman, long hair wrapped in a messy bun behind her head. Dyed a few different shades of blue, with tidy bangs up front. She was dressed in a white coat over the same type of shirt and skirt as the blond woman. She had painted pink lips and a gentle expression and looked over with sympathy in her eyes. She had a badge on her coat, with a multi-pronged blue star with an internal red cross– she must have been a doctor, and this place a hospital.

	“How are you feeling dear? Any pain?” asked the doctor.

	“I– Where–?”

	She paused.

	She could not feel her hand. Not like before. 

	When she tried to clutch the blankets. Her fingers weren’t moving like she was used to.

	A shiver of cold fear ran down her spine. 

	She slowly lifted her right arm.

	All the while moving the hand that she no longer possessed.

	In its place, there was a mechanical ring, like a coupler made of metal, attached to the remains of her elbow. Under a band of aggravated red skin fused to the carbon-fiber connective layer in the machine, ran cables, inside her, visible along with her sinews. When she tried to move her hand, the physical feeling of moving her hand ran through the arm phantom-like, and instead, the ring coupler moved, and tiny electromechanical elements inside of it whirred and poked out of holes in the contraption–

	“I’m sorry. We couldn’t save the limbs. We have prosthetics ready. I promise that your quality of life–”

	Homa Baumann suddenly broke down, first into sobs, and then into full-throated screams.

	She was alive.

	And in that horrible instant she was convinced that she should have died, and unsure how to keep living.

	All she could do was hold her head with her severed hand and scream until it drowned out the mourning.

	

	

	 


Bandits Amid The Festival 

	11.1

	“–Copy. No sign of target. Standing by, over.”

	“Keep it mobile. We don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

	“Got it. On the move.”

	He turned off his communicator. She saw it go completely dark on the network.

	Despite his claim on the radio, the K.P.S.D. officer did not move a muscle. 

	He remained with his back to the corner, procuring from one of his pouches a cigarette and a lighter. His grip was unsteady on both of the items, shaking. His submachine gun hung on a sling in front of his chest. Tactical armor, probably just nanomail and kevlar. No helmet. As he brought the cigarette over to his lips he dropped it, the nerves getting to him. It landed in the heel-high water below.

	“Fuck me. This whole situation– those goddamn Volkisch queers should be the ones here.”

	He reached back around to his pouch.

	“Fuckin’ whatever. It’s overtime pay. God damn it– I know I had another one–“

	In that moment, she saw an opportunity and stepped out of the shadows.

	Rushing in from a dark recess shrouded in the wall, she made it to him in a few silent paces.

	While he rummaged through his pack, she withdrew a diamond knife and engaged it.

	When he heard the whirr of the sawing blade it was too late.

	She wrapped an arm around him and wrapped a leg around his, pulling him back over her and to the ground with the leverage. At the same time, before they crashed into the water, she brought the diamond saw to his face. They struggled with their backs to the water only briefly. Blood spraying, horrific gurgling cries; the saw crunching his teeth, chewing his nose, ejecting blood and bone, the jelly of his eyes. 

	His neck, his chest, all protected, but not his face. She sawed indiscriminately through it all.

	Sure that he was dead, Braya Zachikova slid out from under the body.

	Gasping for breath. From the effort; had he been any bigger, she would have had to shoot.

	He was just large enough that she could still take him down without gambling her life on it.

	She felt nothing from killing him. People she needed to kill weren’t human to her.

	Nothing except a little satisfaction. A wry grin across her face. A little bit of hope.

	Despite the struggle, she had preserved stealth. All of the officers were dispersed enough to be operating alone. They were far enough away from each other that she could take them out without alerting others as long as their communicators were not broadcasting. And they frequently took their communicators and body cameras offline to slack off. Smoking, staring at things on portables. They weren’t taking this seriously. It was just a night out with their tactical toys to follow a suspicious report.

	“Two down. Six to go. I need to be quick. They’ll start getting suspicious soon.”

	Her foremost worry was that nobody had sighted the “target” just yet.

	She was relying on their communications to navigate. While the Kreuzung Station Network itself was a tough nut to crack that she had to be careful with, these smaller police devices formed their own local network during independent operation. This separation from the station supercomputer allowed the police to falsify information for their own convenience– and allowed Zachikova to easily eavesdrop on them and breach their security. Thanks to her cybernetic enhancements, her own brain could insert into their network as an extremely low latency middleman while avoiding passive tamper detection.

	It could also prevent them from talking to anyone outside their little party.

	Zachikova was for all intents and purposes the web authority handling their messages.

	So if the K.P.S.D. tactical team had not found the target, then neither had Zachikova.

	That’s fine. That’s fine. As long as they don’t find her. I still succeed.

	There was a note of desperation to those thoughts.

	She pulled the body into the shadowed passage from which she had sprung.

	He would not be found here for a very long time, possibly even if anyone thought to look.

	Zachikova and the K.P.S.D. were both searching in the spacious storm sewers of the wealthy A-Block of Kreuzung’s core station. They were designed to provide ample siphoning of water if one of the higher blocks sprang a bad enough leak, and if necessary, to pump active floodwater down into E block and below, sacrificing the integrity of the lower modules to give the wealthier citizens and Kreuzung government room to escape or survive a catastrophe. These tunnels made up the interstitial point between A, B, C and D blocks and E, F, G, and H blocks. As such, the tunnels and tanks were tall enough to stand in, tall enough to walk in, wide enough to fight in– and large enough to hide within.

	Arabella–

	There was no use pining– Zachikova cut herself off and started toward the next target.

	I have to find her. I have to find her– before they do. Or– rescue her from them.

	She was dressed in a dense one-piece bodysuit and gloves lined with tough nanomail, with shoes designed to lessen footfall noise and a respirator over her face. Her tawny brown hair was tied into a spiraling ponytail that trailed behind her as snuck around the tunnels. Over her chest and back, she had belts with some gear, her knife, grenades– and an AKS-78u shortened assault rifle. 

	But her biggest assets were her cybernetics. Her tall, grey metal antennae, attached at an angle where her ears would be, and the accompanying mechanical cortex inside her skull, gave her an unparalleled ability to interact with networked devices as if she herself was a powerful and flexible computer.

	“Hey shitheads. Some of you keep coming in and out on positional. What’s going on?”

	“It’s the walls, chief, this place is thick as hell titanium, and we’ve got shitty little wifi.”

	“Quit slacking off. Let’s do this and go home. The Volkisch want any excuse to criticize us.”

	She spoofed the positions of the two officers she killed briefly and intermittently.

	Just to make it seem like they were alive but just slacking off.

	Unfortunately she had not recorded enough of their audio to convincingly fake messages.

	I better hurry. They’re getting suspicious– they’re sick of loitering around in here.

	Zachikova tried to pick up the pace, rushing down the identical-looking corridors.

	Keeping an eye on the positions of the officers.

	She could see the positional map, the layout diagram, in her mind’s eyes–

	Swapping between whatever active body cameras–

	“Hey. Hey. There’s something– Hey! Don’t move! K.P.S.D, don’t–!”

	Zachikova felt like her heart sank into a hole in her chest.

	Immediately and almost mindlessly, on pure instinct, she swapped to that officer.

	He flipped his body camera on and crouched through the opening into a side reserve tank.

	“Hey! Stay the fuck where you are or I’ll shoot–”

	In the next instant, something struck the officer. There was blood, a gurgling noise–

	His body camera went flying. Three down, five to go–

	Zachikova took off running again. 

	She had seen it, running the video in her head– something like a scorpion’s stinger.

	Arabella! Arabella!

	“What the fuck? Everyone converge on Wilco! Wilco down, everyone converge!”

	“Shit, shit he’s gone–”

	Every blip had honed into the downed officer’s last position instantly.

	They were freaking out and running pell-mell toward–

	ARABELLA!

	Zachikova took a corner and ran to intercept the officers that she could.

	She kept an eye on the moving blips, grabbed hold of a grenade from her belt.

	As soon as she heard the splashes coming in from a perpendicular hallway ahead–

	Zachikova threw the grenade and slipped into a hole in the wall for a recessed grate.

	There was a flash, an explosion, air sucking in, smoke billowing, and screams–

	Frags sprayed against the walls around her and landed in the water, steaming, smoking–

	“Fire! Fire!” Through coughing and shrieking with his last breaths–

	“It’s sticking! It’s sticking!” Splashing, metal thuds from thrashing kicks–

	In the hall ahead two officers caught fire and thrashed for their lives, but the burning fragments would not come off. Incandescent bits of metal instantly set them ablaze and anything that could melt on them melted to their skin. Zachikova ran past them through the smoke as their uniforms melted into their skin, her respirator mask allowing her to see and breathe while the burning men choked and died.

	Arabella!

	She tried to call out to her as she ran, just as she herself had been called to–

	But there was no response. Arabella had not given her the power of psionics.

	Please hold on! Please!

	Three men left, all of them met up and began to advance toward the same position.

	“God damn it.”

	She checked the magazine for her AKS-78u as she ran.

	Safety off, loaded, engaging the bolt–

	Her own position was one corner away from the four blips.

	Zachikova stacked at the corner.

	Peeked once– saw them approach the open grating, guns out–

	Stacked again. Assault rifle in hand, finger on the trigger–

	Light ‘em up—

	Illya’s voice, still in her head. From a long time ago now, but–

	Zachikova was alone. Illya and Valeriya weren’t there to shoot. Only her. All on her.

	One step around the corner, rifle up, man on the right, another directly adjacent–

	Automatic. Press, depress, press, depress– shifting her aim a few centimeters from the right–

	A hail of deadly precise gunfire swept across the group from the flank. Three bursts, one turn to the right between each. A patter of bloody exit wounds sucked out one man’s abdomen and sprayed it into the wall. Right next to him, another man’s hip pack burst into pieces, blood sprayed from a graze that sent him stumbling with a hole on the side of his hip, a chunk separated off his body armor. 

	Nine rounds, five direct impacts.

	Shit–! My shooting still sucks–!

	“Gunfire! Back up, back up!”

	“D.A.P, D.A.P! Depleted Agarthicite!” Cried the man who had survived the shots.

	Zachikova put her back to the wall again. Dozens of bullets sparked against the metal.

	“HQ! Reinforcements! We got shooting down here–HQ? HQ?!”

	“Can’t get through! Fuck! Keep shooting!”

	They were shouting for nothing. She had isolated them completely. But she was alone.

	Dozens of rounds sprayed across the tunnel–

	Arabella– God damn it– Please say something–

	Alone with her gun to her chest. 

	Two men remaining. Couldn’t use explosives– she might harm Arabella. 

	Her position was known. There was no way to outflank.

	How– How did it come to this?

	Arabella– please–

	Zachikova sucked in a breath, slipped her finger into the trigger guard.

	Held the handguard tight and inched nearer to the corner.

	Ducking her body, throwing herself low over the water, squeezing the trigger–

	“Arabella!”

	How had it come this?

	

	

	Several days earlier...

	At first glance, Treasure Box Transports’ Pandora’s Box was a heavy cargo hauler vessel with an old fashioned and unflattering appearance. Its hull was a cross between a cylinder and a box, all brown. While it was moving at a decent clip, it looked bulky and difficult to maneuver from outside observation. Its conning tower was an old style triangular fin. Its control fins were the first thing that would have caught an expert’s eye, as the designs looked exceedingly hydrodynamic and adjusted quickly. It was as if top of the line engineering resources had gone into hydrotunneling the control surfaces and nothing else.

	In reality, the whole thing had gone through a hydrotunnel, and extensively.

	It was, in fact, designed to look bulky, ugly and old, while being lighter, newer and swifter.

	No one would have guessed from outside observation that the Pandora’s Box had a suite of hidden cannons of three different calibers, as well as torpedoes and other arms aboard; and most importantly, that it carried soldiers and mecha pilots of the communist Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. The Pandora’s Box was actually the UNX-001 Brigand, and its mission to foment unrest in the Imbrian Empire to support the uprising of the Bureni nationalists was going, by all accounts, awful poorly.

	They were not in Buren’s waters whatsoever. In fact, they were across the hemisphere from their supposed ultimate destination. The Brigand was a half hour away from docking into the core station of the Kreuzung Complex, a vast multi-tower city in the northern province of the central-western territory of Rhinea. A variety of odd and unlucky circumstances had forced the Brigand and its crew to venture into the Imbrium through these waters. This despite the fact that Rhinea had fallen under the control of the fascist Volkisch Movement. However, it was only here that they could safely refit and resupply, thanks to the connections of the mysterious scientist Euphrates– that situation in itself was a storied mess.

	“Murati, I’m going to be heading out soon on port business– what do you need?”

	“Apologies, ma’am. I have to something to report I’d like to be kept between us.”

	“You look awful serious. Alright– I’ll give you a few minutes.”

	“Ma’am– I think Sonya Shalikova is avoiding me because she has psionic powers.”

	From the main hall of the top tier of the Brigand, Lieutenant Murati Nakara and Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya ducked out into a meeting room. They were a study in contrasts; Murati a brown skinned and dark-haired woman, young, with a lean profile and a sharp and unembellished expression; Ulyana a tall, fair-skinned, full-figured blond with a soft face, lightly touched up with makeup, that had already begun to show the first signs of the years that she had over the Lieutenant.

	“Explain quickly, Murati.” Ulyana said.

	“It was almost a week ago. Shalikova approached me, she wanted advice on something.” Murati said. “But then, I tried to look at her aura, to see what she was feeling. It was stupid of me, but I didn’t see any aura around her. And then, I saw her eyes glow red almost immediately, like a ring around the irises. That’s how you can tell if someone is performing psionics if you are psionic yourself.”

	Ulyana sighed and raised the fingers of one hand to her forehead.

	“Nothing could have prepared me to start having conversations like this.” She moaned.

	“Ma’am?”

	“Nothing.” Ulyana crossed her arms. “So you’re dead certain she has psionic powers?”

	“I have no doubt.” Murati said. “But she’s been avoiding me ever since. She’s burned through almost all of her allotted personal sick days, tactically avoiding any meetings I set up. We had a huddle a few days ago to formally demote Ahwalia, and she wasn’t even there to back up my rationale, so it got heated.”

	“I see. So that’s part of why things got the point where Khadija kicked him.”

	Ulyana sighed again. She had been doing a lot of sighing over the past few days.

	“I’ll be frank, ma’am, as a worker, I don’t really like reporting colleagues. I did my best for Shalikova’s circumstances.” Murati said. “But I feel like we need to do something about it.”

	“Shalikova is not dangerous to our mission.” Ulyana said.

	“I never said as such. I don’t think she is either.” Murati said.

	“Then we’re in agreement about the most important thing.” Ulyana laid a hand on Murati’s shoulder and leaned into her a little, smiling. “Something you will come to learn about leadership, Murati, is that at times, you need to trust other adults that they will resolve their situations and pull through on their tasks when necessary. You need to give them space. It’s entirely possible Shalikova has been like this the whole time, and we just never knew– we didn’t have the capability to know her secret. Now we do.”

	Murati blinked, silently, while Ulyana continued. 

	“Imagine how shocked she must have been? How long she had been carrying on like this was a burden only on her shoulders? But regardless of how much we speculate on her powers, Murati, Shalikova is a responsible woman, who has never faltered when we needed her. Meetings, and things like that, they can come and go, for days at a time, maybe weeks at a time. But Shalikova is still doing everything we require of her. I’m sure if she needed to fight, she would come out and fight to protect everyone. Sameera and Khadija and Valya don’t mind being standby pilots. Just give Shalikova room to figure things out.”

	“I just wish there was something I could do for her.” Murati said. “I want to let her know that we can talk about it and that I am here to support her– and that I share her burden too.”

	“You’re a lovely soul, Murati.” Ulyana said. “But being a leader entails a certain distance. Someday, you’ll be a Captain, and hundreds of people might look to you for support. It’ll be hard to have conversations with everyone, like we are having. Your lovely soul will hurt a lot. You’ll have to learn how to handle it eventually. But take it from me, for now– in Shalikova’s case, you need to give her space.”

	Murati looked dissatisfied with the answer– but she deferred to Ulyana’s experience.

	“Thank you. Sorry for holding you up, Captain. You should go get ready.”

	“It’s perfectly fine. I’m glad you didn’t bottle this up for any longer.” Ulyana said.

	Murati averted her eyes, as if to say ‘I don’t always bottle things up’ with her face.

	But she did always bottle things up and basically everyone knew that about her.

	She had been hoping for the Captain to dispense some wisdom about bringing Shalikova over to their side to talk. During the conversation, however, she felt a little childish about that kind of tactic. As much as it gnawed at Murati’s chest every time Shalikova shirked a meeting to avoid confronting the issue, Ulyana’s take on the situation still sounded the most reasonable. Murati would have to give Shalikova time to disclose, and in the interim, continue to trust in her pilot without pressuring her.

	Anything else would require pulling rank– which Murati wasn’t quite ready to do.

	She wanted to command– but not to be a snobbish officer who was always shouting.

	Some part of her wanted to be respected enough for such problems to never arise.

	In the same way that she respected her own superiors and always went to them first.

	Shalikova avoiding Murati and keeping secrets, was a failure of Murati’s command.

	Ordering Shalikova to disclose her psionic ability would not fix that fundamental issue.

	That was how Murati came to see it– depressing as it was to live with that reality.

	“No use beating myself up. Just keep things moving, Murati.” She mumbled to herself.

	As the Brigand neared Kreuzung, the daily duties of the ship continued regardless. Murati had called for Euphrates and Tigris to meet her in the hangar, in front of the gantry holding the latest of the Brigand’s bizarre and impromptu technology acquisitions. A large and heavy Diver, broad-chested and thick-limbed with broad shoulders and all manner of technology hidden inside of its chassis.

	Standing almost a meter taller than every other Diver, stood the next generation “HELIOS.”

	Or at least, “next generation” was how its proud creators had billed it.

	Murati made her way down to the hangar. With a ceiling over nine meters tall, it was the most open and spacious area of the ship. Gunmetal grey walls and a red floor, with eight hatches in the middle covering deployment chutes. It had been specifically designed for the purpose of housing, maintaining and deploying several Diver mecha, and its gantries were occupied now with a colorful array of different models– several of which were ruined remnants from their last battle, in the process of repair. Along with the Diver gantries, there was a surprisingly full-featured workshop area where mechanics could manufacture or repaired a variety of parts via an industrial Ferristitcher, along with traditional tools to smooth out any modeling errors or assemble complicated products from the ferristitched parts.

	At the foot of the Helios’ gantry, Murati found a familiar pair of women waiting for her.

	“Greetings, my dear apprentice.”

	“Don’t give this bitch any reason to be smug, Murati! Tell her off immediately!”

	One was calm, with a bright smile and a gentle demeanor. Her hair was a dark teal-blue color and cut to the shoulder, slightly curly and messy, framing her face. She wore the same uniform as Murati, button-down, tie, teal half-jacket, black pants. Her counterpart who was yelling and glaring had darker skin, red hair tied up in a long ponytail with a tall arch, and dressed in a grey jumpsuit, a mechanic’s coverall.

	When touched, their skin had an otherworldly softness that hinted at augmentation. Both of them had bright eyes with numerous digital lines flitting across their surface. When they focused, one could see, for a split second, the mechanism focusing lenses. Cybernetic organs of that level of quality were expensive and rare in the Imbrium; but that was far from the only thing hidden beneath the surface of these two. While both of them looked almost younger than her, both were many, many times Murati’s age.

	Euphrates and Tigris. Holding the title of “Immortal” in a clandestine scientific organization known as the Sunlight Foundation. It was these two in large part who were responsible for the Brigand’s current course. Kreuzung Station hosted one of their research campuses, and they offered to help refit the Brigand. They were also responsible for the Diver they were standing under, having designed and constructed the HELIOS. It was for that reason that Murati had called them together– to discuss the machine’s fate.

	“She can call me whatever she wants as long as she’s being helpful.” Murati said.

	Tigris crossed her arms. “That’s the thing, Murati! You have to put her in her place and have a healthy level of suspicion of her. Otherwise she’ll act all smug, and she’ll pretend like she’s being helpful. But in reality, she’ll tell you a bunch of useless stuff, and lead you on a wild goose chase, and you won’t be none the wiser. You’ll be tricked into earnestly believing all of her nonsense and waste all of your time.”

	“I feel like I walked into something.” Murati replied.

	“Firstly– I have never once done such a thing to her.” Euphrates said calmly. “Murati, you should know this woman has very little patience, and a lot of disdain for process. What she calls a ‘wild goose chase’ is my theoretical work and adherence to the scientific method, which is the foundation of any appropriate research. Furthermore, I am teasing you by calling you ‘my apprentice’, but this isn’t to ingratiate myself with you. It’s just to make fun of you in and of itself without ulterior motives.”

	“I– Okay.” Murati took a deep breath. “Do you have any further bloviating to vent out?”

	Euphrates narrowed her eyes. “How rude– I thought you were a nice girl, Murati.”

	“Hah!” Tigris laughed. “You can be harsher Murati! You can be meaner! Get her ass!”

	“I’m a girl with a schedule to keep. Unlike you two care-free souls.” Murati sighed.

	A few minutes later, a fourth young woman joined them under the machine.

	“Sorry to keep you waiting, hubby dearest!”

	“Hubby dearest now, huh.”

	Her teasing tone made Murati’s cheeks turn a little redder than before.

	Karuniya Maharapratham approached with her hands behind her back, and an enormous, shining smile on her face targeted directly at Murati. Like Murati, she was a dark-skinned and dark-haired young Bosporan woman, but a good bit fairer in both complexion and hair color than her ‘hubby.’ Her hair was kept much longer as well and more orderly than Murati’s messy bangs and uneven sides. 

	Like almost everyone aboard, Karuniya wore the standard uniform of Treasure Box Transports, the fictitious corporation for which the Brigand’s troops pretended to work, which constituted the button-down and half-jacket. But unlike Murati, she wore a skirt and leggings with her uniform, rather than the pants. When she had a chance to express herself with fashion, Karuniya was always bold and bright, and even when she was just wearing a uniform, she carried herself as confidently as any fashionista.

	A casual observer could have very well likened her and Murati to a traditional “butch and femme” type lesbian couple, though Murati did not style herself that masculine for a woman. It was an interesting subject owing to her gender transition– but Murati ultimately didn’t mind being the “hubby.“

	“So, we’re all here.” Karuniya said. “What is this about, Murati? Why did you want to meet here?”

	She sidled up to the Lieutenant and practically rubbed her cheek against her.

	Murati pored over what to say, but there was no amount of rhetoric that could make the question more palatable. So she tried to be as direct as she could. “Karuniya– I know I asked you in the heat of the moment, back at Goryk’s Gorge, to pilot this unit with me. But now–” Murati paused briefly. “The HELIOS will always need two pilots. I don’t know if you’re comfortable with having to fight regularly. It’s not your job, and I understand that. So I wanted you to have the final say in whether we keep it.”

	“Whoa!” Tigris interrupted. “You are going to keep it! I’m not taking it back!”

	“Don’t be unreasonable, Tigris.” Euphrates said. “Murati is right to offer her this choice.”

	Tigris crossed her arms and grumbled near inaudibly to herself while staring at Karuniya.

	For her part, Karuniya continued to smile. Her bubbly behavior toned down just a touch.

	She let go of Murati and looked up at the machine that towered over all of them.

	“Jeez, Murati, all this time and you still didn’t understand my feelings at all?”

	“Huh? I’m just– I’m trying to be cautious about your feelings! You’re a scientist!”

	“I am also a soldier.” Karuniya said. “I agreed to help you pilot this thing and I will.”

	“I don’t want you to feel coerced into this.” Murati said. “It’s not an emergency anymore.”

	“Murati, I’m your wife.” Karuniya said. “I want to support you. Besides, now that you’re healed up, you’ll be doing all the fighting anyway, right? I’ll just be handling the computing stuff.”

	“She’s correct!” Tigris said. “She doesn’t have to fight! She can just man the drones!”

	“Now, I’m not that naïve either.” Karuniya said. “I’m not saying that I’m washing my hands of any violence Murati inflicts either. I’m in the machine; my hands will have blood too.”

	Karuniya locked eyes with Murati.

	In that moment, Murati felt a renewed admiration for her wife– and felt foolish, too.

	She was very lucky to have such a strong and wise woman by her side.

	Especially in moments like this, where she felt her earnestness caused her to blunder.

	“Oh c’mon!” Tigris said. “Are you two keeping it or not? I’m scrapping it if you say no!”

	“I apologize for her hysterics.” Euphrates said, shaking her head.

	“Of course we’re keeping it. I’d rather Murati pilot the HELIOS than any other machine.”

	Karuniya shut her eyes and flashed Murati a lovely little grin. She was so beautiful–

	“We can triumph together or die together– really, what more could a military wife want?”

	“I’m sorry, Karu. I shouldn’t have second guessed you.” Murati replied, smiling back.

	Both of them gazed into each other’s eyes, smiling, laughing a little bit.

	Tigris, meanwhile, inflicted Euphrates with perhaps the most antagonistic gaze yet.

	“Anyway!” Tigris said. “Is that all? You just wanted to get enthusiastic consent?”

	Both Murati and Karuniya stared at her, making the same disdainful expression.

	Euphrates crossed her arms and averted her gaze. “I again, apologize, for her hysterics.”

	“Shut up! I’d knock your head off if it wouldn’t just grow back!” Tigris shouted.

	“Huh?” Karuniya stared between the two of them.

	She was aware of most of their eccentricities, but not where it concerned Euphrates’ immortality.

	That particular detail would definitely attract unwanted attention.

	Shocked by the suddenness with which it came up, Murati quickly improvised a diversion–

	“It’s just their PDA!” Murati said. “Please ignore them. I’ve told them to cool it down.”

	Karuniya stared between the two of them. Her confusion seemed to only deepen.

	“Murati– nevermind. Let’s just move on from this.” Euphrates sighed.

	She and Tigris were now fixing the same disgusted glare at Murati.

	God damn it. I can’t win today– I want to disembark and scream without an echo.

	After a few minutes of silence, Murati finally collected her thoughts enough to continue.

	“There were a few other things I wanted to discuss. For one, I want to rename it.”

	Tigris shrugged her shoulders dismissively.

	“Okay? Just do it then, who cares. There’s no form you have to submit to me.”

	Murati nodded.

	“I want to call it the ‘Bhavani Jayasankar’.” She said suddenly.

	“VETO! I’m vetoing that name! I am completely against it!”

	Karuniya shot a hand straight up into the air like a student in a classroom.

	“Overruled! Absolutely not!” She then cut Murati off again. “Not Mordecai either!”

	Murati, who had been about to speak, fell awkwardly silent.

	Euphrates laughed gently. “But it’s so typical of her to name it that? It’s quite charming.”

	“I don’t care what you name it.” Tigris huffed. “Just agree on something already.”

	“Fine.” Murati said. “If I can’t use the names of communist leaders– let’s name it ‘Agni’.”

	Tigris’s head snapped up to look at her. “What? That name I don’t use? Why the hell?”

	“I think that’s a lovely name.” Karuniya said.

	“Why? Murati, I want to know– this isn’t some awful joke on me is it?” Tigris asked.

	“Of course not.” Murati replied.

	Ever since she met Euphrates and Tigris, Murati had been surprised by the two of them.

	There was no particular way that one would expect members of a clandestine organization to behave. Both Euphrates and Tigris had lied to the crew of the Brigand before and in some sense, brought danger upon them. However, they were enthusiastic in making up the inconvenience. 

	They showed a strong sense of ethicality in the way that they treated the people around them, and humbly submitted themselves to work under others, despite possessing immense powers that they could have used to control or subvert the crew. With their cooperation, the Brigand had learned a lot of valuable information. And Tigris, in particular, was an incredible asset, as an extremely technically skilled and indefatigably hard working mechanic and engineer who was not afraid of dirty jobs.

	Euphrates, too, was someone whom Murati had a certain admiration for.

	Back in Goryk’s Gorge, she had touched that woman’s heart, and the sorrow and pain she carried with her was so immense that it moved Murati to tears. She felt an intense drive to comfort and protect her. Even a percentage point of the suffering Euphrates had gone through would have ruined and embittered any ordinary person. She couldn’t explain it rationally, but she could feel it.

	And Murati also got the sense that despite her prickliness, Tigris was truly devoted to her.

	That devotion was something Murati could understand and admire quite easily.

	In the end, Murati had grown fond of them. Even in the short amount of time she had known them.

	“Agni is a High Bosporan name that means ‘fire’. I think it’s only right that the product of your passions be named after you and named like that.” Murati said, acknowledging Tigris as she spoke. “I admire your hard work and dedication, and how you’re so humble despite all the skills you possess.”

	“Hey, c’mon.” Tigris shrank back. “I’m not doing anything to look good or get praised.”

	“She only seeks praise from me.” Euphrates said.

	“You fucking shut up. Nobody asked for your stupid input.” Tigris replied, wilting visibly.

	Murati smiled. “See, the two of you– you really have made me feel like–”

	A bit overwhelmed with emotion, Murati gesticulated vaguely with her hands.

	Karuniya stared and nodded along. “Huh. You really left your impression on her.”

	“You understand that?” Tigris said, pointing at Murati. “Because I sure as hell don’t!”

	For a moment, Murati was truly unable to put her feelings into words.

	Thankfully, everyone around her understood the sudden difficulties and gave her time.

	Everyone agreed that henceforth, the HELIOS would be dubbed ‘Agni.’

	

	

	Viewed from the outside in, Kreuzung Station was absolutely, monumentally massive.

	To approach the station, any vessel had to first descend into the Kreuzung crater, which was an enormous maw in the earth, many kilometers across, over a thousand meters deep from the cliffs around it to the bottom with the tower baseplates. As the vessel approached, the imaging computer would struggle for a few seconds to capture it in its entirety. Staring down at this enormous machine — with its vast central tower surrounded by smaller, but no less grandiose twelve surrounding towers — conveyed the ultimate triumph of humanity over the circumstances which had driven them from the face of their planet and into the sea. It was a city in the seafloor, but for the people outside, it could’ve been a planet in space.

	Kreuzung’s core station alone was a remarkable endeavor. There were perhaps a half-dozen other stations in the Imbrium as large as Kreuzung’s core. Spanning a few kilometers in width and over one kilometer in height, the cubiform station had the presence of a mountain. But unlike Solstice’s Mt. Raja, its deliberate construction meant there was no wasted space. In Mt. Raja, people could only live in modules attached to the central stab and whatever tunnels were bored in the rock, with a natural limitation beneath the rocky surface; Kreuzung was packed corner to corner with systems and modules. To construct it, the Imbrians hundreds of years ago worked slowly, building one corner of the central tower, and then another, and another, and then building up top– this meant that the modules closer to the baseplate were the more spartan lodgings for the ancient workers, while the modules up top, built upon this foundation, were the works of art in which the wealthy lived. Most of the population density lay closer to the baseplates.

	All throughout the journey, there could be hundreds of other vessels of all sizes and shapes coming and going from Kreuzung, above the crater, down in the walls, between the towers. At the peak of traffic, there would be orderly lines of vessels lining up at the port entrances throughout the central tower, as well as the towers that could accept ships, of which there were about four with capable berths. Many ships had to access the station through exterior scaffold berths with attached deployment chutes, unable to pay for the privilige of disembarking from within the station’s ports at peak capacities.

	Millions of human beings inhabited these towers, and every day, perhaps millions more could potentially visit and depart on routine business in the region. Visibly massive commerce flowed through here.

	Upon descending between its towers, the visiting vessel would feel as if enclosed between walls of steel broken up by columns of ocean. It was here that the true magnitude of the endeavor became evident, as even the smallest towers dwarfed the largest dreadnoughts that were only hundreds of meters long and dozens of meters tall. For those working out in the water in pressure suits and divers, it would have felt like the towers framed the whole world, and there was only steel, rock, as far as the eye could see, dividing humanity from the unreachable heaven impossible to see overhead. 

	Tower baseplates dominated the seafloor with only a few regions of sand between, particularly near towers Seven and Eight which were closer to the old mines in the crater wall. Those walls of the crater visible between each tower gave the view a sense of connectedness as well, rock enmeshed with steel. There were were facilities in the crater wall and on top, mainly for industrial and military use. A dirty secret of the complex was that there were desperate people squatting some of the disused modules on the crater top and within the rim of the crater too– a touchy subject for immigration officers.

	All manner of drama, tragedy and conspiracy transpired in this nexus of Eisental’s prosperity.

	For the UNX-001 Brigand, calling itself The Pandora’s Box, there was safety in this sense of enormity and grandeur. Despite their secrets, they were only one vessel amid the many, all of which brought their own little conspiracies aboard this massive edifice. Even the brutal Volkisch movement had not yet taken full control of this enormous place, as they had in other, smaller cities across Rhinea.

	Soon as the Brigand entered port, on every screen across the cruiser, appeared the round, cheerful face of Communications Officer Natalia Semyonova. Blond and incredibly pretty, with a soft, plump and ample figure, she was the idol of the Brigand, who delivered every important message with a lovely voice and a winning smile. Whether it was the daily announcements or periodic affirmations for the workers, when Semyonova appeared on the screen, everybody paid rapt attention to her voice and face.

	“Attention all crew! Our vessel has just entered port at Kreuzung’s core station. We will have a roughly two hour ride on a conveyor belt in the station interstice, before the ship will be dropped off at Alcor Steelworks. It is vital that we go over how operations will proceed from here on out.”

	Accompanying Semyonova’s face on the screen, was a map of a shuttle tram route from the H block of Kreuzung to its fifth auxiliary tower. That map was given to the sailors as a stone paper synthestitched handout for them to keep on hand. Workgroup managers for the sailors were handed additional instructions on paper by officers of the Brigand like Murati and Karuniya, while the briefing continued.

	“For the next few weeks, we’ll be using Alcor’s facilities per a cooperation agreement between Treasure Box Transports, Solarflare LLC, and Alcor Steelworks Inc.” Semyonova said. “Alcor’s own workers will not be working on the ship, but they will be facilitating our use of their equipment and handling local permits and procedures. Only Solarflare and Treasure Box workers will be allowed to work on the ship. We will be allowed to travel to Solarflare’s campus in Tower Five as well as Alcor Steelworks’ workshops and campus in H-block, as part of shore leave. That means that Protocol Tokarev is in effect. Solarflare will handle our transportation, but you must adhere to Protocol Tokarev with more strictness than we did at Serrano station. As much as you may desire to do so, do not wander away from Solarflare’s minders, and let Solarflare and Alcor employees do any talking with the Kreuzung station’s authorities that may need doing. Treat Solarflare and Alcor representatives with courtesy and follow their kind instructions and directions, but do not disclose any information to them. All they need to know is your given name and your role. Workgroup managers can be consulted with any specific questions about this.”

	There was a bit of chatter, but the sailors aboard the Brigand had been handpicked for their professionalism and trustworthiness and could be counted upon to uphold the secrecy doctrine, dubbed Protocol Tokarev. Tokarev was the “T” in the Union phonetic alphabet, and in this case stood for “Treasure box.” It meant that the sailors would be expected to uphold the crew’s cover story and guard their secrecy. Commissar-General of the Union’s Internal Security, Parvati Nagavanshi, had handpicked even the sailors for the Brigand’s mission, of which there were over a hundred. Once given appropriate instructions, even the rowdiest of the sailors would not dare betray their comrades and the mission.

	“Operationally,” Semyonova continued, “this will be the most complicated mission that our crew has undergone yet, with technical, intelligence and social elements that will require precise and delicate coordination. All of these elements hinge on your judgment in the face of adversity and the unknown. Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya believes that all of you are more than capable of achieving success– and I believe wholeheartedly in all of you as well. Trust in your officers and managers, diligently complete your daily tasks and goals, and you will find that together, we will be able to safely depart Kreuzung fully repaired and provisioned in no time! Continue your work– the Captain will address the ship later!”

	And thus, the little conspiracy that the Brigand brought to Kreuzung officially began.

	As soon as the screens returned to normal, released from the control of Semyonova’s station in the Brigand’s bridge, the blond immediately bent over her desk and breathed a deeply-held sigh of relief. She pulled her headphones off and left them hanging off the desk by their cord. She let her half-jacket fall a little bit off her plush round shoulders while she openly sulked, kicking her legs in a silly fashion.

	“Aaah that was horrid. I overslept again and didn’t do my makeup right.” She whined.

	At her side, a dark-haired Shimii woman reached out a comforting hand, patting her back.

	“Everyone thinks you are lovely, Natalia.” Said Fatima al-Suhar, sonar and sensors officer.

	“Yes, Miss Semyonova! Your voice is as bewitching as the sirens of the deep!”

	One station down from Fatima, was the electronic warfare desk of Braya Zachikova, who had not been the one to speak. Zachikova stared narrow-eyed at the walls, her tawny, spiraling ponytail twitching as if in precise indignation of the actual speaker. That errant comment had been made by a woman sitting with her back to the side of Zachikova’s desk. Long red and white hair almost below the back, and a bloodlessly pale face with sky-blue eyes which had been emerald-green yesterday, and golden yellow the day before. A woman with an unfathomable, alien beauty; and a long tail ending in a fork.

	Arbitrator I, the “guest navigator” and newly-added threat to the peace on the Brigand’s bridge.

	Zachikova reached down and flicked her index finger, striking the woman’s nose.

	“Stop shouting on the bridge. You’re not twelve, behave yourself like an adult.”

	At the site where Zachikova’s finger had struck, a deep, purple and black bruise appeared.

	“Ah– I am castigated with such potent agony–!” Arbitrator I cried.

	“Stop faking it! Change your skin color back immediately! I didn’t hit you hard!” Zachikova shouted.

	That use of the word ‘castigated’ piqued the curiosity of the last person to have said it.

	Across the room, a blond, skinny young woman with purple streaks dyed into her hair–

	“Is that pale recusant now pilfering my advanced vocabulary?” pondered Gunnery Officer Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa. She briefly stared over her shoulder at the scene behind her.

	“I hope not. One person talking like a roleplaying middle schooler is enough.”

	Unprompted, the woman at Fernanda’s side offered her own commentary. Tall, dark, her brown hair tied up in a bun, cutting a dashing figure with her lean shoulders and long limbs, that mostly went disused– it was Torpedo and Missile Officer Alexandra Geninov. As soon as the words left her lips, Fernanda’s attention immediately switched to her recurring nemesis with an oft-heard cry.

	“Not a soul here wished the curse of your voice upon them, GAMER!”

	In the middle of all this chaos–

	“Order on the bridge! Use your inside voices! Do you need the same spiel as the sailors?”

	The Brigand’s bridge was divided into three tiers like a stepladder, each connected by sets of a few metal steps. Most of the officers were in the middle tier, about a meter below the top tier with the door, where there were stations for Communications; Sonar, Imaging and Sensors; Electronic Warfare; and opposite them, Torpedo and Missiles; Gunnery; and the Helm. Above and behind them, the top tier extended roughly between the lower stations so the Captain was raised but also somewhat central to the other stations. Below all of them were the four gas gunnery stations providing defensive flak fire.

	While the polite and humble gas gunners heard all the commotion above and behind them, they were usually separate from the goings-on of the rest of the bridge, and even had their own manager down there. As such, whenever Commissar Aaliyah Bashara shouted at the bridge officers, it was implicitly understood by them that she was shouting mainly at Alex, Fernanda, Zachikova, and the like.

	“Astaghfirullah,” Aaliyah moaned, lapsing into Shimii ‘Fusha’ speech. In this case, it was expression of a mild shame at the frequent disorder around her. Her dark cat-like ears twitched, and her tail stood on end. Normally she wore a Commissar’s military uniform with a dark coat and pants, gold filigree, a red armband and a peaked cap on her long, dark hair, to command respect befitting the ship’s chief political officer– but in Kreuzung due to Protocol Tokarev, she wore the same uniform as everyone else.

	She occupied the second seat of the top-center, in whispering range of the Captain.

	Missing at the time– she was in a communications booth making calls to the station.

	However, almost as soon as Aaliyah began to think of her–

	Through the door, the Captain stepped onto the steel floor of the top tier.

	“Captain on bridge!” Aaliyah declared.

	She saluted, as did everyone else on the bridge– even the unruliest of the officers.

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya smiled and took her seat at the head of the bridge. She was an impressive woman that easily caught the eyes, tall and mature with lustrous blond hair falling over her shoulders, lush red lips, bright green eyes and a tasteful amount of cosmetics. More than pretty, she was in good shape, with an excellent figure and physique. Her jacket was wrapped up and carried in one arm, revealing the sleeveless button-down of the Treasure Box uniform in full and baring her strong shoulders and lean arms. Her skirt and leggings accentuated her long legs and precise gait.

	“Captain,” Aaliyah said.

	“Commissar,”

	Ulyana sat beside Aaliyah, and immediately upon doing so, slouched and breathed in deep.

	“You look exhausted.” Aaliyah said. She had known the Captain intimately enough to tell.

	“It’s been nerve-wracking.” Ulyana said. “Talking to all these Imbrians trying to hide how thick my Volgian accent is. Euphrates warned us that this place is extremely racist– it became the subject of a few awkward conversations I had to have with Solarflare and the station representatives. We’ll have to debrief everyone, especially the Shimii crew members. There’s legal segregation in place here, can you believe it?”

	“Barbaric.” Aaliyah said. “But not unexpected. We’ll just have to be extra careful.”

	“There was a cute Shimii girl working at the dock though.” Ulyana said. “Really short tail.”

	“Bobtail usually means a Shimii is mixed.” Aaliyah said. “Maybe the Imbrians trust her more because of that. Or it suggests there’s a permit scheme– I’m sure we have options available.”

	Aaliyah answered firmly and seriously, even though Ulyana had a teasing tone of voice.

	Unable to get her cherished Commissar to respond to the provocation, Ulyana deflated.

	“Right, it’s just, every request we need to make is one more chance to raise suspicion.”

	Her voice began to convey more and more of her exhaustion.

	Aaliyah surreptitiously stroked her hand, out of view of the rest of the crew.

	“We can do this, Captain. I’m here to support you.” She whispered.

	“Thank you. If I might trouble you for that support– I’d like to take a nap.” Ulyana said.

	“I will keep the bridge in line as I always do.” Aaliyah said, with a proud little smile.

	“And I don’t–? Nevermind– wake me up when we’re transferring the ship to a trailer.”

	Ulyana leaned back into her chair. She procured her hat from beside her seat and dropped it over her head, using the peak to cover her eyes. On the main screen, there was nothing to see but endless walls of metal as the conveyor took them through the bowels of the station interstice. 

	A series of elevators and conveyors would slowly bring the “Pandora’s Box” to Alcor’s industrial module in the H-block several hundred meters up from where they entered. The Pandora’s Box was cruiser-sized, over 200 meters in length, almost 40 in height, and close to 50 meters wide. On the conveyor, however, it easily moved, if not from the conveyor belt’s power alone then with the help of jet anchors attached by awaiting Kreuzung workers to help the ship navigate the passages.

	“The Kreuzung Station complex, huh.” Aaliyah said to herself, almost admiringly.

	Such a vast place, so full of humanity– surely, they could slip under the radar here.

	There could not be that much trouble in store for them, right?

	And it was a chance for the officers and sailors to leave the ship and walk around.

	Even if it was just between the Alcor and Solarflare campuses. Shore leave was shore leave.

	For a time, the officers all went quiet, as there was nothing to do. All advanced systems had been shut off in order to keep the mechanisms and core cooled since they wouldn’t be cycling in as much cold water outside of the ocean until they reached their destination. Everything was running on battery and running lean until they could get water circulating again. The Brigand was quite useless outside the water.

	Finally, brightening light from the main screen awakened everyone on the bridge.

	One final cargo elevator lifted the ship into the light of an artificial sun. Blacktop roads and courts connected several enormous workshop buildings made of thick plastic walls, and a main office at the distant end of the road that looked like an art sculpture, with a swirling irregular façade and glass dome. Overhead, there was an artificial blue sky, enormous sunlamps hidden by tricks of the light.

	And so the Pandora’s Box had made its understated entrance into Kreuzung’s H-block.

	“How high up is that sky? It’s just lamps, right?” Alex asked, looking with wide eyes.

	“It must be less than a hundred meters to fit into the block.” Zachikova said calmly.

	“It just looks like it’s so high.” Alex said. “Like a kilometer or more. Like a real sky.”

	“As if any firmament interred with us in this sea could ever be so far overhead.” Fernanda said. “Gamer, this castle in itself is at most a kilometer high. Is math another of your debilities?”

	“Excuse me for trying to have a bit of fancy, oh princess dark and erotic.” Alex said.

	“Gamer–!”

	“Don’t start, you two.”

	This time the reprimand did not come from the Commissar.

	Instead it was the tired voice of Captain Korabiskaya herself, suppressing a yawn.

	She sat up straight in her chair, pulled off her hat and ran her fingers through the waves of her hair. In the cameras, she watched with half-opened eyes as people and machines came out to unload the Brigand. From one of the tall workshops, an enormous trailer on super-thick threads trundled its way toward them along with four enormous cranes. Atop the trailer, there was a sturdy scaffold into which the ship would be balanced so that even the underside was accessible to workers during the refitting.

	“So this is it, then. Alcor Steelworks.” Ulyana said.

	Semyonova lifted her head off her desk suddenly. “Ma’am, we’ve got a call.”

	In a moment, Ulyana took the call on a video screen affixed to a movable arm on her chair.

	On video, was a woman dressed in a colorful yellow vinyl blazer with see-through sleeves that showed the shorter sleeves of the button-down beneath. She had skirt of the same material with similar see-through gaps along the sides. Her high powered executive fashion seemed at odds with the simple, rustic style of her long, brown-blond hair, tied up with a corny-looking neon-pattern cloth.

	“Greetings, Captain Korabiskaya I presume? My name is Amelia Winn, I’m an executive officer of Alcor’s Kreuzung branch. I hope that I am finding you well on this momentous day.”

	“Thank you, Madam Winn. I’m Ulyana Korabiskaya. I am doing fine. A bit of travel fatigue.”

	Amelia smiled. “I am calling on behalf of Alcor Steelworks to thank you for choosing us for a million mark project like this! Solarflare LLC has been a partner for us in Kreuzung for many years, and we are always glad for their business. Because of the sensitivity requested by all parties, I just wanted you to know I will be personally on site to insure your intellectual property rights.”

	“Thank you Madam Winn.” Ulyana said. “We’re happy to be aboard as well.”

	“As for your fatigue, you may feel free to avail yourselves of our executive campus! We have gel beds, hot baths, refreshments of all sorts. Allow us to warmly welcome you to Kreuzung! You paid for it, after all!”

	Welcome to Kreuzung indeed, Ulyana thought, smiling awkwardly at the bubbly Amelia.

	

	

	“Maryam, can I ask you something?”

	“Always, Sonya!”

	“What would you do if a previously trustworthy person was making overtures that you can come to them with your problems, in a way that made you uncomfortable spilling your guts to them?”

	“Hmm. Well I think if I trusted someone, then I just I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable talking to them!”

	Sonya Shalikova sighed loudly.

	Of course, Maryam, because you’re such a saccharine, naive marshmallow!

	She would have to discard that advice immediately.

	Lodging on the Brigand was divided between Officers, who resided on the top deck, and everyone else, who resided below. Aside from some managers, like Chief Mechanic Lebedova, most people on the bottom deck lived in the dorms abutting the hangar. Each dorm room had 4 bunks, and each bunk had some storage space. That was it– very few amenities and no extra space. There were several dozen such rooms, and two bathrooms between them with an open shower plan and a few toilets. Comparatively, the officer’s quarters were a bit more luxurious. They lived two to a room, with beds big enough they could potentially hold two people together (which mattered for clandestine fraternization), and each room had amenities in the walls, such as clothes drying and pull-out chairs and desks for added comfort.

	Supposedly, this separation was meant to reward Officers and furthermore to give Officers distance from Sailors so that they could enforce discipline without developing too many personal feelings about their subordinates. In reality, this was basically a post-hoc rationalization for continuing to build ships with the exact same internal structure that the Imbrian Empire used. Continuing the technology legacy of the Empire helped the Union to simplify construction by limiting ship plans to proven blueprints. Attempts to make ships with “equal” lodgings were rejected time and again as idealistic because of this.

	In the end, what this meant was that Sailors led a more public life than Officers.

	An Officer had a comfortable room to retreat to when they did not feel sociable.

	Sailors got their dose of spaciousness from being outside their rooms. In their rooms they only had a gel bed bunk to look forward to. So the Sailors were more often out and about, they took any excuse to walk about the ship, they frequented the cafeteria, and they made thorough use of any public entertainment or social space on the ship. In stark contrast, a certain silver-haired, somewhat skinny young lady with indigo eyes had been making thorough use of the private spaces afforded to her as an officer.

	Sonya Shalikova did not mind the four walls of her room at all.

	Compared to the alternative, at least they were uncomplicated.

	She laid down on her bed, stared up at the ceiling and sighed.

	Her days confined to her room were made better, and bearable at all, by the presence of her partner, a pink-skinned, purple-haired young woman who had been taking up the other bunk of Shalikova’s room as much and as often as Shalikova took up her own. Dressed in a nun’s habit, the cuttlefish-derived Katarran, Maryam Karahailos, was unknowingly the center of Shalikova’s current worries.

	Maryam was too kind, too soft– it wasn’t her fault. It was all Shalikova’s own fault.

	She had been too careless. Those two passengers, Euphrates and Tigris, were psionic; and now Murati was suddenly psionic too. She had never imagined there would be more psychics aboard. She was not even flaunting the powers Maryam had given her. She had just used it once, because she saw Murati give off power– and that one time was enough for Murati to see it and understand it immediately.

	“Ugh. Murati.” Shalikova mumbled.

	It was already difficult enough to talk to Murati.

	Not because she was unapproachable, but exactly the opposite.

	Murati cared so much, in a way that Shalikova did not know how to deal with.

	She always felt like Murati, the instant Shalikova appeared, would trouble herself over her.

	It was often mortifying to deal with Murati’s overemphasized kindness.

	And just when she had finally worked up the courage to try to ask Murati for help–

	–the entire situation unfolded from there.

	Now, it was mortifying to think of confronting Murati about it.

	Murati’s circumstances did not matter to her so much. She was incurious about how Murati achieved her powers or who had given them to her. What was foremost in her mind was whether Murati had found out about Maryam, and then whether Murati might make Shalikova talk about Maryam’s involvement. It was the obvious question to ask upon confronting Shalikova– where did you get this ability? Murati had to know that someone else had to have given it to Shalikova. Nobody had come to confront Maryam, so on some level, the information was still under control and Maryam was ultimately safe.

	And maybe nothing would happen– Murati didn’t seem like the capital punishment type.

	But it was different now that Shalikova was involved with Maryam.

	She worried about her and felt responsible. She couldn’t bear to risk her at all.

	Shalikova loved Maryam. And that love warped how she could respond to this fiasco.

	Especially because Maryam was so untroubled by the whole thing.

	When Shalikova had brought it up to Maryam–

	“Oh, yes, I did notice that the Lieutenant had awakened to psionics. Probably she received it from Euphrates. Euphrates was a member of my old organization. She is a good woman though. You don’t need to worry about her, I don’t think. She’ll teach that Murati lady how to do things properly.”

	Maryam said that so innocently that it unnerved Shalikova.

	She felt that she needed to protect Maryam from her naivety once again.

	Hiding in her room was a childish way to do that.

	It’s not like it blocked Murati in any way if she wanted to force her to confess. And it wasn’t a solution to the problem either. Time was just stopped– nothing was moving in any direction and nothing was being decided. But nevertheless, Shalikova still stayed in her room for days, only venturing out in the dead of night, avoiding Akulantova’s night patrols, to shower and grab some basic food items.

	Every day, if there was an event scheduled by Murati, Shalikova would declare a sick day.

	She would have demanded that Maryam shelter with her, but it wasn’t necessary.

	Maryam mostly stuck to Shalikova’s side, and she was thankful for that.

	Not only because she felt safer that way; but because she would have gone insane in her room alone for days without Maryam to talk to. During those days, Maryam had been her shining light. 

	Waking up to her girlfriend, across the room, gently breathing, her skin color shifting erratically as she dreamed– it was like nothing she had ever felt in her entire life. She began to love talking to Maryam about anything at all, just to hear her voice. Shalikova’s intention was not to breach any difficult subjects, and she mainly made small talk about food and passtimes– but Maryam always seemed to–

	“Do you know about video games?”

	“Hmm? Like the simulator you showed me?”

	“Kind of like that. But just for fun. There’s stuff like that in the Union.”

	“I see. We didn’t have things like that for fun.”

	“How about for training? Simulators are pretty common for the Union navy.”

	“Most Katarran warlords don’t really have simulator type things except for their really elite troops like their diver pilots or special operators. Infantry are cheap and the really good ones will survive and pick up skills over time. For most of us, we kinda, just fought each other with real weapons to train.”

	“You fought with real weapons? What if you got hurt? That’d just cost the ship its troops.”

	“Well, Katarrans are pretty tough. But if you die, you just weren’t good enough, I suppose.”

	“I– I see. I should’ve guessed it’d be like that. Maryam, can I hug you?”

	“Ah! I’d love that Sonya! Come here!”

	Regardless of the content, just hearing Maryam’s voice set Shalikova’s heart aflight.

	It was such a new feeling. It was so strange. And she didn’t wear these feelings on her face.

	She allowed herself to feel it though. It was like her heart was softening and warming.

	It was– it was strange. That was it– strange, but comforting.

	In addition to talking among themselves, another common activity they shared during their self-imposed quarantine was practicing psionics. Shalikova felt determined to master the power Maryam had given her.

	“So, this might sound corny, but psionics is all about your heart, Sonya.” Maryam said. “Your emotions play a huge role in it! Psionics starts in the mind, but it’s your emotions that have the greatest power to alter your perspective and affect how your psionics work. What you feel, will wash over your true intentions, and come out in the power, even if it’s not convenient for you. You remember the colors? Each color means something, and you have all of those colors in you. They will express themselves in your power. You could end up making a really awful mistake in a crucial moment because of your emotions. So, I think, what you should practice first is to act while controlling your emotions.”

	She pitched an object across the room for Shalikova to catch. 

	It was a small but dense metal rosary on a plastic cord necklace.

	Despite its size, it felt very solid and a little heavy in Shalikova’s hands.

	“Alright, Sonya– try to lift that rosary slowly and gently with your mind. Relax and try not to let your emotions sway you while you control the rosary. If you feel scared or nervous, try to relax. If you feel frustrated, then don’t give in to your anger. And, the really difficult part is, if you feel pain, you can’t let it scare you or you’ll definitely fail. Breathe deeply, return to your center, and act very carefully.”

	“Can you see what colors I have around me now?” Sonya asked.

	Maryam shook her head. The tentacles that were enmeshed in her hair lifted in a little shrug.

	“Nope! Your aura is not visible Sonya. So I can’t tell what kind of emotion will dominate.”

	Right– Shalikova had this bizarre ability to hide her aura without even trying to.

	“I guess I’ll have to feel it out without help. Okay– I’m going.”

	Shalikova held the rosary in her palm and focused on it.

	Even before this practice session, Shalikova had already been working on getting familiar with calling her psionics, in order to see auras, mainly Maryam’s aura. By the time the incident with Murati transpired, it was already fairly easy for Shalikova to take that first step and begin to summon the power to her eyes. But reading auras was somewhat passive, like a camera that automatically calculated the lighting for a picture. Moving something was a second-by-second decision-making process, it was active.

	So she called the power, and the rosary stirred in her hands.

	It did not lift, however.

	Shalikova was immediately wracked with indecision.

	She was being cautious not to use too much force, but not to apply too little, not to push or pull or squeeze the rosary too tight. Not to flick it or fling it, not to throw it to the ceiling. In that moment Shalikova imagined and then discarded every possibility, and so the little rosary shook in her hands but did not lift, did not go flying, did not do anything. As soon as she felt both a little bit of pain pricking the back of her head, and the frustration of inaction– Shalikova immediately stopped.

	After shaking in the palm of her hand for only a few seconds, the rosary stopped moving.

	“Even someone special like you can’t always win on the first try, Sonya!”

	Maryam tried to console and encourage her, but it was undoubtedly frustrating.

	“I take it then that you can control your emotions deliberately, Maryam?”

	“Yep! You can see it, Sonya! Here– focus on my aura, and I’ll show you.”

	Shalikova wordlessly invoked the power, putting on that filter over her eyes.

	Focusing on the color around Maryam, that miasma of luminous aether called an aura.

	For most humans, their common colors were green and blue.

	Anxiety and peace, almost always mixed, for humans were never free of worry.

	Red was also common to see, as most people always carried some frustration or passion.

	Yellow, for injury, illness or sickness, was also common, at least a tiny band for daily aches and pains.

	When Shalikova first looked at her, Maryam had strong, thick bands of blue and green, representing that basic state of human emotion. She had a very small band of yellow, which could mean anything from wounds to a stomachache; and she also had a band of purple in her little personal rainbow. Purple was associated with pride, but also represented a strong self-consciousness or self-absorbedness.

	“Alright. Watch closely, Sonya.”

	Maryam shut her eyes and clasped her hands together as if in prayer.

	Saint’s Skin: Vestment.

	Shalikova felt a near unintelligible psionic whisper coming from her girlfriend.

	In an instant, the band of purple in Maryam’s aura spread to engulf every color.

	Until, in seconds, the cuttlefish nun’s entire aura was lustrously purple as her long hair.

	Shalikova had never seen an aura change so suddenly and completely.

	Wrapped in that gaseous purple color, Maryam opened her eyes and spread her arms.

	Her lips spread into a self-satisfied little grin.

	She stood from her bunk, walked up to Shalikova, and leaned forward into her.

	Throughout, her aura remained steadily purple.

	“It’s not a trick I can really teach you, but you might be able to discover it!”

	In the next instant, she tipped forward and took Shalikova’s lips into a quick but full kiss.

	When she drew back, smiling at the dumbfounded Shalikova, her aura started to distort.

	Returning the rest of the colors as the purple receded.

	Shalikova blinked, tasting Maryam on her tongue for just a moment.

	She smiled back– she couldn’t help it. “You’ve become really wily huh?”

	“I always have been! You just haven’t been on the receiving end of my cuttle-tricks.”

	In that way, the two lovers spent their days together. Despite Shalikova’s strange moods, Maryam was never anything less than comforting, and she quietly acquiesced to the unreasonable attitude that her lover had taken up lately. They remained in their little room, passing the time together.

	Unperturbed, apart from the public world of the ship.

	Soon, though, they would have to disembark. Shalikova had to confront the issue.

	An issue which she herself created, and which she herself supported with her fears.

	“Maryam, I’ll protect you, no matter what.” Shalikova said.

	“Hmm? Of course, Sonya! And I’ll protect you with all my strength too!”

	She loved her so much.

	So much she was afraid to lose her. Like she had already lost someone else before–

	Shalikova was stuck in her own head for days, unable to make a decision.

	It was a mood unlike any she ever had. She did not know how to deal with it.

	Until, on the fateful day–

	“Sonya, open up. You’re not keeping this door closed to me, missy.”

	Shalikova and Maryam had been lying in bed dozing off the afternoon–

	“Illya?”

	That voice belonged to someone quite familiar.

	Someone Shalikova had not considered at all when it came to her current affairs.

	“You’ve been in there for days. You’ve got shore leave. Open up.”

	“She’s coming out! Don’t worry!” Maryam called out cheerfully.

	“Maryam–!” Shalikova grumbled.

	“We want to see you, Sonya.”

	A low and deadpan voice joined Illya’s– of course, Valeriya was there too.

	Shalikova grit her teeth.

	There was no avoiding this. Those two would put a breaching charge on the door if they had to.

	Giving Maryam a quick dissatisfied glare that the nun did not have any response to, Shalikova got up from bed and walked the few steps to the door. Standing dead center in front of the door frame with her arms outstretched, Shalikova ran her hand across the touch sensitive wall of the room, which became a context-sensitive digital button. The door slid into the wall to open, right in front of Shalikova.

	“You’re alive then. That’s good. I almost suspected the nun had killed you.” Illya said.

	“Do not joke about that.” Shalikova said, practically growling.

	“Sorry~”

	Illya raised her hands in self-defense, with an amused little smile.

	At her side, Valeriya shook her head and sighed.

	She curled a bit of Illya’s long hair between her fingers– only Shalikova seemed to notice.

	From inside the room, Maryam waved innocently at the women gathered at the door.

	“Anyway. Now that we’ve got proof of life, I’m dragging you out.” Illya said.

	“I thought I had shore leave. I’ll go when I want to go.” Shalikova said.

	“We have an all-Officer’s meeting about the shore leave. You can fuck back off after that.”

	Both women at the door were quite familiar with Shalikova, and Illya certainly acted like it. In the absence of her only remaining family, Illya had practically become something of a big sister to Shalikova. Like Shalikova, Illya Rostova was a silver-haired Volgian, but she was taller, with more defined muscle in her lean limbs and strong core, and she carried herself with a confident brusqueness that Shalikova could never have hoped to match. Normally she wore the security team’s padded bodysuit armor and carried a rifle, but under Protocol Tokarev, she wore the Treasure Box uniform. Like Shalikova, she dispensed with the jacket and bared her shoulders. Unlike Shalikova, she had decent shoulders to bare.

	At her side, stood an expression-less, long-haired blond woman with a soft face and a demure stance, arms around herself, averting her gaze. Valeriya Peterburg, another close friend of Shalikova’s departed older sister. Wearing a skirt and leggings instead of pants, with her hair grown long to almost her waist, she was the perfect match for Illya, whisper-silent where she was loud, reserved and distant where Illya was confrontational, seemingly more feminine where Illya was more tomboyish. For as long as Shalikova had known them, they had been together. She thought of them almost as soulmates.

	“We were worried.” Valeriya said, again in a near-whisper.

	“It’s really none of your business–” Shalikova started to say, but Illya leaned in close.

	“It is absolutely our business. You didn’t call me auntie Illya for like 8 years as a kid, for it to not be my business now. I promised Zasha I’d look after you if anything happened. I don’t know what’s gotten into you because you never tell anyone shit. But we’re responsible for surveillance, and we were worried sick that we practically never saw you around anymore, and you’ve used all your sick days in a row.”

	“I’m fine. It’s nothing. I just want to be alone. I can take care of myself.” Shalikova said.

	“I don’t care, Sonya. If you behave like this, I’m intervening. Always. So get used to it.”

	Illya poked Shalikova in the cheek. Shalikova cringed away from her hand.

	“Fine, fine. There’s no use trying to say no to you two.” 

	Shalikova crossed her arms and turned her cheek.

	“You’re acting like I’m bullying you.” Illya sighed. “Collect your girlfriend and lets go.”

	Shalikova’s heart was full of anxiety that she tried her very hardest to restrain.

	There was no use– ultimately, Illya was right. Illya was right that this was stupid of her.

	It took Illya coming here and shouting at her for her readily admit it to herself.

	She had been a fool– but she was still not going to talk to Murati unless forced to.

	Now she was a stubborn fool instead. She still didn’t feel ready to spill her guts.

	Ugh. Get your mess under control, Sonya Shalikova.

	She berated herself, but it brought her no closer to controlling her emotions.

	So she remained as stuck in her own head leaving her room as she was inside of it.

	Shalikova and Maryam followed Illya and Valeriya down to the hangar, where all of the ship’s officers were assembling in the center, between the gantries that held the unpowered Divers upright. One of the deployment hatches, the farthest and rightmost, was propped open and there was a ladder going through it, guarded by Akulantova. The Brigand must have been set up in drydock at the station– Shalikova had heard something about that in Semyonova’s announcements but had not paid that much attention. The officers, the sailors’ managers, were arranged in short lines, waiting for the Captain.

	Immediately, Shalikova spotted a head of shoulder-length, dark and messy hair.

	Thankfully, Murati had her back turned and Shalikova slipped to the back of the group.

	Illya and Valeriya stayed off to the side of the lined-up officers.

	So in the back, it was Shalikova, Maryam– and a woman Shalikova suddenly bumped into–

	“Oh? I’m glad you’re alive, devushka. I’d wondered where you’d been.”

	Shalikova had been focusing on evading the notice of Lieutenant Murati.

	She had not been paying attention to whom she was sidling up to in the group.

	So she hit someone, and–

	A sultry, mature voice with a teasing laughter that oozed confidence snapped her to reality.

	She was taken in by her appearance. Voluminous, wavy sandy-blond hair with fluffy bangs, tied into a ponytail with a purple ribbon that matched the sophisticated wine-dark color of her eyeshadow and lipstick. Tapering cat-like ears, dark-yellow with white fluffy inner-ear fur; and a lustrous, velvety tail to match. Lean limbs and a busty figure; a refined beauty, vibrant olive skin with the slightest hint of crow’s feet around the eyes, and a vivacious, self-assured smile, keen green eyes. There was no doubting it–

	–Shalikova had foolishly bumped into Khadija al-Shajara, ace of aces among their pilots.

	There should have been no missing her. Khadija was one-of-a-kind. Shalikova admired her!

	But she was so distracted.

	Normally she was far more perceptive of her surroundings. She felt quite embarrassed about this.

	Khadija was deserving of an apology, but thinking about the situation, Shalikova went mute.

	Because Khadija was also a pilot and an officer, she must have known about Shalikova’s absences.

	So then, what would she think about it? Did she had a low opinion of her now?

	As Shalikova hesitated, Khadija turned her head a little just to wink and grin at her.

	“Don’t be so stiff. You don’t need to excuse yourself to me. I’m glad you’re well.”

	Khadija looked across from Shalikova at Maryam next to her and waved with her fingertips.

	Maryam waved back with an innocent smile.

	Of course– nothing bad happened at all. Shalikova felt even more foolish.

	“Attention! Captain at the head of the meeting!”

	Shalikova’s flushed face snapped from Khadija over to the front of the assembled officers.

	Staring around the side of Alex Geninov, who was taller than Shalikova and blocking her view in front, she saw Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara. Thankfully there was no whiteboard or other accompanying presentation tool that Shalikova had to be able to pay attention to. It looked like the meeting was just for the Captain to debrief them before they were allowed to disembark.

	There was a camera drone floating in front of the Captain too– Shalikova realized the meeting was being broadcast. Only Officers had been summoned, but sailors would be watching through monitors.

	“Good afternoon, my precious and illustrious crew!” Captain Korabiskaya. “We’re once again very lucky to have received a chance to disembark the ship and walk solid ground within a station, thanks to the courtesy of our allies Euphemia and Theresa and our new technology partner Solarflare LLC. However, unfortunately for us, Kreuzung is a station that is far less welcoming to people like us than Serrano was, and so we must take special care to follow the laws here, distasteful and rightist as they are.”

	“Kreuzung has a deep history of racism and segregation,” continued the Captain. Her tone of voice sounded audibly embittered compared to before. “Most of us have thick Volgian accents and will get odd looks from the Imbrians. We will need to mind our speech, and who we speak to. But anti-Volgian racism is the least of our concerns. Unfortunately, this place has a much deeper history with Shimii.”

	“Because of the segregation regime in place on this station, we will need all Shimii crew to visibly wear permits on lanyards.” Captain Korabiskaya delivered the new with a grave tone of voice. “Cecilia Foss, our legal adviser from Solarflare LLC, is working on procuring papers for us. Until they are approved, I’m afraid that any Shimii crew will have to remain with the ship. Pelagis crew members are a notable grey area. Certainly there is no shortage of racism toward Katarrans in the reactionary Imbrian Empire– but we will only know on a case by case basis whether the authorities take issue with our Pelagis comrades because there is no codified segregation of Pelagis, but there are ‘anti-crime’ laws that racially profile Katarrans. Our legal guidance for now is to await IDs and treat our Pelagis crew and guests the same as Shimii.”

	“With one exception,” Commissar Bashara added. “Maryam Karahailos has the natural ability to alter her appearance, so as long as she looks like an Imbrian woman, she won’t arouse suspicion.”

	Shalikova eyed Maryam, feeling a stab of personal indignation at this injustice.

	To think she would have to disguise her beautiful and unique appearance–

	Maryam, however, looked completely unbothered by it.

	“Don’t worry Sonya. I can fake being a blond, blue-eyed doll no problem!” Maryam said.

	Maryam– you’re too nice. Shalikova patted her on the shoulder.

	“As a token of solidarity, Alcor Steelworks’ executive Amelia Winn will be bringing fresh food to crew members on the ship every day.” The Captain continued. “It will be brought aboard by Zhu and Van Der Smidse of the security team. We’ve requested strictly vegetarian fare. We will also be setting up encrypted channels to Solarflare’s campus network so you can connect to the station safely and get access to digital content from the Imbrium. Just have some common sense with that– don’t let the Commissar catch you with any anti-communist films or you’ll be spending some time in reeducation.” The Captain said that in the tone of a joke, but beside her, the Commissar had her arms crossed and looked dead serious.

	“Unlike in Serrano, we have some special guests this time around.” Commissar Bashara now took the reins. “We debated how to balance our security with their personal rights, but we ultimately decided to place them in the custody of officers who have shown interest. First, Sieglinde Castille will be in the custody of Khadija al-Shajara. She will only be allowed to leave the ship with Khadija– however, because Khadija is a Shimii, neither are allowed to leave the ship until our permits arrive. Sorry about that.”

	Shalikova looked surreptitiously beside herself and found Khadija glaring daggers at a woman standing about a meter distance off to her side. A regal-looking woman with a soft face that was almost as meticulously rouged as Khadija’s, and richly wavy blond hair. She stood taller than almost anyone on the ship except Akulantova, and had an athletic, broad-backed physique that seemed rare in a pampered noblewoman. Shalikova had not been in the loop too much about this individual, but she knew they had picked her up from the Diver battle back at Goryk– once upon a time, she was Sieglinde von Castille.

	“I’ll be watching. Just try something. I dare you.” Khadija muttered.

	“I– I’m not–” Sieglinde murmured back, averting her gaze.

	That was Khadija’s problem now, and Shalikova avoided catching either of their gazes.

	Commissar Bashara continued. “Arabella, our guest navigator, will be in the custody of Braya Zachikova. She is only allowed to leave the ship alongside Zachikova. Finally, Maryam Karahailos is under the custody of Sonya Shalikova. She is a Katarran, but she possesses a natural affinity for disguise. If she maintains an Imbrian appearance, she can disembark with Shalikova without issues. And those are all of our special guests. Euphemia and Theresa will freely come and go. As for the rest– I don’t want people to be too suspicious, but because of the circumstances, if you see something unusual, please report it.”

	There was a natural bit of staring going around at the people who were mentioned.

	In front of her, perennial shower room pest Alex Geninov and a shorter blond woman with a purple dye-job stared over their shoulders back at Shalikova with smiles on their faces. Shalikova tried to stare around them and not engage. She had her eye out for Murati to wander over and start trying to get Shalikova to talk but– no such thing ever happened during the meeting or afterwards.

	Captain Korabiskaya resumed speaking after the Commisar was done, delivering some final remarks.

	“Aside from that, we will follow normal disembarking procedure. If you are working on the ship, obviously you cannot take off whenever you please, but we want you to have fun too. We will rotate workers, and if you are on free time, you will have free travel to the Alcor executive campus no questions asked; but visiting Solarflare LLC will require permission from your manager if you are a sailor. Officers are trusted to go to Solarflare and back of their own accord. Venturing anywhere else other than Alcor and Solarflare’s campuses, will require individual approval from either myself or the Commissar. We will go through these requests once a day, at night. So submit requests prior to that each day so we can get to them.”

	“Put Protocol Tokarev ahead of all other concerns.” Commissar Bashara added. “All of our lives depend on it. We’re not here to play around, but take care of yourselves and balance work and life while you can. We’ve been through a lot and have earned some luxuries. Apply your best judgment, be on your most exemplary behavior and report any problems to a manager or Officer. Salute; Dismissed!”

	Everyone saluted the Captain, and the group dispersed; their adventure in Kreuzung was underway.

	And despite all of her anxiety– nobody questioned or hassled Shalikova at all. Her secret remained safe.

	

	

	Because they had arrived late enough in the station’s day/night cycle, nobody actually went out of the ship on the first day the ship spent at Kreuzung, despite all the hubbub. Ulyana and Aaliyah had a lot of last minute business on the ship, so they were seen almost all day rushing between teams and meetings. With the resources of Alcor, and Tigris’ and Euphrates’ support from Solarflare LLC, the ambition of the crew now became to “finish” the Brigand. They had been in operation over two months now, and the sailors and mechanics had found all kinds of things they would change, and many officers had opinions about tuning up the ship as well. Now they had the facilities and resources to fulfill these wishes. Not just to repair all the damage properly and clean up the outside– but to add additional capabilities.

	With Alcor’s tools and Solarflare’s specialized labor, there was a lot they could do even in just a week.

	There were a lot of proposals, but none of them conflicted with each other. It felt like the sailors had organized their vision for the ship before putting them forward. However, there was a lot of material to look over and approve, and a few things felt unrealistic. Ultimately, they could not afford to tear the Brigand apart completely, but there was room to upgrade many systems, tighten up others, and to make use of some of the ship’s eccentricities, like the agarthic circuits running through the armor, the extra jets in the back, and the vertical launcher on the top deck. What poor Zachikova had not been able to accomplish with software, they could make a reality with an actual overhaul of the hardware.

	By nightfall, Ulyana and Aaliyah were confined to a meeting room together, trying to read through as many of the proposals as they could before work started in earnest tomorrow, and to come up with a detailed work plan so that the sailors and engineers could hit the ground running. In the middle of this task, the large screen in the meeting room flashed on and Semyonova’s smiling face appeared.

	“Ma’am, you have a call from Solarflare LLC. It’s Madam Euphemia.” Semyonova said.

	In Kreuzung, they had to take care to use Euphrates’ professional identity in ordinary conversation.

	However, they had ways of speaking confidentially as well.

	“Put her through and encrypt the call. Have Zachikova watch the network like a hawk.” Ulyana said.

	“Acknowledged, Captain! I’ll route the call!” Semyonova said.

	At her side, Aaliyah laid back on her seat and stretched her arms. Her tail and ears also stretched.

	They had both been working hard and sitting stiffly– this served as a bit of a break from paperwork.

	Semyonova vanished from the screen, and the dark blue-haired Euphrates appeared in her stead.

	Calling from behind a false wood desk with several physical books stacked on one side.

	“Good evening, Captain, Commissar.” Euphrates said. “I just got back to my office.”

	In ordinary communication, Aaliyah was now an “adjutant,“ but the call was reasonably secure.

	“Evening.” Ulyana said. “I take it you haven’t had time to put your affairs in order yet?”

	“Not at all. However, I did find an affair waiting for me that I wanted to pass along quickly.”

	Ulyana blinked, interested in that choice of words. “Something that concerns us?”

	“Yes. It involves Ganges– Daksha Kansal.” Euphrates said.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah both, at once, snapped to tighter attention on the screen.

	“Did you find her, that quickly?” Aaliyah asked.

	Euphrates shook her head. “No, but an associate of hers wishes to meet me. Her codename is Tamsa, but you may recognize her by another name. Kremina Qote. She left an encrypted message using a Sunlight Foundation specific code-language, stating that wished to speak to me in person, among other things; but with your blessing, I can put the three of you in touch. You would have much more to say to her than I; I think that would be more productive, and it would advance one of my promises to you.“

	“Kremina?“ Ulyana said. “She was Kansal’s Chief of Internal Security– but she retired with her.“

	“I was not aware that Qote departed the Union. I thought she had just retired quietly.“ Aaliyah said.

	“They are attached at the hip.“ Euphrates said. “She must be involved in whatever Ganges is currently doing. The Union believes that Ganges is adventuring out in the world to bring revolutionary justice, isn’t that right? I can absolutely believe she is doing just that– and Kremina must know more.“

	Ulyana felt a nervous pang in her chest. 

	How much of Kansal’s government was involved with Euphrates and the Sunlight Foundation?

	The existence of the Sunlight Foundation was not so impossible to believe if they thought of it as an illegal syndicate. A mafia-style underworld existed everywhere in the Imbrium, and in places at a very large scale. However, that truth became far more painful to deal with when Ulyana started to wonder if perhaps the Union’s founding had something to do with a conspiracy by a clandestine organization–

	“I can already sense your trepidation.” Euphrates said, unprompted. “Which is why I think you must talk to her, in order to start clearing the air. I personally think Ganges is a good person– but you’ll have to determine for yourself what you believe, because she did hide many things from you. But I also think the issue Kremina wants to meet with me about, suits your interests and skillset far better too.“

	“That issue being what?“ Aaliyah asked as soon as Euphrates brought it up.

	Euphrates grinned a little. “She wanted to talk to me about a resistance movement forming in Aachen. She called it The United Front. I have little to contribute to such an endeavor, even with Solarflare’s resources. So, what do you think, Captain– should I set up a meeting tomorrow?“

	Ulyana and Aaliyah exchanged glances. They narrowed their eyes, felt their shoulders heavy.

	The United Front.

	A resistance movement, in Aachen? Here and now?

	And Daksha Kansal was involved?

	So much for their untroubled time at Kreuzung station.

	This was not something they could run away from or ignore.

	That wave of change which was sweeping across Kreuzung and Eisental– would sweep them up too.

	

	

	 


11.2

	This chapter contains sexual content.

	Alcor Steelworks was among the largest companies in Kreuzung. 

	They had an entire module near the center of the Kreuzung core to themselves, large enough to have streets and a sky and several buildings. It was mostly layered blacktop, designed to absorb the weight of the massive objects the company worked on such that the easily replaceable pitch was all that they damaged in the process, rather than the bare metal floors beneath. There were bubble trees and flower bushes lining the main road leading to the executive campus building. Overhead, a holographic array simulated a blue sky and a yellow sun that moved throughout the day, using complex lighting gear.

	Most of the module was taken up by enormous workshops. All together they had enough space to work on multiple cruiser-size ships. Each workshop was a tall plastic building anchored to the pitch, simple on the outside, but the walls were actually established to hold scaffolding and gantries, the ceilings for cranes. In reality those simple walls supported a framework of complex machinery at the heart of which lay the ship being worked on. One of the workshops was actually a giant ferristitcher designed by Alcor themselves, with variable extruders on sliding arms mounted on the walls and ceiling.

	Because the Pandora’s Box was being “cooperated on” rather than directly worked on by Alcor Steelworks, the company provided a massive caterpillar-tracked carrier, a crown jewel of Alcor’s technology development. This “mobile berth” could support a Cruiser in the empty blacktop lot next to Alcor’s workshops, allowing complete access to the ship. Alcor was not working on any other major projects yet, so the use of the ferristitcher and other tools was also available for Treasure Box Transports. While this arrangement did cheat Alcor’s workers out of labor time, while the company raked in Treasure Box’s money, it was necessary for Protocol Tokarev to maintain the crew’s secrecy.

	Far across the module from the Pandora’s Box’s blacktop lot, stood Alcor’s “executive campus” or “executive suites.” These amenities were housed in a building entirely unlike the rest of the workshops. The façade was a sweeping, wave-like design of dark blue glass within steel frameworks, rising from 10 meters tall to a peak of 40 meters on right wing of the building. That artistic glass façade partially enclosed a massive central dome, while the rest of the building was quite ordinary concrete and steel, its interior walls painted a very sleek-looking glossy white while showing long paneled windows to the exterior. Within this piece of modern art, there were grand office spaces, luxurious dormitory rooms, hot baths and refreshing pools, a food court with a variety of restaurants, and even a pod movie theater. 

	While it was called the Alcor Executive Campus, the only part that was exclusive to Alcor executives and special guests was the dormitory, which ordinary Alcor workers could not access, not even temporarily. Everything else was part of the perks for Alcor’s workers, however. During their lunch hour or breaks, or after work, they could access the campus to relax. That campus and its accessibility made Alcor a popular and sought after workplace for both the blue collar steelworkers welding and ferristitching and carrying around heavy tools and materials; and the white collar executives and office workers.

	Now, it was also at the disposal of Treasure Box Transports and the crew of the Pandora’s Box, on similar terms as the Alcor workers. The cheerful and bubbly Amelia Winn invited Ulyana Korabiskaya and her temporary adjutant Natalia Semyonova to visit the facilities for a tour. Both of them marveled as they approached the glass façade from the white-tiled path outside, flanked by rose bushes in partial bubbles. Automatic doors slid open to allow them into a broad and airy lobby and reception area.

	“When the Director– we affectionately call him ‘Oskar’– when he came into ownership of Alcor,” Amelia Winn began as they walked into the lobby, “we had the workshops and a lot of empty space. He had this silly idea to build a break room with a pool for the workers, but the architect he hired built a very fancy little cabana thing– and the pool would get dirty from steel shavings in the air, so in addition to better air circulators, the pool was fully enclosed. And from there, it became one thing after another, and suddenly we had this building with a façade that gets put into magazines as representative of ‘New Imbrian Style’ architecture. It really ran away from him! But then Oskar figured we could move all the office space from the lower levels here, and have the whole company run out of here. Eventually, it paid for itself! Now we’re one of the Top 10 Places To Work right behind Rhineametalle, while being a fraction of the size!”

	“That’s quite a story.” Ulyana said, smiling awkwardly at Amelia’s cheerful anecdotes.

	Past the reception, the left and right wings of the campus were somewhat similar. There was a lot of office space, those outer white walls leading to rooms with blue and yellow tiling for ambiance, and desks, computers, enclosed soundproof pods for working in solitude. At the rear of the campus, there were a few dozen of the executive suites, each a luxurious 12 by 9 meter room with a gel bed that could fit two people in luxury, three in comfort, with their own shower, drink dispenser, and a very large screen on the wall opposite the bed. On the interior walls in the rear of the campus, Ulyana could look out and see the little garden path surrounding a central three story building topped by the dome visible from the front. That was probably the building that now enclosed what was once the “fancy little cabana thing.” 

	It was all so incredibly– bourgeois.

	“Honestly, the garden path was probably the most expensive part.” Amelia said, with an awkward little smile as they walked through a door transitioning from the rear of the campus into its center, the dome shining overhead. Cobblestones lead the way around rose bushes, bubble trees, and into the seemingly humble concrete building amid the splendor of the rest of the campus. “All the trees cost an arm and a leg. But they make people happy, and ultimately that’s what matters. Anyway– over here, the first floor is the pools and hot baths, the second floor is the food court, and the third floor has a pod theater and arcade. We’ll just walk through for now, but feel free to reserve spots! Some quick back of the napkin math and I think we can accept parties of up to fifty at a time. I’ll give you the numbers later.”

	“Thanks, Amelia.” Ulyana said.

	Inside herself, she wanted to scream and point at everything and go Bourgeois! Bourgeois! All of this is bourgeois!; but such a thing would not have helped anybody. She had to remain silently vexed.

	At her side, Natalia had been making faces of childish wonderment at everything around her. For the children of the Union, used to metal corridors and 3 by 3 rooms, this was an immense luxury. But– if this building was just a concrete square from floor to ceiling that used all of its space efficiently, it could have housed a thousand or two thousand people. Nevermind parties of fifty; and Ulyana was not even as much of a communist diehard as someone like Murati. She just knew wastefulness when she saw it.

	Back then– Ulyana thought, recalling her childhood, if my family hadn’t been enslaved I would have probably only found work building something like this for Imbrian fatcats. After the closing-off of Volgia from the Imbrium, many exiles like her family who were sacrificed for the peace were ultimately purged from Imbrian society and sent to the colony, giving the Union its heavily Volgian character.

	This created three different classes of Volgian. Volgians who remained in Volgia itself, right-wing loyalists of the Volgian kingdom that supported its continued vassaldom to the Imbrian Empire over any revolutionary wind of change; the Volgian peers, whose families comingled with the Imbrians from back when the two nations were viewed as separate and equal monarchic powers; and the exiles from Volgia, those who challenged the Kingdom and their entire families punished collectively for it, who hoped to attain independence from Imbrian influence or to outright stage a Volgian communist revolution.

	In a sense, the Volgian revolution did happen– in the Union.

	And the Bosporan revolution, too– only in the Union.

	And– a Shimii revolution, as well, was the third major banner the Union carried.

	Everyone on the Brigand was someone who had lost their old homelands.

	They had rebuilt them in their beloved Union, as best as they could, but the hurt remained.

	Haunted by the dehumanization they suffered; and perhaps still viewed as inhuman outside the Union.

	While the Imbrians who profited from every upheaval could live– like this.

	Ulyana wondered how Amelia saw her. For someone to openly sport a Volgian name in Rhinea in the present day, they would have had to be vassals or peers. Either people with the power to retain their names, or mere servants to the former. To Amelia, a ship full of ethnics with money to throw around– did she even view any of them as truly human? Was she another racist in a racist station?

	“Captain? Is something wrong? You looked a little intense there for a moment.”

	“Oh, nothing. It was a long day and a long night yesterday, I’m still a bit fatigued.”

	Amelia smiled at her. Once she turned back around, Ulyana sighed.

	Natalia looked at her and patted her on the back.

	“Don’t worry Captain. I’ll remember anything important!” She said cheerfully.

	Ulyana looked her in the eyes for a little bit. Was Natalia feeling similarly? Probably not.

	Natalia was too young to truly know or understand everything that had happened, back then.

	She sighed a little. There was no point in getting angry at these circumstances.

	Her mission was to try to do something about it. That was where her anger had to vent.

	“And– that’s everything for the tour! Like I said, you may feel free to avail yourselves of the facilities. Right now, there’s not that many of our workers around. I can have some folks from the office escort your parties around.” Amelia said. “Now, I would like to lead you back to my own office so we can talk about the next week or few weeks. There’s a few things about Kreuzung and Rhinea’s recent history that I feel like you ought to know so we can do business efficiently here. Please follow me, this way.”

	Ulyana silently acquiesced, and Amelia led her and Natalia back to the offices.

	Amelia’s own office was in the left wing of the building. It was a single office with a thick door projecting a false brown color and texture, with walls colored baby blue. There was a desk, a pair of chairs, a computer screen on an arm attached to the desk– very typical office. On the walls, there were plaques of some of Amelia’s achievements as well as those of the company. Best New C.O.O; Business Connoisseur Magazine Exemplary Executive 976; Top 10 Workplaces 978; and so on and so on.

	“Have a seat.” Amelia asked.

	She sat behind the desk, and Natalia and Ulyana took the chairs in front of her.

	Behind them, the door closed and locked.

	“It’s simply so we won’t be overheard.” Amelia said.

	“What is this about, Madam Winn?” Ulyana asked calmly.

	“It’s important for any big business venture to be undertaken with the full understanding of the times we live in. Ignorance is a critical weakness.” Amelia said. “Judging by your papers, you were out in the ocean during all the recent upheaval here, so I thought you ought to know. Right now, Kreuzung is not a stable place to do business. There is a tug of war between the Volkisch Movement and the elected liberal government of the station. Permits might be approved or disproved by one or the other. When there are conflicts, it’s impossible to know where the dice will fall until they do. It’s chaotic, Captain.”

	Amelia went into a brief history of the political situation in Rhinea for Ulyana’s sake.

	After the Colonial War, there was a period that became known in whispers as the “retreat of the Emperor from public affairs.” For the past nineteen years, the different ducal states began to develop in their own ways as central power eroded following the loss of the colonies and retreat of the Emperor. Rhinea became the most liberal of the states, in part, Amelia said, because of all the new money flowing into it. After the collapse of the colonies, a lot of the peers who were invested heavily in them became ruined. There had already been a process of transfer of wealth between the ennobled peers and new money capitalists, as the new generation of peers became more distant from their parent’s holdings, less competent in managing their affairs, and more reliant on third party administrators.

	While this process had been slowly grinding for a hundred years, it hyper accelerated in the past twenty. Rhinea had seen enormous industrial development because it was the closest part of the Imbrian heartland to the colonies. All of that industry became liberalized and adapted to the loss of the Union’s vast reserves of raw material by investing in renewed exploitation of the Imbrium, as well as places like Buren and Veka and even trading with the warlords of Katarre and at times the Empire of Hanwa.

	Rhinea became very rich and attracted more people, more investments. It grew and grew.

	With its economic liberalization also came a political liberalization in Rhinea– the new money capitalists wanted to run the government and rip its institutions from the peers in order to set policy for themselves and their friends. There had been a slowly growing movement toward democracy in Rhinea, led by moneyed capitalists and the workers to whom they promised upward mobility and meritocracy. The Emperor did not step in to prevent the peers from losing privileged positions in the bureaucracy to capitalists, so Rhinea became “fully professionalized” over time, led by capitalists who had, in their own mythology, earned their wealth rather than inherited it, and drove out the decadent, unproductive peers.

	Soon Rhinea’s corporations spread throughout the Imbrium, becoming national names with vast business empires. For almost two decades, while the Major Corporations profited greatly from the Empire’s failure to retain its slave colonies, Rhineans experimented with democracy, with workers voting for the capitalists who then set the terms of business and security for the state, forcing the duchy and peers to surrender more and more of their priviliges until the one true nobleman of Rhinea became the Imperial Mark bill. 

	It remained nearly impossible for anyone but the rich to access political power, but now it was the noveau rich who monopolized it. And yet, there was fervor in each election, as the public completely accepted the rhetoric of the officials. Surely this election, this candidate, this vote, would bring about social change.

	“Then came the Volkisch Movement for the National Awakening,” Amelia said. Her tone of voice made evident her disdain for the group. “They’re an odd bunch altogether. Their fuhrer Adam Lehner himself is new money and was a liberal like any other not that long ago. He saw an opportunity to stir the pot in his own favor the past few years, by calling out the new liberal order, as elite, decadent and perverted. His message resonated with a lot of people, from esoteric religious cranks to opportunistic small money thugs, to political regressives who want to harken back to an idealized past. Unfortunately, he wasn’t totally wrong either. Literally all of the government of Rhinea is composed of people with money and connections. Basically no one has achieved that promised upward mobility and meritocracy.”

	“With all due respect: seeing how you are talking about the culture of the moneyed in Rhinea in such a critical fashion, can I ask how you managed to become a successful executive?” Ulyana asked.

	“Oh, I’m not different. I’m a product of nepotism.” Amelia said cheerfully. “It is what it is. I am still very well aware of my position here. Ultimately, the greed of people like us was what led the Volkisch to take power. It was the terror and disbelief of that night where Lehner’s people crushed the liberals in the elections that truly opened my eyes to the problem we were facing here. I just needed you to understand this duality. Right now, there’s a shadow war between the fascists and the liberals for control of the money and opportunities here, and Kreuzung is one of its fronts. We’re all forced to fight it, Ulyana Korabiskaya, day by day, phone call by phone call, meeting to meeting. Any one could be our last.”

	“I thank you once again for your candid words. But how does that affect us today?” Ulyana said.

	Amelia locked eyes with Ulyana. Her lips twisted into a small but amply malicious grin.

	“We are not yet being candid. This is candid, Ulyana Korabiskaya– I did not go into this deal without knowing what ‘Transport Company’ actually means. Solarflare LLC must also be well aware that they are lavishly hosting a mercenary unit. A mercenary unit that, in fact, was ‘transporting’ the mysterious Euphemia Rontgen, the quiet, unremarked genius rumored to be behind Solarflare’s groundbreaking research into nanomaterials and new ferristitching processes. I’m curious to learn about you.”

	Natalia grasped her clipboard computer against her chest. Ulyana narrowed her eyes.

	Giving her own dangerous glare back at Amelia Winn behind the desk.

	“Madam Winn, I hope you are still my ally– you won’t want to become my enemy.”

	She said, internally cursing herself for thinking any of this was safe to begin with–

	Amelia’s grin once again turned into a soft smile. “I wouldn’t dream of making an enemy of you, Captain. Fact of the matter is, Alcor Steelworks is a bunch of civilians. We have plenty of money and dare I say it, the finest luxury shipbuilding and industrial ship repair in Kreuzung– but zero security power, even less than Solarflare LLC who have clandestine mercenaries for muscle. That’s why we need to talk with you.”

	Ulyana sighed inside, but outwardly, cracked a little grin herself. “Good choice.”

	Acting cocky, but still completely bewildered by the turn of events.

	“Captain, all I want is for Alcor Steelworks to be able to navigate these stormy waters and come out on top.” Amelia said. “With mutual understanding, we can do so much more for each other. Beyond what is in the contracts, and beyond what is rote. For your benefit as well for mine, entirely in secret.”

	“Alright then, Madam Winn.” Ulyana said calmly. “Then, first, what can you do for me? Treasure Box Transports is paying substantial sums of money for a certain special relationship already.”

	Natalia looked between Ulyana and Amelia like a little shrew caught between two cats.

	Amelia steepled her fingers, holding them in front of her red lips.

	“Well, Captain, what would you say if I told you my ferristitcher is not directly connected to the station network? It’s our custom model after all. It could conceivably be fed the profiles for say, cruise missiles or headless torpedoes, or diver hulls, among other things. Maybe a new 100 mm cannon, or two. Particularly at night, where no one is looking or working, and the security system is recording static images. And maybe even while a visiting guest brings in the proper ferricartridges too.”

	Ulyana tried not to let herself be surprised. She had not expected such an offer.

	She had been talking with Euphrates about how they might transport new gun barrels and other sensitive items out from Solarflare’s own ferristitchers to equip the Brigand. With an industrial size ferristitcher at their direct disposal, they could build anything they wanted directly on-site. New barrels, large munitions, chassis and weapons for Divers. In whole units and in usable numbers. They already had all the necessary blueprint data. If the device was off the network, they could have Zachikova on-hand to make sure everything was scrubbed off the machine after they left and retain secrecy.

	It was an amazing opportunity. Not just to repair the systems but restock the weapons.

	Maybe even upgrade or install some new hardware as well. Cruise missiles sounded nice.

	“In that hypothetical, I would say ‘what would it cost me’?” Ulyana said.

	“Right now, all I want in exchange is a meeting with Euphemia Rontgen.” Amelia said. “Despite everything that has happened in Rhinea, Solarflare LLC has continued to grow steadily and attract incredible talent. They have lavish facilities and innovative production, while only posting modest revenues. And that mysterious Madam Rontgen who barely shows her face and comes and goes as she pleases– I want to know what’s up. And I want to see if Alcor can become a part of her success. I am starting to feel like if I play my cards right, I could be the boss around here instead of dear old Oskar.”

	Amelia winked at Ulyana and sat back on her chair, crossing her arms over her chest.

	“So, what do you say? Do you think we can make this happen?”

	Euphrates was probably amenable to at least talking with Amelia.

	Maybe even amenable to bringing Amelia into whatever conspiracy she had cooking.

	Ulyana reached out a hand with a smile. If all she wanted was to talk, they could talk.

	“Looks like we have a deal, you conniving vixen.” Ulyana said.

	Amelia took Ulyana’s hand with a gentle shake. “Deal, my handsome roguish friend.”

	Natalia continued looking between the two of them in utter, silent bewilderment.

	

	

	Located on the five-o-clock position of the Kreuzung complex, Tower Five was accessible via both a civilian walkway bridge, through which electric cars could also be driven if they were elevated or lowered from other modules; or via a watertight tram rail that clung to the bottom of that same bridge. Alcor Steelworks had partially funded the tram in order to move products and people more easily from the Rhineametalle and later Solarflare modules into their block for work.

	Solarflare LLC representatives would say that it was impossible to miss their campus when looking through Tower Five. Indeed, within their module near the center of Tower Five’s tiers, Solarflare LLC’s campus dominated the layout. Its central spire was visible from any corner of the module, which otherwise only contained a few streets hosting smaller office buildings with marked up rent costs, under the premise that “blue sky” modules commanded higher prices. Solarflare’s HQ was the skyline.

	A white façade with some touches of orange brickwork greeted anyone who entered, from any direction, characterized by the golden sun-disk was affixed to the front of the central spire, which was almost 200 meters tall. Two smaller spires rose from the left and right wings of the base of the building, which was over 400 meters wide and 200 long. While the architecture was far more basic than the modern art façade of the Alcor campus, the size of Solarflare’s HQ dwarfed anything in Alcor Steelworks.

	There was nothing so aesthetically lavish as Alcor’s cabana building and indoor garden, but the accommodations were larger and more diverse. There were hot and cold showers, baths and a pool; a vending machine food court that was restocked with materials and meals frequently; pods with surround sound and large screens that could play media or run simulations; and one thing Alcor lacked, which was its own hospital, adjacent to the various laboratories, auditoriums and offices which took up the rest.

	Solarflare’s HQ had far more dorm space than Alcor as well, and though this space was nowhere near as luxurious, it was available free of charge to employees, students, interns and guests of the facility. The amenities at the HQ promoted a life spent within the company and apart from the wider world of Kreuzung and its ongoing strife. Katarrans in body armor conspicuously provided security.

	Much of the entertainment, dining, bathing, offices and the dorms were housed in that beautiful central spire, while the wings contained restricted research areas. Treasure Box Transports had the run of the place where it came to the central spire, able to go anywhere except for the restricted wings.

	However, a certain officer, escorted by a certain woman, was touring the restricted areas.

	“Behold, the Iron Tigris V! It’s one of my most genius feats of engineering prowess!”

	Inside the left wing of the campus, near the back, was Euphrates and Tigris’ own solar, with a shared bedroom, private amenities, their own library, gym and workshop, and a gallery with a few trophies and cases of personal curios. It was precisely in that gallery where Tigris proudly displayed a 2.2 meters tall suit of power armor, red and brown with glossy paint clean enough to see oneself in.

	“And to think, you made fun of me for how I wanted to name the Agni.”

	“Shut up! You wish you had something with a name this cool!”

	Murati Nakara laughed to herself. She had to admit, it was an impressive power armor. Imbrian power armor was designed to be able to outfit a whole unit with the philosophy that one should be able to create a shock trooper by simply giving any soldier a suit of armor. It contained the bare minimum elements of a suit of power armor: batteries and mechanical body augmentation. Union power armor was exactly as simple but a bit heavier and denser, less comfortable. Neither could compare to the legendary Katarran power armor, which was heavier and more complex, requiring a strong physique to operate it: but conferring unmatched protection and combat power, turning the wearer into a veritable tank. There had been attempts to copy the muscle systems and plate formula of Katarran armor, but all failed.

	It was legendary for a reason. Everyone but Katarran workshops were missing some key element of it.

	Tigris’ design resembled Katarran power armor, but it was larger. Almost like a cross between a Diver, which one did not “wear” but instead piloted, and a suit of power armor, which was usually thought to be “worn” rather than piloted. This philosophy seemed proven true when Tigris demonstrated opening the chest of the power armor, which unfurled to accommodate her body. It seemed designed specifically for her own height and figure, which was modest and light. Her arms did not slot into the machine’s arms, and her legs barely entered the machine’s too. She was practically seated in a “cockpit,” instead.

	“While the arms are fully mechanical and not directly controlled by the user’s movements, the interior structure is pure synthetic muscle with a layer of armor over it, so it’s just like swinging some meaty arms yourself.” Tigris explained, briefly climbing into the Iron Tigris V and briefly demonstrating. “In the armor itself, your arms slot into digital peripherals that map subtle muscle movements to the mechanical arms. Your legs slot into the suit’s legs, but it’s the same principle, it moves biomechanically by mapping electric signals from the digital peripherals. Simply put, with a bit of practice, you can move a much larger and stronger body than your own without any physical training requirements. It’s all the power of Katarran armor but even for non-Katarrans! But you do have to be a bit short and skinny to fit into it.”

	The Iron Tigris V easily lifted a showpiece hanging on the wall. It was another arm, that looked similar to an Iron Tigris arm, but it had been severed from its body and had scorch marks. She held it aloft, pulled back her arms, launched it gently into the air and then caught it again quite easily. She lowered the piece so Murati could try to push on it with her own arms and feel the massive weight of it.

	“Impressive. It looks stronger than Union power armor, definitely Katarran level.”

	“Hah! You get it! I just wanted to show off a little– everyone thinks I’m just Euphrates’ sidekick, but I’m a professional too! In fact, I make more and cooler stuff than her all of the time.”

	Tigris put the broken power armor arm back on the rack where it was being displayed.

	In the soft yellow lighting of the room, it took on an almost sentimental atmosphere.

	Was Murati reading too much into how reverently she affixed this piece back on the wall?

	“I’m curious,” she asked, “why do you have that broken arm on the wall?”

	“Heh, yeah, of course you’d notice.” Tigris sighed. “It’s to commemorate something.”

	“Was it your first test or something like that? But it’s ripped off and scorched–”

	Tigris exited the Iron Tigris V and sighed loud enough when she her feet touched the ground that she interrupted Murati’s speech and train of thought. She stood below the arm, looking up at it and shaking her head as if remembering something painful. She was dressed in the treasure box uniform, her red hair collected into a ponytail, her dark olive skin untouched, glasses perched high on her nose. She looked as she usually did– but there was something different about her, about her body language.

	Then, she put on a smile. A smile, Murati was almost certain was completely false.

	“Hah! Well, with this, I stood toe to toe with Mehmed Khalifa himself. He tore apart the rest of it, but it was a real clutch moment for me. We might have all died had I not pulled out every little ounce of fight I had in me. Think about that whenever you wonder whether Tigris is super cool or not!”

	Something told Murati that Tigris did not actually feel super cool about that moment.

	“That was the Iron Tigris III. So I hung it up on the wall as a memorial to that battle.”

	“You never really struck me as the battling type.” Murati said gently.

	“Ah jeez– the way you sound–” Her dark skin flushed a little.

	“I can tell that you’re lying, Tigris. But you don’t need to tell me the truth.” Murati said. “I accept if it’s not for me to know. But please don’t hurt yourself trying to fabricate something to distract my attention. I can tell that it’s something that’s brought bad memories to the fore. We can just drop it.”

	“You’re so frustrating sometimes, Murati. I can’t be mad at you like I can with Euphrates.”

	Tigris raised a hand to her face, wiping away at her eyes.

	She was not openly crying, but she had wept a few tears. Murati felt troubled by it.

	“Maybe we can go somewhere else. I’d love to get a look at your library.”

	“No, Murati. I– I brought you here to give you back your parent’s legacy, so its like– we were already living in the past. There’s no point in trying to avoid the past when it comes to this. But I will say that the whole story is not mine to tell– but I want to tell you a bit so you can understand us better.”

	Tigris turned fully around and fixed her gaze on Murati’s own.

	“Mehmed Khalifa was a member of the Sunlight Foundation. He was a uniquely powerful psychic– we call his type ‘Apostles.’ People who have a powerful soul. Apostles are honorary members of the Sunlight Foundation, and when we find one, we extend them the offer to join under the codename we gave to their immortal souls. He was Phlegethon– the river of endless fire. What do you know about him?”

	Murati did not know much. Even among the Shimii, he was a figure bound up in myths and legends. He was the most prominent of the figures involved in the ‘Age of Heroes,’ the ten year period of open Shimii rebellion and struggle that ran parallel to the Imbrian events of the ‘Fall of the Nocht Dynasty’ and subsequent ‘Fueller Reformation’. Speaking only in objective fact, he could only be described:

	“He was a very influential Mahdist-leaning Shimii anti-government revolutionary. He declared a Jihad against the Imbrian Empire in A.D. 932, but he scored his greatest string of victories during the Fueller Mutiny and Fueller Reformation in 933 and 934 A.D. concluding with the Battle of Bad Ischl, where his followers tell that he died defending one of his base areas in a geothermal gorge.” She said.

	“Even Mahdist Shimii are ambivalent about him, huh?” Tigris said. She sounded sad.

	“I don’t know.” Murati said. “He’s a complicated figure. The Union’s history connects him to a broad pastiche of anti-imperial revolution of which even the Fueller Reformation itself is something of a part. You don’t learn almost anything about him in general education. I read history for fun.”

	Tigris smiled, but there was a bitter note in her words that was impossible to ignore.

	“You know, he was once called ‘the Imam of Imams’ by Mahdist Shimii.” She said.

	“I can imagine he must have meant the world to his followers. What did you think of him?”

	“He was a treasured colleague.” Tigris sounded wistful. “He was so curious, and he pushed himself tirelessly. He really had a fire in him for learning. For a while, I liked having him around to teach things to, because he took such an interest in everything we did. He reminded me that time was passing.”

	Murati averted her gaze before speaking. “You all must consider the Jihad a betrayal.”

	“We didn’t even know that was him, at first. We were idiots; we had no idea what he had been really plotting or ultimately what he did with all we taught him and all we gave him.” Tigris said. “He was deeply interested in Aether and Agarthicite. Psychics sometimes feel weak when they stare deeply at an Agarthic reaction. It fascinated him– he wanted to understand it. And he did. He came to understand Agarthicite to a degree that was uniquely powerful and horribly destructive. He was– a dangerous guy.”

	Tigris ran her fingers across the surface of the Iron Tigris V.

	“All of us had some idea that the things we discovered could be dangerous in the wrong hands. Euphrates drilled her non-interventionist ideas into us, and we thought that was enough, for us alone to have the right ideas. But Mehmed really broke all of us. And to make things worse, it pulled in a lot of unrelated people to break. Murati– Mehmed’s plot at Bad Ischl would have culminated in the destruction of the lower Palatine’s ‘Loup Belt’ of special habitations. It would have killed 80% of the population of the Northern Host Loup. Despite all that we taught him– he was going to go through with this.”

	Murati felt a muted sense of dread building in her chest as she thought about that.

	80% of a population– millions of people– could anyone really kill that many people with a ‘plot’?

	“So then– all of you fought and killed him. That’s where Iron Tigris III met its end, and why its remains are hanging on that wall.” Murati said. “And then you covered everything up about him.”

	“Yes. What more can I say? That’s the kind of organization the Sunlight Foundation is.”

	“It’s beyond me to do anything about it– but I think the Shimii deserve to know the truth.”

	“You don’t know the whole story. And it’s not my story to tell– you should ask Ganges or Norn the Praetorian. My side of this is too bias– but anyway. If somehow they tell you the story, maybe you’ll understand our reasoning. And then you can decide to tell the story going forward.”

	“Alright.” Murati said. “That’s– that’s not what we came here for. So let’s move on.”

	Tigris looked at her sad eyes in the reflection of the Iron Tigris V’s shiny armor.

	“If only I’d thought to bring it on our expedition– maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

	She sighed deeply. But she looked almost relieved after that short conversation.

	“Had I done that though, I wouldn’t have met you, Murati.”

	She turned and face Murati, wiping away a few more tears and smiling.

	“Murati– you’re a truly fantastic girl, you know?” Tigris said. “Your parents were really nice people. I may not show it often, but I am actually happy I got to see their kid grown up, and that I can talk to her like this. You have a lot of compassion for others. Please never lose sight of that, okay?”

	Murati almost wanted to respond, that she would never become like Mehmed Khalifa.

	But there was a part of her, a little, dangerous part of her crooked and cracked soul–

	That may not have passed up the power to kill millions of Imbrians like magic.

	She pushed it down, down somewhere deep and dark, and tried to smile back.

	And tried to tell herself she was above such desperation and wickedness.

	That, even faced with whatever horrors contorted Mehmed’s soul, she would be different.

	“Thank you.” She deflected with a smile. “Were my parents part of the Foundation?”

	“Oh, no.” Tigris replied. She did not seem to catch on to Murati’s somewhat darkening mood, thankfully. “They orbited around Ganges, so they kind of knew and kind of didn’t know that she was part of some kind of organization– or syndicate. We met them through Ganges, but they were never inducted, and Euphrates always resisted us getting involved in politics, even for people as good as your parents.”

	“I see. Thank you for telling me.”

	“Are you relieved?”

	“I don’t know how to feel about any of it yet. But I’m glad to have a chance to know more.”

	The Sunlight Foundation was such a mystery to Murati. She admired Euphrates and Tigris specifically, but the organization seemed to have been part of many unsavory deeds. While she tried to separate Euphrates, Tigris, Daksha Kansal and her parents from that history, she knew that it was pure sentimentalism on her part to do so. In reality, there were tragedies where the blame laid on them, and Murati had to be fair to reality and place that blame where it belonged. A part of her feared discovering her parent’s involvement in something uniquely terrible. That Euphrates and Tigris characterized them as such nice and harmless folk, only made her more concerned about it.

	It was all too big and too distant from Murati, though, so all she could feel was hollowness.

	A hole in her heart, filled with a low-frequency buzz of dread. She didn’t understand it.

	“Tigris, what is the goal of the Sunlight Foundation?” Murati asked.

	“To live in a world full of sunlight. ‘May you be blessed by the light of the sun’.”

	Tigris smiled at her. Knowingly– she was well aware of the bullshit she had just said.

	Before Murati could comment on it, she shrugged. “That was the slogan, anyway.”

	Murati nodded her head. She wasn’t bothered by that answer. She put together the subtext.

	“I take it all of you suffered a split; like Ahwalia and Jayasankar did.” Murati said.

	“I hope it’s not that bad. I’d hate to have to fight any more of my colleagues.” Tigris said. “But you guessed right. We were all big personalities with our own ideas. Over time– I think we failed as a collective. But our little individual visions bore fruit. So we all just focused on those.”

	“But you outright told Euphrates she should go against Yangtze.” Murati said darkly.

	“Back in the interrogation on the Brigand, yeah.” Tigris said. She averted her own gaze, staring down at the ground. Murati got a sense of resignation and sorrow from that expression that made her want to apologize again. “Murati, that was what Euphrates needed to hear at that time. Because it’s her unique responsibility. Not just to herself, but also to Yangtze. Because she put Yangtze in that position, she is also responsible. But I don’t want to fight Yangtze. I don’t even want to fight Norn. I wish we could all go back to those years when we really, honestly thought our collective labor could heal the planet.”

	“I’m sorry.” Murati said. “I’ll stop prying into your affairs. Thank you for–”

	Tigris shook her head, still smiling. “Man, you’re just such a selfish girl, Murati.”

	“Huh?” Murati could scarcely comprehend what had drawn that reaction about.

	“It’s nothing– it is actually nice to talk to someone unrelated about this. I need it.”

	“If you say so.”

	Tigris straightened herself out and looked over her shoulder at the arm on the wall.

	It was clear that she still wanted to talk about the past.

	“Euphrates has regrets, you know? She still kicks herself for what happened. First with Mehmed, then Ganges, and now– everything else. I hope you won’t hate her. She really thought she was doing the least possible harm by sticking to her principles. It was only until Norn, recently, that Euphrates started examining her own attitude. She’s trying to change now. That’s why I wanted to talk to you– she and I have a routine, and we understand each other too well. Both of us have talked to too few other people lately. So, Murati, do with her as you have done with me. Make her think; make her cry and mourn. Show her that time is still passing for us. I know that’s a big favor– but I’m being a little selfish now too.”

	“I’ll do my best.” Murati said. But Tigris was not yet done with her speech.

	She fixed Murati a determined look that allowed the Lieutenant to see the water in her eyes.

	“Murati– when you meet Ganges, too. Ganges– she stopped believing in what we were doing because of Euphrates’ policy of non-interventionism. Out of all of us, Nile and Hudson still had their own goals, and Yangtze had her obsession with the surface, and Euphrates felt it was her duty to hold us all accountable. And I– I just followed what Euphrates wanted. Ganges desired for more out of us and never got it– so she joined the leftists to try to organize the General Strike, and then let herself be taken to the colonies after. You are a product of Ganges’ ambition more directly than you’ll ever be related to me or Euphrates. And I’m afraid that she’s going to end up regretting things– so Ganges needs to hear from you! And you will tell me if she resists. Because I’ll knock some sense into her and make her confront you myself.”

	Murati nodded her head silently. “I’m fully planning on holding her accountable.”

	“Good. I know you are.” Tigris began to weep again. More openly, more emotionally than before. It was not just a few tears she could wipe this time. She had to keep wiping and the tears would not stop. “You have a strong sense of justice, and you always want to do what is fair. That’s part of what I call selfish about you. You still have that naive sense that you can help everyone around you. We– we prevented Mehmed from committing his slaughter– but we still lost whatever hope we had for the future.”

	Murati stepped forward, and without saying a word, wrapped her arms around Tigris.

	She pulled the smaller woman tightly into her own chest, stroked her hair.

	Almost weeping herself, but mustering up her own strength, she managed to speak–

	“Forgive my arrogance– but on their behalf, thank you. From the bottom of my heart too.”

	Was she speaking for her parents? For the Loup that unknowingly lived another day?

	For all the people Daksha Kansal touched, whom she wouldn’t have reached without Tigris?

	It didn’t matter. In that moment, Tigris seemed to understand the gesture.

	She clung to Murati’s uniform, grit her teeth, and the frustration shouted itself out of her.

	“You really can’t help yourself, can you?” Tigris muttered.

	Murati smiled, hugging Tigris tighter.

	“No. I can’t. If I see an innocent in pain and I can do something about it, I have to try.”

	“An innocent– Murati– you awful girl–”

	Tigris said nothing more and gave herself fully to weeping.

	Murati’s hold never wavered.

	She held her for as long as Tigris needed it. Alone in that gallery, for however long.

	When they finally parted, it was natural on both sides. Some healing had been done.

	Tigris beamed, bright and shining, arms behind her back, almost girlish with new energy.

	“Alright. Enough reminiscing! I feel like working in the present again!” She said. “Don’t tell Euphrates you saw me cry, okay? Not unless you’re going to make her cry twice as hard right after.”

	“Your secret is safe with me!” Murati laughed.

	“Follow me to the library. I’ll get your parents’ Chronicle for you.”

	Murati nodded. “Euphrates kept all her findings in a Chronicle? Is it encrypted then?”

	“It is, but you’ll be able to open it. Whenever you are ready.” Tigris said.

	Some part of Murati felt relieved that it wasn’t a book or just a simple memory card. To decrypt a Chronicle took time, enough time to regret it and enclose the contents again. It had to be deliberate. She would have been tempted, if it was too easy– but she really wasn’t ready just yet. She wouldn’t open it.

	Her heart was not ready for it– whether disappointment, tragedy or elation. She wasn’t ready.

	“Thank you, Tigris.” Murati said.

	“No, thank you, Murati. Like I said– I’m happy to have met you.”

	They left the gallery together, and unremarked, left behind the past interred there– for now.

	

	

	Owing to an “improvement in the working relationship” Alcor Steelworks promised more resources to Treasure Box Transports, which would alter the overall plan for the Pandora’s Box refit project. On their second day in Kreuzung, the crew of the Pandora’s Box began to work on pressing repairs while they waited for a new, more ambitious upgrade plan to be drafted by the staff. The day’s chosen work became fixing the water system for the Pandora’s Box and making it more robust to cope with a future crisis.

	After their adventure at Goryk, the ship had performed a rapid ascent to the surface waters. Such rapid changes in water pressure, as well as forcibly ejecting all the water, damaged the pipes, valves and turbines, which had greatly increased the amount of service work the sailors needed to perform on a day to day basis to stay on top of maintenance. Fully re-plating the main intakes, replacing the damaged filters, upgrading the turbines with more resilient materials, hardening the primary jet stream channels, and then replacing the interior tubing that handled personnel usage– this was the repair agenda.

	Once they discovered the extent of the damage, it was truly miraculous they survived Goryk.

	Lifted up on its carrier, the underside of the Pandora’s Box became slowly exposed, as the watertight outer hull plates had to be cut away in sections to access the water system feeding the thrusters in the aft. Its main, largest intakes that fed the jets were located in the sidepod and the underside aft, but there was also piping to the front of the hull as well that diverted water for personnel use. Since the hull armor had extensive damage, there was no loss from having to tear it all open to fully expose the intake channels and other systems. Seen from the outside in, it was an impressive amount of work, with over a hundred sailors, mechanics and managers taking part in the effort. However, this was not the only work.

	Inside the Pandora’s Box, the hallways became crowded with additional sailors working on exposing the interior water-works. While the hydrojet thrusters used state-of-the-art hydro-turbines to funnel water from the large external intakes through to the rear for propulsion, the interior water system that served the kitchen and bathrooms, as well as the agarthicite reactor, used ordinary pumps to divert water instead. These pumps and their ordinary pipes were located in the walls and floors, and interior metal plates had to be removed and the wire-strewn guts of the ship exposed so that work could be done.

	Among all of this mess, Elena Lettiere made her way to the cafeteria with a book in hand.

	Once upon a time, she had been known as Imperial Princess Elena von Fueller.

	But the bright indigo-haired, fair-skinned half-elf had given up that title and all of her privileges. Now, she was just any other woman on the Pandora’s Box, or so she told herself. She walked the halls, dressed in the sleeveless white shirt and black skirt of Treasure Box Transports, and as she slipped beside teams of sailors ripping out wall panels and jumped over holes in the hall, she attracted all manner of attention. She attributed it to being young, slim and pretty, with a soft, youthful face and kindly disposition, and she told herself that it was the mutual admiration her fellow proletariat had for their comrade.

	“Good luck with the work comrades!” Elena said, making her leisurely way to the cafeteria.

	Bless the hearts of those good-natured, hard-working sailors, they simply waved back.

	At the cafeteria, the Chief Victualer, Logia Minardo, leaned against the front counter while sailors tore into the wall behind her. She was a beautiful, mature woman, with an impressive figure, short dark hair and a lovely, honey-tan face, with full lips colored glossy red. Elena was always very impressed with the older women in her life. Her conception of aging, as a baby-faced young woman, was rather skewed. 

	To her, Minardo was exceptional, having clearly ‘aged like fine wine’.

	“Good morning princess.” Minardo said. “You’re right on time. All the food I’ll be cooking today is out, nice and hot. We’ll be bringing in stuff from the caterers later on.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder. “We’re getting our water system broken into for repairs, so I can’t cook more.”

	“Good morning– but I’m not a princess, Minardo! I’ve become proletarianized!”

	Elena puffed out her chest and wore a smug little smile. Minardo grinned at her.

	She leaned even closer and suddenly stretched her hand out to Elena’s face.

	Her thumb stroked Elena’s left cheek. Her eyes and lips were so close, Elena flushed.

	“I’m afraid you still have the pampered babyface of a prissy noble girl.” Minardo teased.

	“Hmph! I’ll have you know, I not only gave up all my titles, but I’ve been reading theory.”

	Elena lifted the book she had been holding– a primer on communism for Union schoolkids.

	Minardo retreated, sitting back on her chair behind the counter with a self-satisfied smile.

	“You should talk to Murati about that. I bet she’d tell you whether you’re proletarian.”

	“Oh? Then is Lieutenant Nakara particularly scholarly?”

	“Have you talked to her even once? She’s the most cartoonish communist you’ll ever see.”

	“I see.” Elena felt mildly intimidated. A real scholar of Mordecai-Jayansakarist thought.

	“I was joking. Don’t ask Murati that; you both have better things to do.” Minardo said.

	“I suppose she wouldn’t deign to answer such a silly question from a newbie.” Elena said.

	“No, she would, and that’s the problem.”

	Elena was the only one who was sitting down to eat, nobody else had come in. Everyone was quite busy. She sat down at the counter and Minardo handed her a plate of food that already had some of everything. Today, the Chief had made Union-style bigus for breakfast. Canned soured cabbage and pickled onions served as the base, with fried wheat gluten in place of sausage for protein, and a dollop of a white sauce over it. It looked like sour cream, and tasted close, but it had a secret ingredient–

	“–a bit of canned sweetened condensed milk. Just a touch. Bigus is sometimes flavored with a bit of honey if you can get it anywhere. Condensed milk adds creaminess to help reconstitute the sour cream powder, and the hit of sweetness adds depth to the sour veggies and the neutral protein. There’s some other things in the white sauce, but that’s the Chef’s little secret.” She winked at Elena.

	Alongside the bigus, there was hard biscuit slathered with hummus and topped with shredded powdered egg and shredded boiled algea. Elena went for this first as it looked more familiar. Crunchy bread with a hard crust couldn’t be beat; the savory, creamy hummus and egg complimented the tight crumb well. It was not the taste of home, but it made Elena want to explore the rest of the meal. She took a sporkful of cabbage and a bit of wheat gluten into her mouth. Immediately, the insides of her cheeks contracted– there was a powerful, rich savoriness from the sauce that fully coated the silken-soft vegetables and protein, followed by the slightest sweet and sour, creamy notes. It was not just powdered sour cream– the umami and richness of the sauce must have come from the other secret ingredients.

	“So, comrade, what’s on the agenda today? We’re at a bigshot Imbrian station now. You could apply to the Captain to get off the ship and go have some fun around town.” Minardo said.

	Elena swallowed the next bite of her food before responding.

	“I was actually looking for Maryam Karahailos, have you seen her?”

	“The Solceanos sister with the cuttlefish puns? Haven’t seen her in a while.”

	“That’s a shame. I have something I’d like to talk to her about–”

	Minardo grinned. “I did hear some juicy gossip about her, though.”

	“Oh? Can you fill me in?” Elena’s lips curled into the exact same conspiratorial little grin.

	She took another sporkful of food in while attentively waiting for Minardo to tell the story.

	“Khadija told me,” Minardo leaned in closer. “Maryam and our dear Shalikova have been shacking up in their room for the past week. Barely going in and out. Taking every sick day they got for the month to be together. They came out together for the briefing yesterday. She thinks they’re a thing.”

	They’re– a thing–

	Upon hearing of Maryam and Shalikova’s circumstances, the moistest neurons in Elena’s brain started to rub together. Manifesting in her mind images of the handsome, slender Shalikova in the carnal embrace of Maryam’s tentacles– a thought which she cut short with a physical cringe, with her cheeks stuffed full of cabbage. This prompted Minardo to narrow her eyes at the ex-princess.

	“Are you okay? My food can’t possibly be that bad.” Minardo said, sounding glum.

	“No, no! Your food is great! Sorry, I just swallowed wrong.” Elena said.

	At least she knew where they were now– but how to approach them?

	Elena had made it her next little mission to talk to Maryam about her power.

	She knew, had seen and felt, that Maryam had the same power that she possessed. Power which her lost schoolfriend Victoria had shown her when she saved her from the doomed spire that had been her cage for all of her adulthood. Elena knew that she had this power, but she could not use it properly. When she had attempted to wield it last, desperately and out of malice, she found herself greeted by the grinning face of her adoptive aunt Norn von Fueller– and an agonizing punishment.

	Perhaps Maryam could understand what Norn had done to her– she had to try to ask.

	For Elena, her stay on the Brigand was an opportunity to become independent.

	But to do that, she needed her own power, her own strength and abilities.

	She already had this inside her– so why couldn’t she control it?

	“You look troubled, little comrade princess.” Minardo teased. “Come on, tell me about it.”

	Out of the Brigand’s personnel, the officer Elena interacted with most was Minardo.

	They had talked about Elena’s problems before. She was always very kind. Elena could not possibly tell her about the strange power or Maryam’s secrets or anything like that, however.

	“I– I wanted to talk to the sister because I thought it might relieve some of my worries.” Elena said. “I feel very useless. I want to become someone better. Someone worthier than I am.”

	“Worthier of what?” Minardo asked.

	“I don’t know. Dignity, respect, forgiveness– love. Worthier of anything, honestly.”

	Elena sank against the counter, hiding her face with her arms. “I just feel really worthless.”

	She felt a firm and gentle hand that began to stroke her indigo colored hair.

	“Elena, self-improvement is always admirable, but you have to do it for you, not for anyone else.” Minardo said. “You can become the strongest woman in the world, and some people won’t respect you, much less forgive you, much less love you. That’s how the world is. But if you’re a good girl, and you try your best, you’ll definitely find your people, and they’ll be worthy of you. So you need to be good to yourself.”

	“Thank you. I’ll try to keep that in mind, I guess.” Elena moaned.

	“I know one lecture isn’t going to change anything. I think though, that it would do you some good to talk to the sister– because it’s something you decided to do. I support you making decisions for yourself, seeing where they take you. That’s how you start growing.” Minardo said.

	“I guess so. I have been feeling a bit helpless. Like I don’t really control my own destiny.”

	“It feels that way, but you do. You just have to leave behind the mindset that there are hard boundaries and walls that contain you. Learn how to get away with a little bit of mischief!”

	Elena smiled. She used to get up to all kinds of mischief. She never listened to Bethany.

	“Minardo, my old head maid would hate you for encouraging me like this.” Elena giggled.

	“Well, I’m not some stuffy maid! I think girls ought to drink and fuck and be rowdy!”

	“Oh, she would despise you if she was still here.” Elena said, a bit more animated, laughing.

	Minardo and Elena laughed together. Elena emptied her plate with warmth in her heart.

	With Minardo’s support, Elena left the cafeteria and headed for Shalikova’s room.

	She stood in front of the door, straightened herself out, and knocked on the entrance.

	“Officer Shalikova! Ma’am! I forgot your rank! I need to talk to Maryam Karahailos!”

	The door broadcast a response. “Who? Wait– princess? Um– you can come in I guess?”

	As soon as the door opened, a nervous, bleary-eyed Elena charged in and bowed her head.

	“Please help me unlock my secret powers, wise and mighty sister!” She pleaded.

	Inside the room, Sonya Shalikova and Maryam Karaihalos stared, wide-eyed, confused.

	

	

	“–turns out I’ve become unexpectedly busy today, I’m afraid, but I’ll be keeping in touch.”

	On the big screen inside a particular conference room on the Brigand, which the Captain and Commissar had been using as a temporary HQ to organize the refitting project, Euphrates had appeared with a sunny disposition, despite her calendar becoming quite packed. In part because of Ulyana’s deal with Alcor Steelworks– but also, the pile of responsibilities that she had left behind upon her expedition to Goryk, and a larger pile more which had arisen while she was gone.

	“It appears that my colleagues Potomac and Hudson both contacted Solarflare LLC to gain access to my facilities. They are fellow Immortals of the Sunlight Foundation.” Euphrates said. “Hudson gave it up quickly, but Potomac was insistent. Thankfully, my fixer Cecilia Foss would never budge no matter how irate someone got. But it means I have to sort out some access controls internally.”

	“Do you need any help with security?” Ulyana asked.

	“No. Neither Potomac nor Hudson would bother to come here. They were just trying to get access remotely so they could steal my data or inconvenience me. Hudson is just mischievous, but I am worried about Potomac, because she’s much more aligned with Yangtze and might have malicious intentions. I am just going to promote a few other employees, so they can help Cecilia.”

	“And there’s only one kind of promotion that’d protect them against someone like yourself trying to manipulate them. Am I reading the subtext right?” Aaliyah said, crossing her arms.

	“You are quite correct.” Euphrates said. “I don’t like to do this, but if it’s Yangtze egging Potomac on to target Solarflare, then I need to prepare some people to defend their colleagues psionically. It’ll be a little messy because of my own interiority– but I trust the people I’ve got lined up to receive the baptism. I have had my eye on them for a while and they trust me too.”

	“Well, doc, we’ll leave you to induct your people into the mysteries, then.” Ulyana said.

	“I’ll be meeting with Amelia Winn today as well.” Euphrates said. Ulyana shuddered a little, but Euphrates was still all smiles on the picture. “I know you must have received the mail about that, but I wanted to confirm it with you personally. Don’t worry– I’m not upset that you agreed in my place. I am indebted to you and happy to help with anything you need. Plus, I’ve been meaning to talk to Amelia about our shared business interests anyway. I’m just a massive social procrastinator. So thank you.”

	“Good to know we didn’t overstep our bounds. It was a tense situation.” Ulyana said.

	“I wish I had been there to consult. I don’t know how to feel about this.” Aaliyah said.

	“Your permits will be approved soon. I truly apologize for the delays.” Euphrates said. “But I have nothing to be upset about. In a way, this is all my fault. I should have known that Amelia Winn would approach you as a way to sidestep her own company and strike a personal deal. When I first discussed terms, she volunteered to personally oversee the yard to enforce our deal– an executive doesn’t ever give a customer white-glove treatment like that without having an ulterior motive.”

	“Can we trust her? She seems like a walking conspiracy of a woman.” Ulyana said.   

	Euphrates nodded her head. “You can trust her. Especially if she’s personally involved.”

	“She must be gambling Alcor’s reputation for her personal advancement.” Aaliyah said.

	“Exactly.” Euphrates said. “In order to keep her own reputation spotless with the Volkisch, Amelia would have had to report you before a deal was struck. Now that she’s done a bunch of actual work on your ship and signed a bunch of contracts, if she decided to report you, the Volkisch would question her failure of oversight and attack her character. Instead, she’s deepened your relationship and made it more personal. It’s incriminating to her specifically, but it is also going to profit her more than anyone. Risk and reward. Especially because I am going to offer to help her take over Alcor.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at Euphrates, who said something so dire so casually.

	Euphrates laughed a little, in good spirit.

	“Anything short of that and we’ll lose that youthful fervor she’s committing to our cause.”

	“We’ll leave the corporate maneuvering to you then.” Ulyana sighed.

	“I don’t like this one bit!” Aaliyah reiterated, opening and closing her fingers over the table.

	“Don’t worry, I’ve got hundreds of years of experience with this kind of thing.”

	Euphrates paused momentarily. Her eyes drew wide as if she was struck by something.

	“Oh! That reminds me. Kremina Qote will be visiting you on the Brigand today.”

	They had agreed that Euphrates could direct Kremina to meet with them instead of herself.

	However, they had not really given a lot of thought as to the venue—

	“She’s coming here?” Ulyana asked. “I thought we would talk at Solarflare.”

	“She wanted the Commissar to be present, and the permits aren’t ready.” Euphrates said.

	“Well, thanks, I suppose. I would indeed want to be present for that.” Aaliyah said.

	“Kremina Qote is a communist, right? Just like you. I’m sure it’s fine to let her aboard.”

	“Well, if we let you aboard, it would be a bit farfetched to be paranoid about her.”

	“Aww, that stings, you know. But I understand. I’ll just continue to prove myself useful.”

	Ulyana smiled. “I trust you, Euphrates. Aaliyah is just a little bit pricklier is all.”

	“Hmph. Someone has to keep this big-mouthed Volgian out of trouble.” Aaliyah said.

	With a final chuckle, Euphrates left the two of them to wait for Kremina Qote’s arrival.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah both sank all the way back against the soft gel-cushion backing of their chairs, and partially against one another as well, brushing shoulder to shoulder and sighing with great trepidation. Aaliyah’s tail curled around Ulyana’s waist. They were not strangers to having these sort of tense negotiation events and felt a bit pessimistically about their collective ability to navigate them. 

	Kremina Qote was once not only a communist, but a member of the Union government– 

	–but that didn’t make things easier.

	“If our awful luck holds, there’ll be some horrible trap behind all of this.” Aaliyah said.

	“It’s a bizarre position to be in. Kremina Qote is a Union hero! An associate of Daksha Kansal’s who shaped the Union military in its inception!” Ulyana said. “But then, she just retired alongside Kansal and completely disappeared. I can’t imagine what she’s thinking nowadays. I’m curious what she’ll even propose. It’s hard to prepare for a discussion with an enigma like her.”

	“I agree. I didn’t even know she had left the Union. Now I feel like I can’t trust what little we knew about her public life. At least she probably won’t report us to the Volkisch or conspire against us, so we don’t have to be circumspect with her. But Ulyana, I have a pretty bad feeling that she will try to manipulate us toward whatever Daksha Kansal’s specific ends are.” Aaliyah said. “We have to keep in mind, our mission is taking place under the auspices of the Union government, and even more specifically, under Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi. Even if this is Daksha Kansal’s will, we are not duty-bound to obey her like she’s some infallible specter of communism.”

	“Absolutely, I’m with you completely.” Ulyana said. “We can’t just fold to either of them.”

	“I must admit, I did feel a bit star-struck about the idea of meeting Daksha Kansal.”

	Every so often, Ulyana was reminded of the age gap between herself and Aaliyah.

	Twenty years ago, during the revolution, Aaliyah would have been a small child.

	Meanwhile, Ulyana was an older teenager, armed and organized into a fighting unit–

	–by the very same figures their kids distantly idolized. Kansal, Jayansankar, Ahwalia.

	Ulyana had served with all of those notorious people. She was deeply connected to power.

	That was what the nearly ten years she had on Aaliyah had afforded her in life.

	Still, being older did not confer Ulyana any power. She smiled to herself and sighed.

	“Yeah, I also felt ready to bow before her and offer my sword. I’m not immune either.”

	“I am fearful her visit might excite the crew. We have to be really careful.” Aaliyah said.

	“That would be just our shitty luck, wouldn’t it? If Kansal suddenly stole away our troops.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah looked at each other and briefly and fondly laughed together.

	“Damn it. Enemies everywhere, and we have to be worried about our friends.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah rested her hand over Ulyana’s own. She smiled at her with a smoldering gaze.

	“Like you said– it’s just our shitty luck. But I’ll be here to support you no matter what.”

	“You’d choose me over Daksha Kansal?” Ulyana said in a playfully teasing tone of voice.

	But Aaliyah was dead serious. “Absolutely. Because Ulyana, you had your ups and downs– but you saw the Union through and through. You dealt with everything and you continued your service, while Daksha Kansal left everything behind in confusion and on a whim. We can’t say such criticism aloud, but this situation got me thinking about it. You are more a hero than she; I would always rally to you.”

	Ulyana could hardly believe what she was hearing. It made her face fiercely red.

	“I’m– I’m flattered– but those would be fighting words around here, so–”

	Aaliyah interrupted. Her ears stood up sharply; she took Ulyana’s hand into both of hers.

	“Then I’ll fight them. Any of the sailors! I’m your Commissar, Ulyana Korabiskaya. We won’t yield anything to ghosts from our past. We are not their subordinates or their lessers. We are here and fighting. So let’s hold our heads high and face Kremina Qote and Daksha Kansal as equals. And if we must, we will also expose their lies and ambitions, just the same as any other opponent. We will stand for the truth.”

	Ulyana’s mind was racing for something to say. Her heartbeat tripled in speed.

	It almost hurt, to be compared to such great heroes of the past in this sordid situation.

	While Ulyana felt that she had failed so much and acted so selfishly all throughout her life.

	But, her self-derision was not what Aaliyah wanted, and it wasn’t what she would get.

	“Thank you. Commissar, with you at my side, I feel like a hero. We can do this together.”

	Ulyana clapped her free hand over the two that Aaliyah had brought up.

	So that they were holding each other’s hands with both of their own at once.

	And it was with that smoldering determination that they finally met their mysterious visitor.

	Around noon, at the deployment chute, Akulantova stood by, watching her climb up.

	Akulantova would have been old enough to remember the woman in question quite well.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana awaited for her to clear the rungs of the ladder and stand in the hangar.

	For a woman counted among the giants of the Union’s revolution, Kremina Qote looked quite charmingly ordinary. She was dressed in a black turtleneck with a checkerboard pattern skirt and black tights with low-heeled sandals. She wore a dark brown jacket, synthestitched using textures that faked a rugged tanned-leather look. She was rather tall and slim, a bit lanky even, with her silver and white hair tied up in an elegant ponytail that swayed behind her. For a woman in her mid-fifties, she was stunning, the lines on her face lending character to her mature beauty, as if painted by an admiring hand. Ulyana would have certainly loved to look like her in twenty years, and to retain the confidence of her stride and smile.

	“Interesting. So this is Nagavanshi’s handiwork? You must be formidable to have come this far.”

	Kremina turned her head and scanned around the hangar.

	Her eyes settled on the Divers under repair, the workshop, the sailors.

	Then returned to meet Ulyana and Aaliyah and narrowed, her gaze piercing, inquisitive.

	“Greetings, Captain, Commissar.” Kremina said. “My name is Kremina Qote, but I also answer to the codename Tamsa. I am sure as fellow communists you have much you want to speak to me about. However, I am going to keep on mission today– I am not here to elucidate on the past.”

	Ulyana knew what that meant. There was no point in pushing her to explain herself then.

	“No codenames. We will much prefer to call you Kremina Qote.” Aaliyah said defiantly.

	“We’ll drop discussion of ‘the past’ for now. But it will be contingent on such a discussion being promised to us in the future. There is a lot about you and Kansal that begs clarification.” Ulyana said.

	They had to come out firmly out of the gate. Establish control and set terms.

	“I do think Daksha owes you all an explanation– but I don’t. So that is that, Captain.”

	In the background, Akulantova pretended not to pay attention to any of the belligerence.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah escorted Kremina through the ship, up the elevator and to their one conference room. They had set up two chairs for themselves behind a desk, facing out of the room, and one chair for Kremina which would only face the desk and the wall. They offered Kremina her seat and took theirs, before locking the room remotely. From her jacket, Kremina procured a memory stick to put on the table between all of them. It was thumb-sized, with a universal port.

	“Originally I had planned to meet with Euphrates to discuss sending supplies to Aachen to assist a revolutionary movement which is assembling in northern Eisental. There are a few separate groups, but they are forming what they call a United Front in an attempt to craft a common agenda and pool their strengths. I will continue to harass Euphrates specifically about supplies on Daksha’s behalf. But with all of you, I have a different and more complicated request. After Euphrates spoke to me about you, I contacted Daksha for her blessing to meet you. She is acting as an advisor in one of the groups, the Sozialdemokratische Partei Rhinea. Among the items in that drive is some evidence of that conversation, if you want to prove my identity and agenda, or her participation.”

	Kremina began the discussion. Aaliyah took the memory stick and connected it to the universal port on the side of a portable terminal to display the contents. She then put it down on the table without checking further, and returned her attention to Kremina, who seemed interested in the gesture. Ulyana took the floor next, also dismissing the portable terminal and its contents.

	“We trust that you aren’t falsifying your identity. Euphrates would know.” Ulyana said.

	“You trust her a lot. Are you sure that trust won’t backfire?” Kremina asked.

	“Euphrates exposed her deceptions willingly to give us reason to trust her.” Ulyana said.

	It was an obvious barb, but it went ignored. Or perhaps even accepted by the recipient.

	“Fair enough. You’re right– Euphrates is actually quite trustworthy.” Kremina said. “Her attitude is consistent to a rigid set of morals. She is a self-righteous pacifist perpetually hesitant to take needed action for change. It’s this set of morals that makes her trustworthy but frustrating.”

	“This isn’t about her. You said your request to us is more complicated than what you first requested from Euphrates. When we spoke to Euphrates she also mentioned our particular skills would be more useful to you than hers– so I take it you want us to lend our combat power and fight alongside the rebels.”

	Ulyana could tell where the wind was blowing as soon as she heard the words United Front.

	During the Union’s revolution, the Shimii, Mordecists, liberals and anarchists undertook a “United Front” strategy against the Empire. After the first uprisings that led these factions to take control of several stations, vessels and weapons, they agreed to pool their resources, presented a united leadership to the enslaved and the exiled of the colonies. Ultimately, however, the Mordecist faction and the Shimii faction outgrew the others, made agreements with one another, and dictated the policy of the Union going forward. Accepting in Katarrans then bolstered this faction further.

	Knowing that history, Ulyana felt a sense of foreboding about this so-called United Front.

	And of course, Kremina knew this history. That term had this exact same meaning to her.

	Kremina put on a wicked grin, acknowledging the darkening faces across from her.

	“My request to you is even more complicated than that. You see, the United Front is doomed to failure. Ultimately, they will only be crushed. You folks are just going to be my insurance policy.” She said.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah narrowed their eyes.

	“Why would you even bother with them if that’s what you believed?” Aaliyah said.

	“Even a Union hero is not allowed to blithely waste our time, Kremina Qote.” Ulyana said.

	Again, Kremina did not rise to the provocations that Ulyana continued to throw her way.

	“I’m telling you up front, so you understand the nature of the task and the effort required.”

	Kremina pointed to the portable terminal dismissively.

	“That terminal contains information about each of the groups. You should get acquainted with them and their ideologies and current dispositions. I would like you to meet with them in the next few days and talk with their current representatives in order to ultimately forge an allegiance with them. Pour all of your effort into them, steer them from destruction, and shepherd them toward the construction of a new, more productive military operation. This is not incompatible with your current mission, is it? Nagavanshi must have sent you out here for some clandestine purpose. Any of these groups could be a worthy ally to you.”

	“You want us to pick a faction to side with? But you are certain the United Front will fail?”

	“That is the gist of it. The factions of Aachen have manpower and equipment, to varying degrees, but you have something more valuable. You are professional soldiers. You have training and experience. You have a realistic understanding of what it means to go to war. They don’t, and so they will hit a wall they cannot overcome. When they do, you’ll be there to raise them from the ashes.” Kremina said.

	“Our mission is to train and equip forces to foment unrest and revolution in the Empire.” Ulyana said. “So you are right. We are interested in meeting these groups. But we have the capacity to assist a lot of people– I don’t see why we can’t help the United Front as a whole instead and prevent their defeat.”

	“You know what happened with the United Front in the Union itself.” Kremina said. “They’re doomed.”

	“Pure sophistry!” Aaliyah said. Her eyes were smoldering. “You know we won because of an alliance between the Shimii and the Bosporan and Volgian communist troops. An unlikelier alliance couldn’t have been dreamed of by the original United Front. It’s disingenuous to ignore that communists and Shimii could find common cause and take up a common ideology, integrated in a way that persists to this very day– and then say this United Front is simply doomed! The past doesn’t so easily repeat!”

	“Calm down, little lady.” Kremina said. “I’m just trying to get you all to use your heads.”

	“Don’t tell her to calm down, Kremina Qote. We don’t need your patronizing.” Ulyana interrupted, raising her voice sharply. “Ultimately, we do not have to do anything you say. You are here to make a request of us. You need us; so it’s time for you to stop provoking us, or walk out of this ship with nothing.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah were being rather belligerent themselves– but it was not for nothing.

	They had already discussed their stance and were supporting each other in the discussion.

	Kremina Qote had to be confronted with hostility, in order to disabuse her of the notion that the Brigand would be subservient to her cause. Someone namedropping Daksha Kansal so much, and invoking the communist past so frequently, could only be doing it in order to command deference from fellow communists. To protect their independence, Ulyana and Aaliyah had no choice but to assert their indifference to Kremina’s stature and drive a hard bargain. Ulyana had come to realize that the provocative way that Kremina was carrying herself, from the moment she immediately shut down any attempt to discuss outstanding questions about herself, was her own way of asserting control.

	Would they be demure, or would they be rebellious? Kremina must now have her answer.

	“Alright, Captain. I do need you; and I apologize. I will conduct myself better henceforth.”

	Kremina bowed her head apologetically. But her lips were still curled in a little grin.

	“Like I said before, I am simply trying to get you all to properly consider the scale and danger of this moment. This United Front is going to be much more fractious than the one formed in the colonies. It has more liberal and more bourgeois elements, and its members have very little access to local industry. It’s a completely different situation, but the problems are very similar. As a concept, I do not believe it will last– and neither does Daksha Kansal. She has already chosen her own favored faction. I would almost urge you to simply do the same, and to pool your strengths, to preserve as many forces as we can.”

	“We are not going to simply and blindly follow Daksha Kansal’s lead.” Ulyana said.

	“We serve Commissar-General Nagavanshi, and Premier Bhavani Jayasankar. So we will come to our own conclusions here, Kremina Qota. Go over these factions so we are not completely in the dark.” Aaliyah slid her finger over the screen on the portable terminal, causing it to turn on and light up. “We won’t make any decisions right now, but we will hear what you think about these people in detail. You have experience with them and clearly you have formed some opinions, so be forthright with us.”

	“Alright. Then, forgive me, but I will start with the most practical candidate.”

	Kremina reached out a hand and flipped through the touchscreen options.

	She brought up a file which began with a picture of a rose entwined by long, curling arrows. There was a bicolor black and gold background to go along with the red of the rose in the organization’s logo.

	“The Democratic Socialist Party of Rhinea, in High Imbrian Sozialdemokratische Partei Rhinea, known as the S.P.R or also called the Rote Rose.” Kremina said. “They possess the largest constituency of common folk, with clandestine support from various trade and industrial unions, as well as the largest amount of troops, some of whom have a little fighting experience. They have a flotilla of converted civilian ships. All of it funded largely by Gloria Innocence Luxembourg and her inner circle, the Reichsbanner Schwarzgold.”

	“Socdems?” Aaliyah said. She made a glum expression, her ears folding, tail drooping.

	“Doesn’t seem like Daksha Kansal’s style.” Ulyana said, slightly amused by that reaction.

	“Daksha Kansal is a pragmatist who chooses the most effective means to accomplish her goals.” Kremina said. “In this case, the S.P.R. is the best possible instrument to rally popular support in Rhinea. It has existing ties to labor, it is Imbrian in character, is building an armed wing, and democracy as a political tool is uniquely attractive to Rhineans due to their history. Our only issue is that we are contributing to inflating the size of Gloria Innocence Luxembourg’s head, but that’s the far lesser evil here.”

	“Is this woman the ‘Luxembourg School for Girls’ Luxembourg?” Ulyana asked.

	Kremina smiled. “The very same! She is a Luxembourg heiress and part-owner of Raylight Beauty Products Inc., which is one of Rhinea’s major corporations. We can take issue with her class position, but she has money and connections and is the reason the S.P.R. is as big as it is.”

	“I’ll try to put aside my– misgivings.” Aaliyah said, taking in a breath.

	“We’ll see how we feel about them when we talk to them directly.” Ulyana said.

	“Of course. Then, moving on, we have the anarchists around as usual–” Kremina began.

	She tapped her finger a few times on the screen to fiddle with the user interface.

	Bringing up a logo with three black arrows over a grey circle.

	“This is the Eisern Front. These folk are maybe the most doomed out of all of the dreamers involved in the United Front. I would bet on them being the first to run away if things get tough. They have the least amount of troops and equipment, the least training, and are poorly organized– which they see as a strength, though I must disagree. However, they have a lot of experience and connections with the underworld. Smuggling, hacking, bombings, social engineering, name a crime, they can do it.”

	Ulyana’s very first thought was that it was not even worth considering them.

	Anarchists and the Union simply had too much bad blood historically and ideologically.

	However, they needed to be impartial and take every chance they got.

	Maybe the anarchists felt that way about them too.

	“We’ll talk to them and give them a fair shake like the rest.” Aaliyah said stoically.

	“Who is their leader?” Ulyana asked.

	Aaliyah glanced at her sidelong. Kremina shrugged her shoulders in a comical expression.

	“They are anarchists, Ulyana Korabiskaya.” She said, with a slightly helpless tone of voice.

	“Somebody has to be able to speak for them. These groups just devolve into cliqueism over time, there has to be a valedictorian in there somewhere who everyone listens to.” Ulyana said.

	“Certainly they’ll have members here who will talk to you. But no singularly big names like Gloria.”

	“Are they connected to the anarchists from Bosporus? The ‘Commune’?” Aaliyah asked.

	“They are cagey about that, but they almost certainly are.” Kremina said.

	Kremina moved on to the next group, with a chuckle and an amused grin on her face.

	She swiped on the screen, and a black, white and red flag with a yellow hammer appeared.

	“Here we have the incredibly presumptuous Rotfront, who have taken to calling themselves the Nationale Volksarmee lately.” She said, her tone thick with an obvious disdain, as if she found them humorous. “They are Mordecists whose manifesto could have been written by Bhavani Jayasankar herself. But before you get too excited, you should know that this faction is almost exclusively made up of Katarrans. They have very experienced troops and possess military equipment from their past as mercenaries and from succesful raids– so they can’t be ignored. Unfortunately the quixotic so-called National People’s Army will have an uphill battle to capture the attention of any national people around Eisental.”

	Ulyana understood all too well what she was communicating with that tone.

	“Racism ill befits your character as a supposed hero of the Union.” Ulyana said grimly.

	Aaliyah opened and closed her hands into fists under the table. Clearly aggravated by Kremina.

	Kremina shrugged, unbothered. “I am not a racist. I’m North Bosporan; I may not get carded as much as the Commissar will, but I was sent off to the slave farms just like you two. What you need to understand here is pragmatism. When 80% of the Rhinean public deplores and distrusts Katarrans, it follows that a popular movement being led by Katarrans is fighting a hopeless battle and will be limited in usefulness.”

	“And yet they’re risking their lives fighting for these people nevertheless.” Ulyana said.

	“That doesn’t mean they are owed our support.” Kremina said. “If we want to succeed in the long term, we need to unify behind the strongest potential. Morals aren’t worth anything if we all die and our project fails. We can think about who is the most pure communist when the Volkisch aren’t on top of us.”

	“Captain, have we heard enough?” Aaliyah asked. Her aggravation was barely disguised.

	That signaled the end of any civil conversation they could have with this woman.

	Even to the tiniest degree of what could be called ‘civil.’

	“We have.” Ulyana said. “Kremina, we will talk to these groups ourselves, and determine our own course of action. Not for you, or for Daksha Kansal, but for our own mission. We thank you for the intelligence and for putting us in contact with them. I hope that as fellow communists we may have reason to work together in the future, but right now, I don’t believe we have further reason to speak. You will have to speak with Commissar-General Nagavanshi if you want to give us direct orders.”

	“I never dreamed of taking command of the lot of you. Our current arrangement suits me just fine. I would just like to request one final meeting to hear your decision.” Kremina said.

	“Granted. I’ll call Akulantova to escort you out. Don’t talk to anybody as you leave.”

	Behind them, the locked door opened. Kremina Qote stood and with as much nonchalant elegance as she stepped into the scene, she stepped back out, escorted by the burly Akulantova who gave an awkward glance into the room as she seemed to notice the tension emanating from the Captain and Commissar. They watched Kremina amble away with murderous glaring.

	“Bitch. I almost wanted to sock her– what a rotten supposed ‘hero’.” Ulyana grumbled.

	“I was afraid it would be like this.” Aaliyah said. “God knows what Kansal is thinking.”

	The two of them had little time to stew in their own anger and disappointment, however.

	Soon after Kremina departed, Semyonova called them in the conference room.

	She had an awkward smile as her commanding officers still looked visibly upset.

	“Eh, Captain, our guest has left the ship. And you have a call from Euphemia Rontgen.”

	Semyonova left the sentence hanging as if to give them room to decline, but they did not.

	“Put her through. She’ll be a breath of fresh air to talk after all this mess.” Ulyana said.

	“Noted. I’ll connect you all encrypted-like in just a seccy!” Semyonova said, faking cheer.

	Moments later, Euphrates appeared on the screen. Still in her office, behind her desk. Her hair looked a tiny bit more disheveled than it was. She must have been out and about. “Captain, I am glad I was able to get in touch. I uncovered something.” She said, her hands clasped together.

	She sounded more excited than before too– Ulyana and Aaliyah exchanged quick glances.

	“What is it, Euphrates? We just got done speaking with Kremina Qote.” Ulyana said.

	Euphrates nodded. “Setting that aside for now. I have news– it isn’t going to be reported in the public media, and who knows when the government will own up to it. But the information leaked in private network spaces. I have people monitoring the web for this sort of juicy BBS gossip. The Volkisch are trying to scrub the network of it, but the cat is out of the bag.”

	“Okay, we’ll take it with a grain of salt.” Aaliyah said. “So just tell us what it is.”

	“The Union defeated the Volkisch Movement in a naval battle in Sverland, near Serrano.” Euphrates said. She continued speaking as Aaliyah and Ulyana’s eyes drew wide. “I am not completely certain of the circumstances surrounding the encounter, but it was apparently a crushing and costly defeat for the Volkisch. The Union has occupied 62% of the territory of Sverland. Everything that isn’t occupied by the Royal Alliance in the Yucatan Gulf, along with a tiny strip of territory that completes the Volkisch encirclement of the Gulf– everything outside that is now under the auspices of the Union.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana glanced at one another, once, twice. Then held each other’s eyes.

	Disbelief, dread, elation, a sense of the surreal, a maelstrom of emotions overtook them.

	If this was real, then–

	“I believe this alters the nature of your mission, doesn’t it?” Euphrates said excitedly to the still-stunned communist officers. “I know you were feeling foolish for not being able to make it to Buren and being stuck in Rhinea, but this development might mean–” Euphrates smiled. “If you can foment rebellion in Eisental, you could be supporting the Union in defeating the Volkisch Movement!”

	–it did indeed change everything.

	

	

	“Oh god– Zozia– nngh!”

	Long, slender fingers trailed down the woman’s shirt, undoing the plastic catches one by one. Exposing her deep collarbones, the long cleave between her breasts, the ribbon in the middle of her bra band, the gentle, pronounced curve of her soft stomach. One hand hooking between flesh and fabric and slowly exposing a breast, fingertips prodding an erect nipple awaiting the graze of hungry teeth.

	“You’re being loud, Ksenia.” Zozia said. “This is a shitty room. Everyone can hear you.”

	“Ugh– fuck, don’t say that in that voice– oh god!”

	Ksenia bent suddenly back, her hair falling over her back, fingers gripping the bedsheets tight.

	Zozia’s soft, moist and firm tongue flicked quickly over the exposed nipple, stiff with arousal, rapping the vulnerable and sensitive pink skin with a copper-colored stud that pierced the middle of her tongue-tip. Every quick scratch from the sharp rim of the stud caused Ksenia’s back and hip muscles to tighten, her chest to shudder. She was already this excited, and Zozia hadn’t even gotten started.

	“You’re such a pussy.” Zozia teased. “It’s almost funny– but it’s hotter than it is funny.”

	Ksenia avoided Zozia’s mischievous eyes. She could not meet that gaze which deliberately locked on to her as that studded tongue tasted her nipple– as her red lips closed around Ksenia’s breast. Pulling the flesh into a sucking kiss and easily grazing and digging in her teeth. Sure to leave a mark– Ksenia’s face grew redder from the brief flash of sharp pain. She stiffened under Zozia’s hungry attention.

	Her legs would’ve closed but Zozia had her knee between to prevent it.

	Eyes shut, lips pursed, hands shaking. Ksenia was completely in her thrall.

	Zozia’s free hand shove gently on her chest, a non-verbal command.

	Ksenia didn’t question it. She promptly laid back on the bed. Zozia loomed over her.

	The hand that had pushed her back glided over her belly, undoing the button on her pants.

	With one expert twist, a quick pull of the zipper, those slender fingers snuck beneath her lingerie–

	“Zozia–!”

	Ksenia briefly opened her eyes. Zozia’s lips were close enough to taste her breath.

	“You’re so gorgeous when you know you’re fucked.“

	The slender, blond-haired woman descended on her curvy and vulnerable prey.

	 Copper stud slicing across her neck. Teeth closing around her earlobe. Pulling the button-down shirt fully off the woman’s round pink shoulders, peeling off the straps of the half-undone brassiere. Ksenia squirmed beneath her with eyes clouded and staring at the wall, helpless, in a fog of her lust.

	Fully clothed and fully in command, Zozia left sucking marks and deep bites on pink-white skin.

	“I’m gonna have you all night, Ksenia.” Zozia whispered in her ear. “I’m gonna leave you so fucked up you’ll barely be keeping together tomorrow. You better cover yourself up good.”

	“God– god damn– Oh–!”

	“Or maybe the mercs will see what a little slut the goodie-two-shoes organizer actually is.”

	“No– I’ll be discrete–”

	“Oh, but I won’t, you little bitch. I want everyone to know you’re my wet little toy.”

	Zozia laughed raucously. Ksenia shuddered with fingers entering between her legs again.

	Then– the door rang, the alarm noise overwhelming Ksenia’s breathy moaning.

	“What the fuck?” Zozia grunted. “Nobody’s got any reason to ring that. Stay back.”

	She reached for the gun on the bedside drawers, while Ksenia, in a panic, scrambled further back onto the bed, up against the wall with the sheets over her half-naked body. Zozia stood from the bed, not bothering to set her shirt and coat right. From her coat, she withdrew a suppressor she had been intending to use in quite a different fashion and affixed it to the barrel of her gun. 

	It would make it unwieldy to shoot around the door, but it would be worse if she fired unsuppressed and woke up the entire floor. Pistol in hand, relatively silenced and ready, she stacked on the door. Unfortunately, their shitty room did not have a doorway camera. All it had was the ringer.

	“Who the fuck is it? Don’t just that ring that shit, what’s up?” She called out.

	“It’s Izak. Something’s come up. Stop making so much noise.”

	That deep, breathy voice definitely sounded like Izak.

	He wasn’t supposed to be here– but he was the one who got all their papers done.

	Zozia was just a fixer, escorting Ksenia to meet Kremina Qote and now, some mercs.

	It wasn’t exactly her business to question the anarchist “chain of command” so to speak.

	Izak had seniority, so if he was back, he must have known some shit that she didn’t.

	“Don’t just ring the doorbell next time then asshole, say something.” Zozia complained.

	“I would prefer not to make a fuss, you know–”

	In the middle of that sentence, Zozia opened the door and opened her eyes wide.

	It wasn’t Izak– it was his voice, but it wasn’t him at all–

	“Shit–!”

	“Be a good girl and don’t make any noise for me.”

	A distinctly more feminine voice issued that command, which would go unheard.

	“Fuck you!”

	Zozia raised her gun and fired at the intruder’s chest. Ksenia shouted and covered her ears.

	There was a tiny trickle of blood, the bullet penetrating just barely a centimeter between a pair of breasts partially exposed by the plunging neckline of a luxurious white shirt. Her target staggered briefly– but the woman who had once spoken in Izak’s voice was not slowed. In the next moment, the bullet seemed to fall out of the wound as if it had been invisibly tweezed out, and the wound simply closed.

	An impossibly fast instant, and Zozia felt an overwhelming helplessness shaking her to her core.

	King’s Gaze.

	Zozia stared powerless at the woman, her knees shaking until she could no longer stand.

	Behind her on the bed, her partner was panicking, in tears–

	“Zozia! Zozia!” Ksenia cried. “Stand up! You swore you would protect me!”

	“Shit–” Zozia mumbled to herself, weeping. “Shit– Shit– I’m sorry– Ksenia–”

	Ksenia was speechless, clutching the bedsheets in terror.

	“Hmm. A really sordid and romantic situation we walked into.”

	Behind the assailant, a second, shorter woman appeared, closing the door behind herself.

	“But isn’t it exciting? This will be a tale worth savoring.”

	And the assailant walked forward, and easily picked up Zozia’s gun off the ground.

	Just like that, she had assumed complete control of the situation.

	“Now, we don’t want to expose to the world that you are most-wanted criminal anarchists. So let us all be quiet for a moment, while my dearest associate here gives us some more room for privacy.”

	Behind the assailant, her accomplice raised her palm at the wall.

	Zozia felt something almost imperceptible, something just barely there–

	Blue– a faint blue–

	rising from the

	woman

	a coat on the wall like a false sky

	spreading, swirling, spun from her fingers–

	“Saint’s Skin: Annoint.”

	On her knees, Zozia stared at the two women who had intruded on her room.

	She realized that there was something deeply wrong with them. Something that felt off.

	Both of them had the appearance of beautiful women. Deathly pale but with perfect skin besides, not a scar on them, not a blemish, she could not even see the sinews beneath their skin like she could on her own fair skin. Both had whiter hair than any other color, but the taller woman who had barged in had her hair cut short, to the middle of her slender neck, parted on the left with long, swept bangs some of which were black, some of which were red, and the rest of her hair had streaks of both colors. Her partner had her hair long, almost below the waist, with a few bands of red and black running through it.

	That taller assailant was dressed in a very fancy silk shirt with a deep plunging neckline exposing cleavage and a little cravat around her neck, along with a sportcoat and black pants. She was understatedly handsome compared to her princess-like, dainty, dolled-up companion, wearing a long dress with complicated patterns of cutout loops along the sleeves and sides, covered in lace-trim with ribbons on the cuffs, over her slender chest and along the hem, matching one larger ribbon in her hair.

	Beautiful, otherworldly beautiful, the kind of women Zozia would have loved to toy with– but–

	But some nascent sense of something in Zozia’s head was telling her– they weren’t normal.

	Beyond their edgy style and the bougie filigree of their outfits– something was wrong.

	“There, nobody will be able to hear us now.” Said the feminine-dressed intruder.

	“Fantastic. Then let us introduce ourselves and then, formally bring their story to a close.”

	Both of the intruders bowed in a similar, almost rehearsed fashion, grinning like devils.

	“Syzygy Enforcer III: Gula, the Gluttony.” Said the daintier one.

	While the handsome one locked eyes with Zozia. “Syzygy Enforcer I: Avaritia, the Greed.”

	Zozia saw that Enforcer I’s eyes had a certain pattern to them.

	At first, it was like a ring with four outward points that were star-like–

	When their eyes met, the points shifted to the interior of the ring, as if to form–

	–a crosshairs.

	Locked directly on Zozia and sending a shudder of renewed paralysis through her body.

	“Those aren’t names!” Ksenia shouted. “Who are you? What do you want with us?”

	She was shouting, and her shouting caused Enforcer I to flinch briefly.

	“So shrill. Please be quiet for a moment so we can properly send you off.”

	Enforcer I raised her hands and now, Zozia could almost see it again.

	Bands of green color, flying from her slender arm and impaling Ksenia’s own color–

	King’s Gaze.

	In an instant, Ksenia went quiet, hugging herself, teeth chattering, weeping.

	Just like Zozia, she could not resist this and was instantly paralyzed.

	“Avaritia, these two have psionic potential.”

	“I noticed, beloved Gula. But their emotional control is lacking.”

	“Typical of hominin. But it does mean they will add their power to our own.”

	“Yes, it’s a wonderful surprise.”

	Enforcer I kneeled in front of the weakened Zozia, looking deeply into her eyes.

	“You have visited a forest full of silver trees, taller than the sky. They spoke to you. You believed it was only a dream, but it was so comforting you sought out information on this superstition, and even embarked on a failed journey to an abyss in Bosporus. That journey was how you first met Izak Zielinski, a man whose thoughts I already possess. This is how you have come to be in this predicament. You have unknowingly experienced something rare and valuable; and you squandered the blessing it gave you.”

	“It is unfortunate for you, but our Autarch is vying to complete a puzzle to which you hold a piece.” Enforcer III said. “I hope you will die without begrudging us what we must do. Had you not already expended the love of the Great Tree that blessed you, we would have had to let you go.”

	“It appears you used your second chance to the fullest. So please go out without regrets.”

	“Rejoice, even.” Enforcer III said. “After all, the two of us are lovers. So you and your woman will continue to be together in our bodies. In fact, your love in our flesh, will outlast any hominin’s lifespan.”

	“Ahh!” Enforcer I cried out in satisfaction. “Gula, my treasure, that is a fantastic point!”

	“My prince, let us each eat from the two of them together, and maintain a knot of their flesh inside us when we incorporate them. That way, the two of them will embrace, forever inside us.”

	“Ahh, the romance! To have such endless romance inside me! It makes me feel so greedy!”

	Enforcer I’s eyes flashed, those crosshairs seeming to tighten ever more on Zozia.

	Zozia’s mind was in tatters trying to understand what they were talking about–

	–but she thought bitterly that she explicitly hadn’t wanted Ksenia and her to get too serious.

	Now, however, she lamented that it was her superstition that led this danger to their door.

	She should have known dealing with the Abyss would have come back to haunt her.

	Those trees– wanting that feeling again– it had damned her.

	Had she been able to speak, she would have begged Ksenia for forgiveness.

	Now she would die– with nothing but this monochrome girl-twink grinning in her face.

	And with them, the mission of the anarchists in Kreuzung would die also.

	“Oh, don’t worry about that. Don’t worry. Die in peace. We will take care of everything.”

	Enforcer I drew nearer and nearer to Zozia, her strong hands crushing her shoulders–

	Her mouth closing around Zozia’s adam’s apple and crunching through her throat–

	There was no pain. Blood sprayed from her juggular, the gnarled strings of her flesh pulled apart, and yet all she felt was an almost sublime, anesthetic joy that drew her final tears from her glassy, dying eyes. She felt euphoric for as long as she still had senses, in her final moments she thought not of Ksenia or the anarchists or her fixer paychecks or even the distant memory of those peaceful silver trees.

	Instead she felt power course through her flesh and felt herself become power itself.

	Felt an almost orgasmic joy in the grip of this magnificent predator–!

	She was joining something greater! She was becoming one flesh with a biological God!

	Zozia perished in an insane exuberance.

	Unable to hear Ksenia scream as Enforcer III tore into her chest.

	Hail to the Syzygy! Glory to the Autarch! May the sun forever set on homininkind!

	

	

	Enforcer III gleefully ran her tongue across the steel floor of the room.

	Her lips and chin dripped with blood still lukewarm from contact with the heated tiles.

	She was known as Gula, the Gluttony of the Autarch’s eight Enforcer-class omenseers.

	All of the flesh, all of the bones, had already been disposed of, and she had eaten the most.

	Anything she wanted to eat, she could. All she had to do was work up the appetite for it.

	Blood was her little treat to herself, however. It was fun to pick it clean, it was like a game.

	So, if there would not be consequences, she sometimes made a mess. Just to clean it up.

	“My handsome prince~” she said in a singsong voice, noticing Enforcer I on the bed.

	In that instant, what she wanted to eat– was the distance between herself and her prince.

	So with a loving bite, she devoured– appearing in a blink in bed beside Enforcer I.

	They laid together where the hominins had once been. The dainty Enforcer III ended up snuggling very close to the chest of her beloved Enforcer I. She was a head smaller and a bit slimmer and fit beside her perfectly. Enforcer I smiled that beautiful, handsome smile of hers and took Enforcer III into a close embrace. Her face laid against Enforcer III’s hair, and then nuzzled her cheek. Her long fingers prized some of the smaller woman’s frilly dress from her shoulder, exposing the slender curvature beneath.

	Knowing exactly what her partner wanted, Enforcer I took a deep bite of Enforcer III.

	Drawing blood; tearing deep into the muscle. Pain; her vision almost blurred.

	Enforcer III tittered with delight, regrowing the flesh just enough to avoid lasting injury.

	“Oh, you’re frisky– I am excited to have this room for the rest of the night.” She said.

	“I can’t help it.” Enforcer I replied. “You always draw out my greediest feelings.”

	Enforcer I traced her tongue along the slowly closing wound that she had made.

	“Have you found what you were looking for yet, my princely Avaritia?”

	“My lovely Gula— I am still resolving blocks, but I think I have our next destination.”

	“Oh? How exciting! It has been such a lovely journey. So many sights; so many tastes.”

	“There will be more.”

	Avaritia set Gula on the bed and loomed directly over her. Her arms held up her body, one near Gula’s head and the other near her breast. She licked her lips, still slick red with her lover’s blood.

	“We’ll have business with some mercenaries tomorrow on the anarchist’s behalf. We did promise to take care of their business, after all. Before then, you will need to clean up all the blood like a good girl.”

	“Of course.” Gula giggled. Eagerly hungry to be ravaged by her lover all night.

	 


11.3

	For the overall majority of the population of Kreuzung, the world outside of their rooms was mostly a long series of hallways and elevators. Long lines of identical doors, fake carpeting, beige walls. A pretense of warmth that hid cold metal. Hypocrisies large and small that had to be endured in order to live.

	How did the people of Kreuzung live? 

	The ordinary people with no other recourse but to keep living? 

	Those who worked in the service industry, if they worked for a strong brand, would leave this world of halls once a day to go to a mall or food court, where they would find another enclosed space that would occupy most of their day. Those who served “local” shops in the lower districts would trade one hallway for another, or if they were lucky, trade a street without a sky, flanked by identical squat plastic buildings, for a hall flanked by plastic or metal doors. Since those older “street” modules often had defects that led to accidents or flooding, this was not a particularly good trade in terms of their well-being.

	Some people did not leave their rooms at all to work– even when they wished they could.

	All of this toil was presided over by the vastness of the Imbrium Ocean. Deeper and darker.     

	Kreuzung was home to millions of people– who lived largely below the tower’s centerpoint.

	“Upward mobility” was not as such literally. For someone close to the bottom of the tower and compressed into a block that had dozens of modules each with several hallways, all of it cramped into the tightest livable space– if they even completed their education or achieved some certifications in a field they were competent in, there was no guarantee of a job. And in addition, virtually no guarantee of actually ever moving out of the comparatively cheaper and smaller rooms in the lower part of the tower to the slightly better habitats in the core’s upper reaches. It was impossible to ever believe someone like that would ever work or live in A or B block at the top of the Kreuzung Core. Certainly, a few people did do so– but collectively, it felt like it took a miracle. Most people would never climb from those depths.

	In Kreuzung, a large majority of people did not “have a job” in the sense of a stable position in a company. Instead, most people were “contractors.” Contractors technically worked for an agency that connected them to jobs in exchange for a fraction of the pay. These agencies arose from the distrust between the highly stratified classes in the Empire and were a common feature in most imperial stations– an Agency could guarantee that the people it hired were not lowborn scum of the earth, but humble and servile folk with good skills; if they were not they could be easily discarded and replaced. 

	That was an agency’s promise to the employers; employees were promised nothing but a wage.

	All service work was contract work where Agencies vetted candidates that would not harm the upper and middle class sensibilities of those shopping and dining in the middle to upper tier of businesses.

	Heavy industry had a culture of “tradesmanship” where workers traditionally formed guilds or unions and had access to better pay, benefits and a slightly better lifestyle than contractors, even as collective power began to be eroded. The tradeoff was in difficult certification requirements, as well as the possibility of losing life or worse, limb. Guild and union health benefits were good, but cybernetics were still expensive. Even with the best possible healthcare plan, this would ultimately saddle the worker with medical debt and a period of recovery that would wipe out some of those other good benefits like the paid time off and vacations. Regardless, this was seen as one of the only ways “up” (relatively) for a lower class worker.

	The most on-demand jobs in Kreuzung beside customer-facing services were behind-the-scenes hardware jobs, particularly in monitoring, reporting on and responding to system events. A lot of Kreuzung systems administration had been privatized to the agencies, particularly the grunt work of keeping eyes on sensors and pressure valves and other such things. Contractors did these dull tasks from their homes, until something broke, at which point they would have to go out on the field and assume risk for much less money than a trade union worker did– which was ultimately the point of privatization.

	Nevertheless, there were some parts of station administration and customer-facing services that did manage to remain trade-union owned, and there were also good jobs that were not agency-controlled. Dockworkers, for example, had a union, and non-union private dock workers at least didn’t have to go through an agency and could keep all their pay. And it was always possible, even if somewhat unlikely, for a very poor person to excel and become a journalist or a teacher or a nurse or some other “legit” career outside Contracting. These were the elites, comparatively, of lower class labor in Imbria.

	One could also always join the Navy. 

	In Rhinea, in 979 A.D. during the Pandora’s Box’s stay in Kreuzung, joining the Navy meant becoming a National Socialist and participating in the Volkisch Movement’s conflicts– this was less attractive even than contracting. But for some people the food and shelter was enough incentive. Adding insult to injury, however, was that the Volkisch wouldn’t take all comers. No shirt, no shoes– no military service for you. In reality, the Volkisch remained a solidly volunteer army, more than a poor and desperate one.

	Middle class labor entailed direct career work in the major corporations or public groups. These jobs were highly class stratified– someone with a parent that was a university teacher, would be able to go into higher education and would be much more likely to also become a teacher. For the children of contractors and service workers, it would be unlikely though not impossible to attain the needed licensing and higher education due to the difficult development environment for the child. 

	Working directly at a corporate office was the common hallmark of middle class work. Successful corporations and major brands had data, premises and equipment that they did not trust agency contractors to handle. Interviewing was deliberately difficult– people could be weeded out as soon as the recruiter saw their address. Technically, however, the jobs were open for anyone to interview for.

	Some people dreamed of making it big by working seemingly outside “the system.” Trying out for roles in films, writing hot novels, creating innovative software, or even putting on personal shows to become influential in the burgeoning network culture– but these things already favored people with existing money and connections, so an “outsider hit” was unlikely as the hits were already being dictated by what could only be considered to be “the system” itself. Just enough “miracles” happened to keep people dreaming, but overall, the structure remained stable and firm. Class was ossified in the Imbrium.

	All of this was Imbrian society as it was seen and accepted by the public at large.

	There was a tier below Imbrian society, however, below even the most miserable parts.

	In Kreuzung, it existed literally below the baseplate of the tower. 

	In the unkempt, spiraling viscera of the tower’s ancient history, dating back to its construction. Some of the uppermost of the maintenance tunnels still saw a good bit of official use, particularly by very unlucky contractors maintaining and repairing the interstice of the bottom rung of society just a hair above the baseplate itself. Deeper below, there were tunnels that had not been visited by an official contact of the station in decades or more. Most of them had become a sprawling nest of society’s most unfortunate. 

	Because the tunnels connected back to the ancient construction shafts, which had oxygen systems, they became homes for the dispossessed and unfortunate. Groups both openly criminal and secretly so, took advantage of these lost and invisible places as well to build and hide their own enterprises.

	It was in this space below and between “the system” of Kreuzung and Imbria itself, that there existed the parallel society home to myths and legends: such as that of the fearsome “Katarran mercenaries.”

	

	

	“Hmm? ‘Tarot Chocolate’? What are you giving me this for?”

	“It’s dark stuff. It’s too sophisticated-like. It suits you better.”

	“Hmm. This is a bit fancy. Where did you get it?”

	“There was a boy selling them out of a box. Maybe he stole it– but who cares.”

	“As long as the box is real, and these aren’t full of meth or razors.”

	“None of that would kill you anyway. Quit being so prissy and take it.”

	“I’m just confused as to why you’re giving me anything, even if it suited me.”

	“We’re all comrades aren’t we? God damn– look, I got it for Chloe. But she hates dark chocolate. And I don’t eat this kind of shit at all. So there you go. Happy, detective? Just take it already.”

	With finality Dimmitra threw the chocolate bar she had been showing off and left the room.

	It landed in the hammock beside Kalika. She picked it up, turning it over in her long fingers.

	Tarot Chocolate had the logo of Atelier Paradis, a premium brand in talks to join Volwitz Foods. Kalika always thought about those sorts of things, turning over goods in her hands. That fancy font on the Atelier logo, the royal purple mineral paper wrapper around the chocolate. This was a product worth thirty marks with competitors that sold for ten marks. But businesses had hierarchies just like the people around her. She was branded for being a Katarran, for not having any opportunity for some Imbrian desk job; no matter how she dressed or the airs she put on, she was always lesser-than and had to use her body in illegitimate ways to survive. In the same way that a Premium Brand like Atelier Paradis which made high-class and expensive products– was still lesser to a Major Corporation like Volwitz Foods.

	She was holding in her hands a symbol of all the things that she fought against.

	A story of inequality and alienation starting from the harvest to the final setting of prices.

	At each link in the chain, the company that sold this item had stolen from somebody to do so.

	Slowly, almost mindlessly, she unwrapped the paper around the dark chocolate squares.

	Inside the packaging, she found another little piece of mineral paper.

	It was a fortune that read: today you will meet the person who will change your life.

	“So this is the sort of malarkey that turns 3 marks of chocolate into a 30 marks bar.”

	Kalika sighed and took a bite of it. The complex taste that coated her tongue gave her some pause. Not just the dance of bitterness and sweetness, but the accompanying fruity notes and the glossy texture that seemed to hold its shape only until it met the warmth of her mouth, and then delicately melted. Perhaps this was actually eight or nine marks worth of chocolate in raw material. This was– the good stuff.

	“It tastes premium, I must admit. I wouldn’t mind having another one.”

	She was speaking only to herself at this point. Dimmitra had already left.

	“Maybe I’ll keep my eye out for the little hawker with the box on my way out.”

	Kalika slid her legs over the side of the plastic hammock she had been sleeping in. She had strung it up between two pipes on opposite walls in a 3 by 5 meter room. She and her comrades had claimed the space, in one of the many abandoned maintenance tunnels beneath the baseplate and dug around the old construction shaft above which Kreuzung’s baseplate and lower floors were ultimately built. 

	The Katarran’s room had once upon a time been a pressure monitoring room of some sort, from before the station was completely built. Valves and dials stared at her from every wall, completely motionless. Everything above the baseplate had sensors that were read by computers, so rooms like this were useless. Now it was nothing but pipes and an abused electrical panel in an otherwise empty room.

	There were hundreds of places like this. But the locals did not particularly like the rooms farthest afield of the central construction shaft. There were rumors that people went missing in them– one of the tamer superstitions was that there was a syndicate of organ harvesters in the vicinity of the very room Kalika was standing in. It wasn’t too farfetched, but she had not yet seen any. More than likely, one too many opportunists robbed or killed someone here and imagination did the rest to create this myth.

	Her own organs were perfectly safe. Even with one arm, she liked her chances in that fight.

	“My arm–”

	Kalika ran the fingers of her biological left arm over the bicep of her mechanical right arm.

	Underneath the sleeve of her shirt, she felt the frayed metal and the torn syntheskin.

	She tried to move the arm. Extending it felt alright. However, trying to bend the arm toward her, as if to flex her bicep, resulted in a shot of pain through the nerve bundles that remained of her original limb, which had been affixed to the prosthetic’s transmission couplers. She winced, and she could hear the metal scraping in a way that it should not. There was no way she could trust that arm to swing a vibrosword or even throw a punch. She had to get it fixed before anything went down.

	“Hey,”

	Through the crack in the door, Dimmitra peeked back into the room.

	“You’re gonna go up, right?” She asked.      

	“I have to. Nobody down here is going to be able to fix this.” Kalika said.

	She gestured to her arm. Dimmitra nodded her head.

	“The Premier shouldn’t need us today.” Dimmitra said. “You should be clear.”

	“I’m just worried I won’t find anyone who will treat a Katarran.” Kalika said.

	“If you don’t, you don’t. Nothin’ you can do. We can have you taken care of at Aachen.”

	“We should teach Chloe how to run maintenance on prosthetics.” Kalika smiled.

	“She’s fine.” Dimmitra said. Her voice took on a slightly more serious tone.

	“I didn’t say otherwise.” Kalika replied. “Thank you for the chocolate.”

	Dimmitra, Kalika and Chloe were all Katarrans. “Pelagis” was the race– Katarre was a nation.

	But most Pelagis came from Katarre, and in the Imbrian imagination, all Pelagis were Katarrans.

	Being Katarre-born Katarrans, real-deal Pelagids born in vats by the dozens and destined to die, they had deliberate genetic embellishments. All of them had been created using the DNA of armored gurnards, small fish with mortifyingly ugly appearances that thankfully did not transfer in almost any way. This was most evident in the pair of roughly rectangular and thin horn-like structures which grew from the back of their heads. In Kalika’s case, her horns framed her ponytail. These resembled a gurnard’s snout. Like a lot of Katarrans in her natural state her skin would have been grey, and her hair would have been white, but aside from their strength, durability and the few signs of embellishment, they were human.

	Two legs, two arms; a head and neck; shoulders, breasts, hips. She was just a woman.

	Kalika used cheap pigment treatments to alter her skin and hair and appear at least a little bit more presentable and less monochromatic. Imbrians disliked the cheaper cosmetics because it made the skin unnatural colors– it was tough to get that Imbrian pinkish-white fairness using the cheap skin pigments. That usually required a second skin to get just right. For Kalika, it sufficed to make her skin go from grey to a stark pink flush. It made Imbrians less nervous of her, and in her eyes, it made her look prettier. 

	Raylight Beauty’s budget products sufficed to keep up this appearance.

	Her hair, meanwhile, she dyed a shiny grape-purple color and tied into a long ponytail.

	For Katarrans, even mercenaries, such preening was not uncommon nor beneath them.

	It was all part of coping with the warped relationship they had to their bodies.

	Every Katarran mercenary in the Imbrium was more than likely someone who escaped from Katarre itself and service under a Warlord. It only made sense for anyone with that kind of repressive background to assert their individuality. Kalika had an ideal of her own body and her own sexuality which she expressed for her own comfort. She wore wine-colored lipstick and a similar type of eyeshadow, she wore toner on her face, she dressed in the nicest shirts she could afford and even owned a brand jacket from Lanzknecht, Epoch Clothiers’ edgy line of streetwear itself inspired by Katarrans. It was “steel-silver” colored and cut sharply, with see-through sleeves. She loved that jacket– it felt like skin.

	Tights and a pencil skirt accentuated her long legs and figure. Heels made her feel more sophisticated (and feminine– for a woman who punched people’s heads open sometimes, this was more vital than it might have seemed). She even wore perfume sometimes. It was all part of the product she sold to the world– a Katarran’s body, born to kill and ready to die. (And look good doing it.) It showed to the discerning eye that she cared about herself, had a sophisticated personality, spent money on herself.

	In this way, Katarrans survived, trying to retain the soul of human living despite all the abuse they suffered– and despite the extremist Solceanist belief that Katarrans did not actually have souls.

	Dimmitra was a bit more spartan in her own style, but even she had one. Her grey trench-coat had beads sewn into it by Chloe. Her pain black shirt had the midriff quite literally ripped from the rest to expose her toned belly. Her black boots were stained and left as such. She had fingerless gloves. Her hair was dark, which meant she dyed it, but she cut it short and manageable. Like many mercenaries she communicated, ‘I am tough, and I can kill you– or whoever you pay me to kill’ but she also demonstrated self-care.

	“Where is Chloe anyway?” Kalika asked.

	“She’s visiting Platform Town.” Dimmitra said. “She wants to grab a souvenir.”

	“She can be such a kid sometimes.” Kalika replied.

	“So what? That’s good. You want her to be a nihilist?” Dimmitra said.

	“Relax.” Kalika said. “I am just making observations. I am not criticizing her.”

	“Hmph.”

	Dimmitra walked to the other edge of the room, where her own hammock was strung.

	“I’m staying here. Waiting for Chloe to come back.” She said.

	“Figured. Don’t worry too much about her.”

	“I’m not.”

	She was clearly on edge, but Kalika did not push it any further.

	She liked those two– they were cute together. They felt like they had a future ahead.

	Kalika picked up a false leather bookbag from a corner of the room and slung it over her shoulder. There was a vibroblade inside, and she had a vibroknife hidden in an arm harness under the sleeve of her clip-down shirt. No guns– it was too easy to make a ruckus and get caught that way. Guns had to be a weapon of last resort when there were unfriendly eyes and ears everywhere.

	Or a weapon for the final stages of an operation. Never at the beginning.

	For now, nobody knew they were any different than any other Katarrans in Kreuzung.

	From the metal door into the room, Kalika exited out into a long, circular tunnel, two meters tall. There were a few doors down from the hallway and an obviously riveted elbow piece on the corner. These tunnels were built out of a standardized series of ferristitched sewer tunnel sections that were used for water treatment, waste management and pressurization. Kalika nonchalantly walked the halls in her heels. There was a massive maze of these kinds of tunnels all around them.

	From what Kalika understood, the process for building Kreuzung required a huge hole be drilled at the bottom of the crater and a substation to be buried under the baseplate. This building was known as the central construction shaft. It doubled as part of the foundation, as well as housing the construction equipment, elevators and supplies to begin the building process. The workers extended out supports in weak parts of the ground and built out infrastructure for themselves within these tunnels, since they could not live comfortably in the substation. Materials were partially mined out of the surrounding crater, but also brought in from the rest of the Imbrium along with the rations for the workers. It was a gigantic undertaking, and the suffering of those workers was still evident in the suffering way that people still lived below the baseplate. They were forgotten; much in the same way the old workers were.

	Those workers were never counted among the heroes and glories of Kreuzung.

	And the people of Platform Town wouldn’t either; unless something dramatically changed.

	“Maybe Erika would say ‘we are the change’– but I don’t hold such presumptions.”

	Kalika traveled through several similar-looking tunnels, ambling confidently in her high heels without missing a step. She knew where she was going even though the path was dim, lonely and so identical it could have easily confused someone into thinking they were going in circles. Another reason a lot of the locals avoided these less-traveled outer tunnels. Eventually, however, Kalika found an old and out of service bulkhead into a pressurization room, and there was a woman and her daughter sleeping inside. 

	Out the other door, and she was in a hall with a small crowd.

	While there was a stereotype of homeless or impoverished people as being filthy or nasty, you would not see it from the platform town residents. They kept their clothes clean, nobody smelled, the hall was dusty and there were some wrappers and bags about because it was simply not possible to keep dozens of metal halls completely clean without vacuum drones or formal staff. Almost everyone she passed had a hoodie or a jacket and a good pair of pants. Sturdy, comfortable clothes that they could sleep in and keep warm that also held up to walking daily. Shoes were the sore spot for many of them, because the tunnels and the platforms were rough on cheap plastic sneakers. Because they washed with saltwater that was let in from partially dismantled desalinators, there was a bit of wear and graining on their mainly plastic clothes, but nobody was living in filth. Everyone did their best to keep the place livable.

	There was a lot of hustling in the corridors. Mainly people selling or trading in miscellaneous goods they kept in boxes or blankets, always something easily portable and commonly in need like snacks or tray dinners, first aid supplies (and illegal drugs), shoes, sundries; provenance unknown and priced suspiciously. While hawking was much more profitable (relatively speaking) above the baseplate, there were people selling or bartering things around Platform Town nonetheless. Maybe because they had heat up above and were hiding; maybe because they were trying to flip NGO aid supplies or stolen goods.

	Nobody tried to hawk anything to Kalika. They could tell immediately she was strange.

	Platform Town and its residents had dignity. No amount of poverty would prevent them from having it. People tried their best to live whole and healthy lives. They tried to keep things as clean as possible. They maintained a quiet peace. What was palpable, however, was caution and distrust among the residents. Kalika definitely stuck out among them, and there were a lot of idle eyes thrown her way, but it wasn’t in here that she needed to blend in– it was up above. Nobody could blame them for staring at a Katarran who was vain enough to wear makeup and tights and heels down here among the desperate folk. Her relationship to the space was fundamentally different and she knew she must have looked like a voyeur. She didn’t have to live here, like them; she was just passing through here on a mission.

	She would leave here– go on to the next thing. Until she lost her life to the violence.

	Like a lot of other underworld travelers that hid in places like this from the public eye.

	That she had supposedly loftier goals didn’t help her feel like any less of a parasite.

	Kalika strolled by one of the entrances out into Platform Town itself, which was built by parking all the cargo elevators on the same level within the construction shaft in the center of the ancient substation infrastructure, creating a sort of “town square” for the entire underground town. Platform Town’s elevating mechanisms were then struck in place so it could not be plunged down the shaft. It resided about 100 meters below the baseplate, separating it from the tunnels that still saw some use farther above, but keeping it accessible to the underground dwellers. This was done out of necessity and safety. Keeping out of the way kept them relatively safer from the authorities.

	Platform Town had been raided before. But it was a difficult and ugly sight for the people above, so it was mainly forgotten, its own world separated by 100 meters of empty vertical space and several more of winding old tunnels. For a station that was less than two kilometers tall and a few more wide, Kreuzung was vast inside of its own walls. One could give as many objective measurements of space and distance as one wanted– but the reality was, in terms of class, Kreuzung contained within it several entire worlds that may as well have been measured in hundreds of kilometers of distance apart from one another.

	Kalika traversed one and now she had to leave to another.

	At the end of the hall, there was a smaller personnel elevator. There were some things that did not get core power down here, and people improvised portable battery-pack devices to power them. But the elevator was always powered from the core above. However, it was also always guarded by someone. On that day it was an older man with a red face and a heavily white beard. He had on a brown jacket and a flat cap, and his hands were in his pockets. He had boots, unlike a lot of people here.

	“I’m going up.” Kalika said. He was standing in the way of the elevator door.

	“You are, are you?” He asked.

	Kalika tried not to roll her eyes. It was always something like this.

	“We already talked to the Watchman.” She said.

	The guard’s bloodshot eyes locked with her black on yellow eyes.

	They had done more than talk, too. Erika — the Premier — had sent a crate of supplies.

	“Okay. Watchman isn’t here. Maybe nothing you gave the Watchman got to me?”

	“How much do you want?”

	“Maybe it ain’t bribes? What if I just don’t like you fish fuckers?”

	What if I rip your fucking head off? What if I kill your entire family?

	She recalled, in Erika’s cheery voice, before delivering what was a routine threat–

	It’s not their fault; their attitudes are a result of abuse and exploitation; we must be kind.

	Exercise the fortune you have that allows you to simply walk away, Erika would say.

	Sighing internally, Kalika lifted her hand from her bag, and therefore from her sword–

	“That would be pretty unfortunate, but my life would go on. And my journey, too.”

	“Your journey– pfeh– fancy bitch aren’t you?”

	Begrudgingly, he stepped aside just enough for her to walk past.

	Kalika made no more eye contact, no aggressive gestures and kept a neutral expression.

	Erika was right– there was no point in upsetting or fighting these people.

	It wasn’t their fault they had been cast into the deepest darkness of the world to rot.

	Into the elevator she went and up and out of the world below the world.

	Platform Town’s elevators could take someone to the tunnels directly under the baseplate, and from there, the safest way up without anyone knowing you had been in the underground was to take an emergency ladder up above. It was common knowledge passed around the inhabitants of the underground which ladders had their panels ripped off already and were easily accessible, and these took the would-be trespasser into discrete places out of sight from crowded thoroughfares.

	In this fashion, Kalika climbed a ladder in a dark room, opened a hatch, and stepped out of the dim alleyway next to an automatic desalination plant on the lowest tier, rejoining the above-ground world on a street in one of the lower modules of Kreuzung. The ceiling was low, and there were squat plastic buildings with scratched-up unpainted metal streets between them. The sunlamps were maybe half-working. But compared to how people lived in Platform Town, it was downright luxurious. There were shops, eateries, there were small crowds of people with merry expressions, and there was an unimpeded way up higher. Kalika pulled out a portable from her jacket, checked her route, and got moving.

	She had to find someone to repair her arm– before she needed to use it seriously again.

	Her first thought was to go to the medical NGOs that served the lower level folks.

	Not because she was lacking in funds– but because they might actually agree to see her.

	Traversing several of the tight halls that adjoined the street module where she had entered the station, she finally found herself two or three street modules away in front of a large, temporary plastic building which bore the logo of Khumeia Pharmaceuticals, one of Rhinea’s major medical manufacturing corporations. Despite the logo, there was a line of people, and signs calling out free healthcare services, including biostitching, which could take care of lacerations and broken bones by itself.

	It felt promising, so Kalika stood in line. Maybe they could ferristitch her arm joint.

	She was in line for almost an hour, about thirty minutes of which she spent staring straight at a desk with a nurse behind it, who would take people’s information and then point them to a room inside the building itself for procedure. Soon as Kalika walked up, the nurse raised her hands.

	“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid we can’t help you here, ma’am. Our grant specifies primary care services to Imbrians. We are beholden to the terms of our grant, so we can’t see any Katarrans.”

	Rotten luck– not even charities in the lowest rungs would look at Katarrans!

	“Incredible. So I stood in line for nothing? You couldn’t have just shooed me out?”

	“I recommend looking for a private practice to assist you. Have a nice day.”

	Grumbling, Kalika walked out, clutching the sling on her bookbag tightly.

	There were very few private medical practices in the lower levels of the station. They were mostly run by samaritans who could shoulder the unique pressure of existing in places with higher levels of poverty, and therefore, desperation. Those few that existed were booked out months in advance because there was high demand for any kind of healthcare. That piece of advice from that wretched nurse would not help. Kalika took another elevator, though she was loathed to climb further as she knew that Imbrian racism only got worse the more affluent the population became. Her hopes began to dim.

	From her next elevator, she exited onto a beautiful park full of white flowers.

	She had looked up a cybernetic augmentation prosthetics service center that had a walk-in storefront near the park. They took walk-ins because they essentially took someone’s entire arm off them, repaired it, and then called them back a few hours later to reinstall it, it was all very process-driven. This process and the specialization of their service meant they could easily treat the dozen or two dozen people who would coincidentally all have broken cybernetic arms or legs the same day. Kalika was hopeful as she walked in through the sliding glass doors of the ritzy “Capua Limb Service Center.”

	There was nobody inside, so she could walk right up to the gentleman behind the counter.

	“Hallo,” Kalika said, waving the hand of her prosthetic arm with a little difficulty. “I’m having a bit of trouble with this one. I think it’s the joint– it got bashed hard in an accident.”

	“Can I have your name, sex and date of birth ma’am?”

	She sighed.

	“Name is Kalika Loukia. Date of birth is tough. Sex– Look, I’m a Katarran, you know–?”

	The man at the counter seemed to make up his mind quite quickly hearing her name.

	“Unfortunately ma’am, we only service prosthetics we installed. You’re not on the list.”

	“What?” She held up her portable. “But I read that you’re a walk-in service center.”

	“We are, but we can’t work on just anything, we don’t know your specific needs.”

	“Is that how it is? Then how am I supposed to get this thing to looked at?”

	“We might be able to see it with a referral from your doctor. We can look them up.”

	“Thank you. Please give it a try. Her name is Hilana Tarik.”

	“A Shimii?” Again the receptionist immediately gave her a skeptical look. He did not even attempt to search that name. “You might have better luck asking around Tower Eight then.”

	Kalika closed the fist on her biological arm and shut her eyes with frustration.

	“She was a Khedivate Loup actually– but I get the picture. I’ll see myself out.”

	She stormed out of the building, clicking her heels as hard as they would take.

	Her next idea was to look up prosthetic sales shops– places with actual manufacturing.

	Since she could not get the thing she was wearing serviced, she would get a new one.

	While her arm was special, she could live with an inferior model that just worked.

	So she made her way to a small workshop tucked into a corner of a business block–

	“Sorry, but we don’t service existing hardware in here ma’am. We can take your measures and build a new arm for you, but we’ll need to see a prescription from the doctor who installed that one, so we know what kind of work’s been done on your biological arm’s remains. Do you have a prescription?”

	Surrounded by models of arms all in cases on the walls. Kalika was briefly speechless.

	Not even in a place that just sold arms could she actually purchase a new arm?

	“I don’t– I haven’t seen the doctor who installed this in years.”

	“Then I’m sorry ma’am, but we can’t help you with that. It’s the regulations.”

	“So let me get this straight. You only replace someone’s broken prosthetic if you get an okay from the original doctor? What happens if they died or went missing? I’m in pain right now!”

	“It’s unfortunate ma’am but the rules are the rules. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

	This particular receptionist was much less patient with her than even the last.

	Feeling a knot in her chest of anger and shame, she left the shop and wandered aimlessly. 

	At first, she had been merely annoyed. 

	Then she spent so much of the day so awful fruitlessly.

	Now, she was actually afraid. Now she felt helpless. She felt the weight of her prosthetic, she felt acutely every defect that it possessed, she heard the scraping of the metal like it was being broadcast through a booming speaker, felt the roughness where the synthskin had broken like the texture of sandpaper, and the pain felt like it was worsening. There was nothing she could do to make herself better, to return to normal, and every step felt more troubled than the last she took. Her arm was heavier, clunkier, less mobile, it felt like it would pull her through the floor and into the water itself to drown.

	Useless, with only one arm, she would fail to defend the people she loved again–

	“Agh!”

	She had not been paying attention. Walking mindlessly around a corner–

	Kalika bumped directly into another person, and both fell to the floor.

	“Oh no! I’m so sorry! I made you drop your bag! I’ll get it!”

	A girl had bumped into her.

	Fallen right off her heels and on her rear, her bag off her shoulders.

	Thankfully nothing spilled and nothing broke.

	She laid eyes on the person she had bumped into– and her gaze lingered for a moment.

	Collecting her bag– was a Shimii, a young woman with long, dark hair, short, fluffy ears and a little fluffy stub of a tail that was comically short.  She had a brown jacket that was clearly a bit worn-in, over a very fine button-down shirt and a pair of pants and shiny shoes. Dark-eyed, with sleek features, handsome. But with a soft, pretty smile, clearly nervous. Kalika was a little bit speechless looking up at her.

	Having recovered more quickly, the Shimii girl extended a hand to help her.

	“I’m sorry for bumping into you! I wasn’t paying any attention. Let me help you up.”

	Kalika took her hand– warm, firm. She was a bit lean, strong. An active kind of girl.

	Good upper body. She worked those shoulders. Legs a little less so, but still solid.

	With her assistance, Kalika stood up and dusted herself off. The girl handed over her bag.

	“Thank you. It’s not a problem. No need to be nervous.” Kalika said, smiling.

	“Ah– well, I’m glad then. I hope you have a nice day ma’am–”

	“Wait.”

	Kalika stretched out a hand.

	“Kalika Loukia.”

	“Um. Homa Baumann.”

	They shook briefly. Kalika locked eyes with the younger woman.

	“Homa, you live in Tower Eight, don’t you? Are there any Shimii medical device shops?”

	“Medical devices? Um.”

	“My prosthetic arm is broken. None of the Imbrians around will see me.”

	“A prosthetic arm, huh–?”

	Homa looked slightly bewildered. Kalika should have known it was a long shot–

	Then, from their shared handshake, Homa pulled Kalika’s hand forward.

	“I think I know a place. Follow me. Tower Eight’s not very far from here.”

	“Oh! Well, thank you! Can Katarrans actually–?”

	“I’m sure you can! I’ll raise a stink otherwise! Imbrian bastards are always allowed in!”

	Homa pulled Kalika along by the hand at a quick clip– she was surprised by the girl’s initiative.

	They strolled by the park from before, through a few elevators, down a crowded mall with a high pavilion and to a tram station. Homa badged her way through the tram station gate, and still holding Kalika’s hand, led her through. The guards did not express any interest or concern over Kalika. She and Homa rode the tram together, crossed another gate. They were both quiet. Homa stared out into space during the elevator rides and in the tram, her expression a little dark– she seemed to notice this eventually.

	“Ah– sorry. I’m not ignoring you. I have something on my mind.” She mumbled.

	“It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything.” Kalika said.

	Homa nodded.

	“I’ll take you to a place– you can get back. You’re not a Shimii, they won’t stop you.”

	“Thank you. Will you be alright? I didn’t bump into you too hard, did I?”

	“I just want to go home– and kinda forget everything today. I– I’ll be okay.”

	“I get it. I also want to put today’s nightmares away before receiving tomorrow’s.”

	They crossed another guard gate at the other end of the tram. No questions asked.

	Down another elevator, and Homa again took Kalika’s hand firmly and led her around.

	And– strangely enough, she always seemed to grab the artificial hand too.

	Her tug on it was just a little bit painful due to the arm’s condition– but Kalika did not mind.

	Such nonchalant attention made her feel just a little bit girlish, she had to admit.

	They arrived at a colorful street full of plastic buildings from which Shimii sold goods, services, food. There were so many ears and tails about, hijabs worn, beautiful Fusha calligraphy, the sound of song-like prayer and the smell of spices — it brought back certain memories. Homa took her down the street, past a few grocers, turning a corner on a flat-topped mosque filled with folk and animated conversation, decorated with a series of banners advertising the day’s philosophical topics for open discussion.

	“I thought there was–there!”

	Homa animatedly called out and pointed farther up the street–

	And in the next instant, her ears dropped, and her tiny tail sagged.

	“Aww, man.”

	They stopped in front of a two-story plastic building. It had exterior windows facing the street, but they were all shut and colorful curtains drawn over them. The front door was locked, the doormat in front dusty and forlorn. There was an old sign which read “Fahrooz Orthetics” with the logo of the Imbrian Khumeia Pharmaceuticals to show they were affiliated. But the building was clearly disused. The sign was fading, and the plastic had not been treated for sunlamp exposure for a good bit and was beginning to discolor. The only thing which had been kept was the bubble bush in front of it– because that was community managed and not actually the property of the building owner in any way.

	Homa grunted. She let go of Kalika’s hand. “I’m sorry. I’m so useless, dear god.”

	She raised a hand to cover her face in shame. She was taking it so much harder.

	“It’s completely fine. Thank you. It was lovely of you to try.” Kalika said.

	Homa made another frustrated little sound. “Will you be okay?” She said.

	“Yes. I will be fine. Run along home, Homa Baumann. Have some rest.”

	“Thank you– again, I’m really sorry for the trouble.”

	“Don’t be. And furthermore,”

	Kalika put a hand on Homa’s shoulder and smiled directly at her.

	“It’s her loss if she turned down such a handsome and courteous young lady as you.”

	Homa’s ears stood back up. Her face flushed red. She nodded and walked away.

	Kalika could see her tail swishing as she left. Awkward girl; so cute when she was flustered.

	Her intuition must have been right. Homa must have really come back from a bad date. Poor girl; it was worth it to follow her along, even if it didn’t turn up anything for her search.

	At least Kalika felt more stable now. She had almost had a meltdown over her arm.

	“Ah– the glow of youth. Or, you know– I’d say that if I was that much older than her.”

	Kalika sighed. She felt just a bit foolish herself. She looked at the building again.

	She lifted her arm. It was a bit sore– Homa could not have known but with the bad elbow the arm’s balance was all wrong and it was starting to hurt the remains of her flesh. She was having even more trouble bending it than before. There was an awkward feeling, as if her brain expected the arm to have already bent at a certain angle, but the mechanical arm was not all the way there.

	I guess I’ll sit this one out. I’ll get transferred to the Rostock and wait for everyone—

	“Oh ho? Interested in this old clinic, are you? Is there perhaps an emergency?”

	From behind Kalika, a Shimii woman approached. 

	Her features were mostly concealed by a green and white hoodie, but through the holes in the hood exposing her ears, Kalika could see that the color of her fur was honey-yellow, therefore the woman was a blond. Aside from the hoodie she had long pants, with a voluminously fluffy yellow tail swaying behind herself. Her stature was fairly small, her figure short, wide and round, but her mannerisms had such a confident and easy presence that her stature did not matter. She exerted a certain pressure.

	Kalika could tell her aura was particularly dense despite her emotions appearing ordinary.

	She was suspicious, but at the same time, if she could get her arm repaired–

	“I’m looking for a cybernetic prosthetic repair. My arm was damaged in an accident.”

	The hoodie wearing Shimii nodded her head in acknowledgment, her face barely visible.

	“Unfortunately, that clinic closed down over a year ago. However, you’re in luck. I happen to have been the one who leased the place to its former occupants, and I taught them everything they knew about the practice too. I came here for nostalgia’s sake, but I can see you just this once. Just don’t tell anyone– it would inconvenience me and the folks here if people mistook this for the reopening of the clinic.”

	It’s a bullshit-sounding story, but I don’t have a choice but to try my luck.

	Erika and the Rotfront needed her. She couldn’t afford to be out of action if something happened. She couldn’t afford to be dead weight. None of them would ever say that to her– because they were all too nice. But Kalika would not forgive herself if she stood around helplessly while they died–

	She had to get this fixed and return to her post. Had to; today. She was dead set on it.

	“I can’t turn down such rare courtesy.” Kalika said.

	She saw the golden eyes beneath the hood for a brief instant.

	“Lovely. Follow me, then. You can call me ‘Hudson’. But I must stress– please don’t tell anyone.”

	“I’m Kalika Loukia. On my pride as a Katarran, my lips are sealed.”

	Hudson walked around the side of the building, between it and the next one there was about two meter gap. Behind the building was the wall of the module, and Kalika had assumed the buildings were flush together with it. However, there was also about a meter gap between the buildings and the back wall of the module. Probably for access to electrical paneling or something like that. Hudson led her to a rear door that opened with a keycard, and into the interior of the building itself.

	“Watch your step. We’re going upstairs. Follow me closely.”

	It was pitch black inside the building. There were blackout curtains on the windows, and the lights weren’t on inside. The only illumination was a tiny green LED on a wall panel indicating that the building still had electricity. Everything must have still been up to date and paid for, and the interior was not really dusty or unkempt. Human activity must have been utterly nil since it closed down, and yet, it was maintained.

	Kalika could track Hudson fairly well through the interior of the structure. From the back door they hooked a right through a tight room, and then another left to the stairs. At the top of the stairs, Hudson led her down a short hall to a room in the front corner of the building’s second story. 

	Inside that room she finally switched on a light by placing her hand on the wall touchpad. A largely undecorated room became visible around them, white walls, an air circulator unit on the ceiling, a storage unit with multiple drawers. In the middle of the room there was a table with a stitcher.

	It was this machine that caught Kalika’s eye. “Nanostitching machines” were ubiquitous in manufacturing and in mechanical repair, but also in medicine. Biostitchers, Ferristitchers, Synthistitchers, and others, were all conceptually this same type of machine. They were equipped with cartridges of material which was manipulated and used by extruder arms to build something nanometer by nanometer. 

	In a kitchen, a biostitcher could be loaded with mulched up vegetable matter, a flavoring cartridge and a vitamin solution to create edible, aesthetically pleasing “fresh” veggies; in a medical setting, that same machine with minor modifications to the extrusion arms could be loaded with body-compatible materials to sew up wounds or even fill in the gaps in broken bones or lacerated flesh. Ferristitchers melted down metal in tiny amounts to “stitch” together steel parts and plates bit by bit. For someone working on human cybernetics, the weapon of choice would likely be a combination of all of these machines.

	“Okay! I’m going to need you to pull your sleeve back up or something.” Hudson said.

	She pulled down her hood. Her face was unremarkable– pretty, but certainly with nothing to hide, one would think. Golden eyes, a round jaw and tall fluffy ears. Long, flowing blond hair styled in a way that it exposed her forehead and fell around her shoulders. She looked like she could have been any other Brennic or Volgian Shimii, though there were also blond Shimii of other heritage. Her skin was a sandy pink color. She truly looked like any other bystander could have. An ordinary Shimii woman.

	Kalika obliged. She took off her jacket, unbuttoned her shirt most of the way and slipped her arm out of the sleeve and out of the shirt entirely. On most of it, the synthetic skin shredded and peeled. While it was affixed tight to the outer sleeve of the prosthetic, it could be dyed to look like the rest of Kalika’s skin, but when it was coming off, it turned completely white and unnatural. Where the arm had been struck, close to the elbow, there were jagged bits of material as the surface sleeve and a bit of the internal ligaments had been shorn. She was surprised it wasn’t more broken, as she had blocked a vibrobaton strike in a snap reaction without heeding the consequences. Hudson examined the extent of the damage.

	When Kalika tried to bend the arm, working the joint, there was visible friction between the broken parts of the forearm and the parts that moved the joint, creating a creaking metal sound that seemed to be getting worse the more that Kalika moved the arm. Hudson raised a hand as if to tell her to stop.

	“I recognize this model. You’re in luck. Full fix coming right up.”

	She approached, and with Kalika’s consent, she used a tool to separate the prosthetic arm from the ring that had been installed farther up the arm. When Kalika had lost the arm, all she had was a little bit of flesh and muscle close to the shoulder. That flesh was melded into a ring cap that hosted the couplers, to which her prosthetic attached. Because she lost most of her arm, the prosthetic needed to have its own elbow joint. From what she understood, that was much more complicated than just a forearm would have been. Without the prosthetic, the coupler array hung loose and exposed that ring of metal and screws and a lot of bloodshot veins and visible nerves where it met Kalika’s flesh. When she tried to move her arm now, only the stray coupler-links wiggled uselessly like steel worms. Her nerves were sewn into the coupler and thus into them. Their only purpose was to translate between the flesh and metal.

	“Technology is wonderful, isn’t it? But– it’s still a pity, to lose a limb. Especially for you!”

	Kalika said nothing. She stood with her back to the wall and averted her gaze.

	“Katarrans’ natural bodies are already stronger and more durable than an ordinary Imbrian body, so it’s extra tragic for them to lose a limb. You can get away with losing a leg, but they call Katarrans who lose their arms, ¾ of a Katarran, don’t they? It’s seen as such as a tragic shame among your kind!”

	Hudson tittered while tenderly stroking Kalika’s prosthetic, and taking it to the table.

	“So that is why,” she continued, hooking one finger into the orifice resulting from the damage near the elbow, “only something I made would suffice for a Katarran warrior who retains her pride.”

	Kalika’s eyes narrowed. She hated being spoken about in the abstract like this.

	Those words piqued her interest, however. “So you’re affiliated with that Loup doctor?”

	“Oh! So Nile installed this for you? That makes sense– that woman is such a good samaritan.”

	Years ago– Kalika had been riding with an entirely different crew altogether.

	She risked her life for them, and her limb. Then she left them behind.

	That was when she had the fortune to meet that doctor. Hilana Tarik– or “Nile.”

	“Do you know where she is now? It’s so much harder than I thought to get this serviced.”

	Hudson shook her head. “I’m afraid she and I don’t have much contact these days.”

	Kalika was not going to pry into it any further then. She felt it was pointless to push it.

	While Kalika watched, Hudson opened the glass hatch at the top of the ferristitcher. Most of the operating table was taken up by the machine. She set the arm down in the center of the table and closed the hatch. As soon as she powered it on, lasers scanned the prosthetic and on an attached LCD screen a highly detailed wireframe model appear. Extruder arms and manipulator arms from the floor and walls of the ferristitcher box arrayed themselves around the prosthetic in preparation for the operation.

	Hudson took a look at the LCD screen attached to the stitcher machine. She used the touchscreen to zoom in on the minute details, swished her finger over it. She made corrections to the default plan that the machine had drafted after scanning the arm and she gave new instructions to the machine. Once she was satisfied with her work, she turned back to Kalika briefly, her golden eyes cheerfully wide.

	“We’ll spot-melt some of the imperfections and then spot-fill them.” Hudson said. She sounded almost like she was talking to herself even though she was addressing Kalika. “Once the structure is repaired, I’ll pull out the old elbow tensioner and the broken ligament, ferristitch new ones, and then ferristitch them into the arm.” Her eyes fixed on Kalika’s shoulder, twitching one ear. “As far as repairs are concerned, I’d be happy to fix it for you if it breaks again. Get in touch with Sunspot Health Cooperative and someone will help you. Failing that, you can ask Theresa Faraday from Solarflare LLC, based in Kreuzung.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind. How much will I owe you?” Kalika asked.

	“Owe me? Nothing. Don’t mention payment– I find it gauche, you know? I’m an artist.”

	Kalika crooked one eyebrow. “I’m sorry, but I don’t trust that you’re doing this for free.”

	“Well, start trusting. I categorically refuse your money.”

	Inside the ferristitcher, the arrayed arms began to work.

	It looked almost like a swarm of rigid metal crab legs dancing all over her arm.

	Barely visible sparks appeared, the contacts being made at such a minute level it was hard to imagine.

	“Nothing in Imbria is given without an ulterior motive.” Kalika said.

	Erika would have hated her for saying such a thing– but it was her natural reaction.

	Charity — with a few exceptions — was a two-faced strategy, a conspiracy, however gentle.

	In response to her skepticism, Hudson chuckled.

	So far, for as long as Kalika had seen her face, she had a placid little smile.

	Now she put on a grin as she gave her answer. Swinging her arms open in a grandiose fashion.

	“Don’t get me wrong. I am not doing this for you because I care about you as a person. Anything I built, I maintain. There is a legacy, woven into the metal crafted under my watchful eyes. It is my DNA, my seed, my egg! You are gravid with my legacy, Kalika Loukia, and I would be remiss to be bias against you and allow the work which you have been blessed with to rot and become useless. That would invite others to say my craftsmanship was less than legendary– and I will never accept that. On my pride as well.”

	Something about being gravid with anyone’s legacy made Kalika feel sick to her stomach.

	Having to depend on people like this was so rotten. Everyone had some awful ideology.

	At least this pervert was fixing her arm for free.

	“Suit yourself then.” Kalika said. She averted her eyes, staring at the wall.

	Hudson continued to grin to herself with satisfaction as the machines did her bidding.

	“These tensioners are based on the same materials as the housing for vibroblade oscillators. One of my cleverer ideas. It’s lightweight but tough and can endure a lot of force being put into it. It supports depleted agarthicite nanowire muscles to achieve Katarran levels of biomechanical labor output. This is the only model of prosthetic that will suit a Katarran mercenary. You are quite lucky indeed.”

	For a few minutes, Hudson ran her mouth about the prosthetic.

	Until the ferristitcher stopped halfway through.

	“Oh! Hand me a cartridge please. Use the one labeled Mixture III.”

	Hudson pointed to a drawer just over Kalika’s shoulder.

	She turned around, opened it with her good arm and pulled out the one cylinder left.

	It was just a little annoying, not being able to use a second arm to pick the object up.

	Having to pull out the drawer, stop, and then use the same arm– it was a little frustrating.

	Missing an arm– was frustrating. That was how effective her prosthetic had been.

	She was drawn back to the time shortly after losing her arm, trying to go without.

	She hated it. It triggered feelings of anxious self-loathing she had not felt in a while.

	Without a warning, she lobbed the cartridge across the room into Hudson’s awaiting hands.

	Judging by the materials she was working with, Hudson really didn’t care about money.

	“You said that has depleted agarthicite in it? You’d leave something that expensive here?”

	“What’s the worst that can happen? Someone breaks in here, is not stopped by any locals or by Arabie’s enforcers, and makes away with nothing but a ferristitcher cartridge? It doesn’t matter to me. Plus I do think you overestimate how criminal the people around here are, nobody would bother.”

	Hudson opened a hatch on the side of the table and pushed the cartridge into the underside of the table, where the spot-smelter was located that softened up the material so it could be piped to the arms. Once the machine was reloaded with material, it resumed ferristitching automatically, and within minutes, it had completely repaired the sunken-in part of her arm and the frayed metal near the elbow. Then, the manipulator arms separated the elbow mechanism and one ligament from the structure, setting them aside. Hudson opened the hatch into the main workspace, pushing the prosthetic arm out of the way of the manipulators and extruders. She then began to swipe and swish her finger on the ferristitcher’s computer using the touchpad, issuing updated instructions the machine began to follow.

	Pecking and spinning and slicing across an axis– they were building something now.

	“Do you ever feel dysmorphia for the body you used to have?” Hudson asked.

	Kalika grumbled. “I don’t view myself as having lost my body.”

	“But do you feel a phantom pain? Like now, with your arm nothing but couplers.”

	“No.” It was a lie. Kalika felt terribly uncomfortable and eerie with a missing arm and the hanging couplers coming out of the remains of her arm. She could not help but ‘move her arm’, it was something unconscious and automatic, especially because of how restless Hudson made her.

	Each time her brain and nerves sent that command, it just made the couplers shudder.

	Whenever that happened it did unnerve her. It was an uncomfortable sensation.

	“Did you know– once you become fully biomechanical, that feeling goes away. You are set to right; you reach an apotheosis.” Hudson said suddenly. Kalika narrowed her eyes at her.

	Her aura shifted– her intentions– “Have you reached an Apotheosis, Kalika Loukia?”

	Hudson absentmindedly raised her arm–

	One of her hands suddenly launched from the wrist as if launched by a jet anchor.

	It all happened so fast–!

	Kalika dropped her good arm, releasing the knife hidden in her sleeve, catching it and swinging up.

	One fluid motion– was it fast enough–?

	Saint’s Skin: Anoint!

	Hudson’s hand, glowing yellow with a sickly aura,

	met Kalika’s knife, burning red with furious conviction and deflected it,

	sending the object to the floor in an instant.

	“What the fuck are you playing at?” Kalika shouted as the hand fell to the floor.

	She had the knife in hand, held out in defense.

	“Sorry, sorry! I just couldn’t help but check you out. I’ll stop now!” Hudson cried out, folding her ears.

	There was a whirring noise, and Hudson’s hand was pulled by the cable back into its wrist.

	She raised her fingers to her eyes, removing two lenses that had been covering them up.

	Rather than gold, their actual color was a metallic, ice grey, with dozens of tiny digits and symbols visibly playing about the surface of the clearly mechanical orbs. When she smiled bright and wide, Kalika noticed, for the first time, the presence of the tiny seams around her cheeks like surreptitious plate joins. Her wrist, having fired its hand, now had a visible seam between the hand and forearm. And as if to further demonstrate the illusions of her body, that big bushy tail split into several mechanical, sharp-tipped implements, which quickly rejoined back into the original form of a bushy cat’s tail.

	Kalika had never seen anything like it. Was her whole body robotic?

	No– her body seemed soft on the outside. It was not just mechanical– it was biomechanical.

	Just like a prosthetic– a full-body prosthetic.

	“You used Saint’s Skin. Do you have the other two gifts too?” Hudson asked innocently.

	“Fuck you.” Kalika said. “I’m not just going to forget you tried to attack me.”

	“Then, how about you attack me, and we’ll call it even? I’ll resist only as much as you.”

	“Give me back my arm. I’m leaving.” Kalika shouted.

	Hudson’s expression darkened. Her eyes narrowed. 

	“No! Not until it’s repaired!”

	Her cry boomed across the room and not just because she had shouted it.

	Kalika hesitated to agitate her further but kept her guard up.

	That punch she threw had been clearly imbued with yellow aura. 

	Saint’s Skin was not able to force that aether directly into someone else, but the addition of aether passively empowered any ordinary blow, necessitating aether to deflect it. Employing Saint’s Skin could change the ambient auras for the worse, slowly poisoning Kalika with its intentions and causing her emotions to shift unless she controlled them; but if it was King’s Gaze, being struck by the punch would have instantly made her feel sick. She may have devolved into a vomiting fit from just touching it. 

	Such was its awful power. The ability to force one’s aura, one’s emotions, directly into someone else.

	Those who had the King’s Gaze had every other Gift by necessity.

	She had not been paying attention and Hudson had concealed her intentions well. Without having prepared with Oracle’s Voice, she could not tell whether Hudson had used Saint’s Skin or King’s Gaze. Fighting someone with the King’s Gaze was incredibly dangerous and unpredictable. So she had to hold off for now in case that was a possibility and assess the nature of the situation.

	Hudson’s aura was powerful. She was practiced in not just psionics but aetherics too.

	When Kalika mentioned taking her prosthetic and leaving, Hudson’s aura flared.

	That provocation triggered a band of undisguised, hateful-feeling black aura.

	Nothing else the Shimii attempted had been done with killing intention behind it.

	Kalika relaxed and laid back against the wall again, sighing deeply. No use in pushing it.

	As if realizing she was being seen in a different light, the Shimii’s aura softened.

	“Offer still stands, by the way.” Hudson said. “Give me a good hit and let’s be friends.”

	“I’ll never be your fucking friend, you freak. Just hurry up over there.” Kalika said.

	“That’s too bad.” Hudson smiled. “Maybe I can befriend that cute girl you were with–”

	Snap. Inside Kalika’s self a taut and fraying string holding her back burst utterly.

	In the next instant, a red flash; a swing of the arm; an error noise; the ferristitcher paused;

	From across the room, a wave of force blew past that stirred the ferristitcher instruments.

	Its wake a shining bloody red trail that started in a furious swing of Kalika’s vibroknife–

	–and connected with Hudson’s cheek, splitting the artificial skin over the side of her face.

	Kalika’s eyes flashed as furiously red as the harmful aura which she had hurled at Hudson.

	Her brain screamed with pain that she ignored. Shaking, teeth bared in unremitting fury.

	Struck by the red aura, and visibly wounded, Hudson’s aura started to take on Kalika’s anger.

	Kalika realized what she had done and drew back. Stupid. Stupid move. God damn it.

	“Saint’s Skin: Vestment.” In a second, the polluting red completely disappeared.

	Hudson took direct command over her aura, preventing Kalika’s anger influencing her.

	She sighed heavily, with one hand over her injured cheek. She then smiled again.

	Her aura normalized completely. Blue and green, the colors of humanity. No red or black.

	“So you do have the King’s Gaze! It really was so serendipitous that we met!” She cheered.

	Absentmindedly, she restarted the ferristitcher. It completed the parts it was building.

	Without paying Kalika further heed, Hudson opened the ferristitcher’s hatch and set the arm back on the center of the workspace. A manipulator arm took the elbow piece, and another took the new ligaments and the machine set about quickly reassembling these parts into the arm to make it complete. Kalika was speechless. She thought she would have provoked a horrific response from that attack.

	Hudson’s joking threat had gotten the absolute worst rise out of her.

	It had been stupid– but she could not have stood by for that Homa girl to be victimized.

	Not on a whim– not on anyone’s whim. Kalika would not tolerate an innocent to be hurt.

	But Hudson cleansed her own aura of Kalika’s infused anger so quickly and easily.

	She was back to her unbothered self. It really was all nothing but a joke to her?

	“King’s Gaze is extremely rare. Mahdist Shimii once saw it as a sign of a divine right to rulership, without knowing what it really was and what it meant. And yet, a few people with this ability are on this Station right now. Who knows– maybe even somebody you met on the street today could possess great power. Kreuzung has become a place of destiny; I can feel it brimming in the aether itself.”

	From the ferristitcher, Hudson withdrew Kalika’s arm and took it in her hands. While the synthetic skin was all gone, the carbon-fiber sleeve was a sleek shiny black, and all of the damage had been fully repaired. It looked brand new. In fact, it looked even better than when Kalika first received it.

	“It’s fixed. Let me install it.” Hudson said. “Can I come closer?”

	“Yes. Fine. I don’t want to spend another second here.” Kalika grunted.

	She was so vulnerable. In an untrustworthy person’s “care.” It pissed her off.

	To be treated like this– just because of what happened to her body.

	When she should have been allowed to rest, instead she had to keep fighting.

	“You better not try anything.” Kalika said.

	“Okey-dokey. I don’t want to hurt you. Please trust me for a moment.”

	Hudson ambled over to the other side of her room.

	She gently gathered the couplers and led them into the associated ports in the arm. She pushed until the prosthetic locked into the steel ring bolted on the remains of Kalika’s old arm. Then she turned the upper arm ring until it locked the prosthetic tightly into place. Kalika could feel the couplers attached to the correct synthetic nerve bundles. When Hudson pulled back a step, Kalika could move her arm.

	Once the deed was done, she slipped her arm back into her shirt and clipped it back up, closing it over the lacy purple brassiere she had to partially expose throughout in order to let her arm out.

	She donned her jacket anew and put away her knife back into its trick sleeve.

	Hudson smiled at her, with her synthetic skin broken, partially exposing the soft carbon-fiber muscle that formed part of her face. Kalika fixed eyes on her. This individual was extremely dangerous, no doubt about it. However, she did not seem intent on killing or causing injury, for the moment.

	“You keep acting like this is all a big joke. What is your agenda?” Kalika asked.

	“I’m building the greatest machine in the world. My greatest work of art.” Hudson said.

	Kalika grunted. And yet, there was no sense that Hudson was actually lying about this.

	“Hey c’mon I was just messing with you! I helped, didn’t I?” Hudson cheerfully cried out.

	“Whatever. Go to hell. I’m not thanking you for any of this.” Kalika grumbled.

	She started on her way out but stopped into the door to Hudson’s operating room.

	Without turning around to look at her again, Kalika warned:

	“Touch a hair on Homa Baumman’s tail, and I’ll rip your entire fucking head off.”

	“Sensitive to the plight of innocents?” Hudson asked jokingly. “I have no interest in her.”

	“That better remain the case. Or you’ll make an overwhelmingly powerful enemy.”

	“Whether enemy or friend– just remember, to take care of that arm for me, okay?”

	Kalika hissed and continued on her way, leaving Hudson behind with finality.

	Stepping back out into the street, thoroughly aggravated by what had transpired.

	After spending the entire day, and being socially, verbally and physically manhandled, she finally had a working arm back. She could resume her duties with the Rotfront now, but everything was upside down. They knew other militants might be operating here; but enemy psychics too?

	She would tell Erika that the Rotfront had some rival conspirators aboard the station.

	Not that there was anything they could do about it quite yet. Their hands were tied for now.

	They could not afford to cause a ruckus until their meeting with Kremina Qote concluded.

	For all her big talk, Kalika herself was no great defender of the innocent anyway.

	She had been helpless to do so even under the guidance of the “hero” Radu the Marzban—

	–and now, she felt just as helpless anyway with the naïve idealists of the Rotfront.

	Staring at her arm in her sleeve, opening and closing her black, segmented hand.

	There was always so much Ocean, deeper and darker and more mysterious, out there.

	On any given day, she could meet with something too powerful to deal with herself.

	Even with all the mysteries she had been inducted into, she could become a victim too.

	“We have to get stronger. I have to– I can’t let the same thing happen again.”

	Visions of beautiful memories forever burned in the pyre of violence and hatred.

	Any moment, any wrong decision, and it could all happen again. She could lose everything.

	She could not afford to be lackadaisical at all. Fighting until death was the Katarran way.

	Thinking of it as a fruitless struggle that could meet an insurmountable wall and just end–

	–was too cruel to consider.

	

	

	Kalika made her way from Tower Eight back to the baseplate of Kreuzung core. 

	Homa had been right. The guards at Tower Eight did not care whether Imbrians, Katarrans or other races went in or out of Tower Eight as long as the Shimii’s movement was being monitored and controlled. She thought Katarrans had it bad– these conditions must have been so dehumanizing for the Shimii.

	With that bleak thought in her brain, she located one of the hatches to the tunnels below the baseplate and took another elevator back down to Platform Town. It was about 22:00 in the evening by the time she got to the underground, so the surly guard at the door had been replaced by an indifferent-looking young woman with a hoodie. She gave Kalika a brief glance before proceeding to take her eyes off her again, briefly rubbing the butt of a vibrobaton clipped to her pants while leaning on a wall.

	“Watchman told me to tell you that your ‘Premier’ is expecting you.” She said.

	“What? She came down here?” Kalika asked.

	“Yeah. Erika, right? She gave everyone stuff. She’s kinda alright.”

	“Jeez. Thank you for telling me.”

	“Just doin’ what the boss says ma’am.”

	Kalika hurried into the ancillary tunnels and out into the exterior ones.

	Hurriedly crossing the labyrinth to make it back to the room where she had left Dimmitra.

	She saw yellow light coming from the door. Torchlight. So they were in there.

	Kalika rushed into the room, and immediately heaved an exasperated sigh.

	“Why are you down here? Do you have something against your own personal safety?”

	In the middle of the room, between Dimittra, Chloe and her own bodyguard Olga–

	A woman in a red greatcoat and hat, with long, smoke-blue hair down to her waist. Black horns protruding from the back of her head curled up, just a bit more rounded than Kalika’s rectangular horns. When she turned with a gently pink grin on her face and with a flourish of her slender arms, locking her mismatched eyes, blue and green, on Kalika’s own with such confidence. Beneath the coat, she had a skirt with a high waistband and a button-down shirt tucked into it, worn with tights and heels.

	Soon as Kalika acknowledged eye contact, she tossed her hair.

	And winked one perfectly shadowed eye. Incorrigible, stupid, reckless girl—

	Erika Kairos, Premier and Commander-in-Chief of the militant communist band Rotfront.

	Whose name she recently declared was instead the Nationale Volksarmee.

	“I’m staking it all on this, Kalika! I already said so! Hiding away ill befits a leader!”

	“Getting killed ill befits a leader too!” Kalika grumbled.

	“I’m stronger than that. Don’t worry about me. But now that you’re here, you can be on-hand for tomorrow, if you’re so worried.” Erika crossed her arms, smiling. “I’ve secured us an audience with some real hardcore communists, Kalika– I’ll be meeting with actual Union special operatives!”

	Kalika blinked, briefly left speechless. If she heard that correctly– what was going on?

	

	

	 


11.4

	Once again Murati Nakara found herself in a place that was becoming familiar: Euphrates and Tigris’ solar within the wing of Solarflare LLC’s headquarters. This time, her hosts had summoned her to a room which appeared to be a convertible court. There were a variety of balls, racquets and other sporting equipment on a rack in the wall, and there were slots on the floor and the walls to affix nets, baskets, goals, whatever was necessary. The floor had the same sort of digital projector plating that the walls of living quarters would have, but this was used to display the correct markings for whatever sport was being played. It was not a full-size court for any given sport, but it was more than large enough for recreation. 

	Murati was surprised by its very existence.

	“You two didn’t strike me as the sports-playing type.” Murati said.

	Immediately her hosts delivered their expected reactions:

	“That’s so fucking rude! I keep extremely fit! Don’t lump me in with this nerd!”

	“Can you defend yourself without abusing me? I exercise a bit too, you know.”

	In the middle of the court, Tigris and Euphrates welcomed Murati inside.

	“We’re not here to play ordinary games today. It’s time for your training, Murati.”

	Euphrates lobbed an easy baseball pitch and Murati caught it in her hands.

	She felt a string of anxiety plucked in her chest, rendering an arrhythmic little tune that caused her to shudder. It was these two, and it was this place, so clearly they were talking about psionics, and Murati had been hesitating to try so much as shaking an object lightly. She had caused nothing but disasters to herself and her environment every time she attempted to use psionics.

	“I’m a bit worried about this. I’ve been having a lot of issues controlling my psionics.” Murati said.

	“Both of us can recover very quickly from injury.” Euphrates said.

	“That doesn’t help me. I could throw something too hard and hit myself.” Murati said.

	“You heal up from injuries unnaturally quickly too.” Tigris said.

	“It’s– It’s not unnaturally quickly.” Murati said. “My ribs were broken for–”

	“Less than two weeks? Maybe even less than one?” Tigris said, with a little grin on her face.

	Murati blinked. She felt like she didn’t know where to put her hands.

	All her life she had recovered a bit quicker than others from injuries, but that wasn’t–

	Her anxious train of thought was interrupted.

	“Regardless, don’t be afraid.” Euphrates said. “We’ll keep things from getting out of hand.”

	“Chuck it at me as hard as you can with psionics.” Tigris said. “I’ll demonstrate.”

	Tigris clapped her hands together and took in a deep breath. She was concentrating.

	“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Murati sighed.

	It’s not just whether anyone could recover from her uncontrolled blows or how quickly. Murati did not want to hurt people she cared about with her psionics. It was like being taught how to shoot with live targets. Even with rubber bullets in the chamber, battering and bruising your comrades in front of you was not a good learning environment. It discouraged her from wanting to try it at all.

	However, Euphrates and Tigris were not ordinary people.

	She was not about to walk out and refuse when they were prompting her to take action.

	Maybe she could trust them and see where it went– but she was still not enthused about it.

	“Okay, here it goes.”

	She reared back with the ball in her hands and made to throw it.

	In her mind, she pulled the mental trigger that unloaded her psionics on the object.

	Her eyes felt warm, and in an instant, the optics of her psionics covered her vision.

	Auras appeared in front of her, emanating from Euphrates and Tigris.

	Her own aura transferred from her arm into the ball she was throwing, tinging it green.

	She felt like she had no control over that color specifically– it was just how it happened.

	As soon as the ball left her hands, she pushed on it with her mind. She concentrated on her desire for the ball to snap in Tigris’ direction as strongly as it could. And snap, it did. It felt like there was a barely perceptible instant where the ball transitioned from moving under the power of Murati’s ordinary throw, the energy of her arm muscles on the ball’s mass; to moving under the power of Murati’s mind, violently accelerating the ball perhaps five times as fast as she could ever hope to throw it. 

	It would strike Tigris, across the court, before Murati’s arm was done moving–

	Oracle’s Voice. Saint’s Skin.

	Ball struck hand with a soft thump despite all the brutal energy behind it.

	“There, wasn’t so bad, was it?”

	Murati blinked, and Tigris was holding the ball in her hand without a care.

	“Are you still afraid of hitting me?” Tigris asked in a teasing tone of voice.

	Murati was briefly speechless. She stammered. “I– I thought I– I heard you speaking–”

	“You didn’t hear it. You felt what I was doing as I did it, but it would have all happened way too fast for you to hear it with your physical senses.” Tigris said. “As you get more used to it, your mental sense of psionic things happening around will alert you with greater fidelity. Can you describe it?”

	There was no describing it. It was like a mix between a sound and a feeling.

	“I don’t know. I thought I heard a voice.“ Murati said.

	“Ah, a voice you say?“ Tigris looked like she understood more than she was letting on.

	“Basically,” Euphrates added, “Tigris performed a psionic trick to predict your throw.”

	“And to be able to catch it safely. That was what you felt.” Tigris finished.

	“It’s actually really promising that you perceived what she was doing.” Euphrates said.

	“Is it? I can’t really articulate what I heard– what I felt, as you say.” Murati replied.

	Euphrates and Tigris both nodded their heads together.

	“Even people who, baseline, know psionics exist and can see auras, can’t necessarily tell like you could that something was going on with me in that moment.” Tigris said. “That voice you think you heard, your psionic reckoning, is called the Oracle’s Voice– it’s a gift not many people have, even people who, like I said, can see auras and understand that psionics exists. But that’s totally not 101 stuff.”

	It must not have been, because Murati had no idea what to make of it whatsoever.

	Even in the recesses of her own mind. It was impossible to articulate again what that voice in her head had told her she had felt and experienced. It had already faded like a dream– or if she were to use Tigris’ own word, fidelity, then it was like barely hearing a message while tuning a communicator’s frequency but quickly losing it to the noise, never to be found again. Like almost everything about psionics, it felt so frustratingly vague and immaterial that she was not sure how to approach it and master it.

	“Even if I could be a generational psionic talent or something– I’m not right now! I have no idea how to even begin to exert precise control over this!” Murati said, hands closing into fists.

	She had raised her voice in frustration. Euphrates and Tigris remained as steady as ever.

	“It all starts with having emotional control, Murati.” Euphrates said. “Psionics is the power of the mind, but, more than that, it’s really the power of human emotion. Your mind is a conduit that turns your intention into power, but that intentionality is ultimately steered by emotions. Control emotion and you will control your psionics. It will never be perfect, but it can be managed and directed.”

	“We’re not going to leave you in the lurch. I’ll teach you how to get started.” Tigris said.

	Murati tried to pull herself back to the center, dial down her anger and anxiety.

	She took a deep breath. “If you have some baby’s first psionic exercises to share–”

	“Eh, you’re past that stuff.” Tigris said. “You figured out how to ‘turn on’ your psionics without anyone telling you anything. You can flip it on and off when you want. That’s the first part; and being able to throw stuff on command too. You’re solidly in the intermediate range of psychics now.”

	Murati had not thought that was anything special. It felt like a perquisite to any psionics.

	Clearly, she had to find a way to turn off the auras or she would have gone insane.

	So she developed that intentionality before the colors everywhere fried her brain.

	How was that not ‘step 0’ to learning psionics? It felt so natural when she did it now.

	“Okay.” Murati triggered her psionics, rendering the auras visible. “What now?”

	She intended for Tigris and Euphrates to see the red around her eyes, deliberately.

	“Now you have to start developing intentionality in other parts of the process.”

	Tigris took the ball she had in hand, showed it to Murati, and threw it up in the air.

	Up in the air, the ball suddenly veered to the left with a thud, as if something had stricken it from the side. This sent it flying quickly to the other western end of the court– where with another loud thud, the ball was struck again in mid-air and soared toward the eastern end of the court instead. Tigris was not even looking at it. Throughout the rest of their conversation that ball would continue to be struck from side to side in the court as if by an invisible bat, over and over without affecting Tigris at all.

	“When you begin practicing with kinetics, it makes sense to think of the psionic force as coming from you, like it moves forward from your position.” Euphrates began. She had shifted into her very professor-like voice and demeanor. “You’ve been characterizing kinetics as thrusts that push something forward, bearing from your physical position. However, psionics is the power of your mind. It isn’t that limited.”

	“For an object that is in your physical presence, you don’t actually need to be able to touch it physically in order to affect it. Hell, it doesn’t need to move in a direction that makes sense for the position of your body. I could stance up to pitch forward but have the ball go over my shoulder.” Tigris said. Murati looked at Euphrates, then at Tigris, and then up at the ball, which was still being batted around over their heads as Tigris spoke. “Your psionic force can come from any direction and from any position around you.”

	Murati’s eyes drew wider. She kept trying to follow the ball.

	Then, she focused on the impact, where the ball changed directions–

	She thought she saw something– a strange, visible burst as if illustrating a collision–

	“You’re a quick study.” Euphrates said. She smiled proudly. “You see it, Murati.”

	“Can you explain what I’m seeing?” Murati asked, blinking rapidly in disbelief.

	“We call them vectors to help visualize the phenomenon, but it’s not entirely correct to treat them like physical objects.” Euphrates said. “It’s just a helpful illustration of the actual fact: you can decide the direction and location where psionic force executes and takes effect on an object, as well as its strength. There are limits, for example, a human’s body will resist being vectored just as much as their mind resists other kinds of psionic intrusion. Vectoring from inside an object means the object’s entire internal structure will distribute the force more or less evenly– etcetera. For now, think of it like a bat you can summon to hit a ball in any direction you want. That’ll help you get started on using vectors.”

	“Using them?” Murati said. “I can’t even begin to conceive of how this works.”

	“Catch!” Tigris declared suddenly.

	From the eastern side of the court, the ball was subjected to one final snap, and tumbled in the air toward Murati. That final strike had been much softer than those preceding and Murati found it easy to grab the ball out of the air once it neared her. She looked at the soft surface of the ball, which had started to look a little beat up from all the strikes it had received. She turned it over in her hands. 

	She got a very fleeting sensation, the feeling that this ball had been struck by Tigris.

	It had her aura on it, faint traces of it, a similar texture– that was how she conceived it.

	There was a trace of Tigris on it, of Tigris’ emotion, the signature of her psionic power.

	“Here’s an exercise you can do.” Tigris said. “With your hand, throw the ball up, not hard, just enough to get it in the air. Then, bat it over your own head in the opposite direction to where you’re looking. Try to imagine you’re creating an object in front of yourself to strike the ball while it’s in the air.”

	“It doesn’t matter the shape.” Euphrates said. “Just imagine something hitting the ball.”

	Murati suppressed a desire to continue complaining. It wouldn’t help her.

	She would just follow their instructions to the letter and see where it led her.

	Holding the ball in one hand, palm up, she casually pitched it into the air.

	Following it with her eyes, Murati pulled her trigger.

	Imagining– something— striking the ball and launching it behind her–

	There was an enormously loud bang, followed by a shower of shredded fibers and cork.

	One instant, Murati had been staring at the ball, and the next– it was completely destroyed.

	There was a dull aching on one side of her head, and she flinched from the sound.

	Everyone present was left momentarily speechless as the debris collected on their heads.

	“I’d never seen someone reach this extreme on their first try.” Tigris whined.

	She batted fragments out of her hair while Euphrates softly brushed her own shoulders.

	Then she suddenly picked up a fragment of the ball from Tigris’ hair and looked at it.

	Murati could see debris had a faint trace of red aura on it. Euphrates must have seen it too.

	“Murati– how do you conceptualize using your psionics?” Euphrates asked.

	Tigris sighed openly and swatted Euphrates’ hand away as she tried to pick another ball fragment out of her ponytail without asking. “Don’t ask her that way, she’ll overthink things too much. Murati– take this completely at face value. Imagine you’re a star football player: name your signature kick right now.”

	As instructed, Murati took it at face value. “The Nakara Cannon.” She replied easily.

	Euphrates and Tigris both grimaced, staring at the fragments of the ball with worry.

	Murati gestured with her hands, exasperated. “What do you want from me?” She cried.

	“She’s normally such a sweet girl, but her heart is just full of violence.” Tigris mumbled.

	“Murati, can you try hitting the next ball with less– repressed fury?” Euphrates smiled.

	Murati closed her hands into fists and shut her eyes, sighing deeply.

	Even her most pessimistic assumptions of the task of learning psionics now felt too kind.

	

	

	Shalikova and Maryam sat on one of the beds in their room and Elena Lettiere sat on the other.

	While her cuttlefish partner was smiling brighter than the sun and stars as depicted in books and movies– Shalikova herself had a dour and somewhat confused expression turned on Elena.

	Despite everything else she had seen and experienced on her journey, this was still a scene that felt a little too storybook for the young ensign. She had never sat this close to anyone politically important, just peers and higher ranking officers. Not any politicians, not even local apparatchiks– there was a public safety corps officer, once upon a time when she was younger, but that hardly counted, they were just playing detective. In essence, she had never been near political power, and did not know how she felt about those figures generally– and there was the fact that this was a princess. Some part of her was fascinated by the improbability of meeting a princess. Having a princess sitting across from her– with bright indigo hair and pointed ears and such a vibrant and pretty face. Just like a cartoonish storybook.

	Even though she had been briefed on the basics of Elena’s situation, she felt compelled–

	“Uh. Forgive me for asking but– are you really a Princess?” Shalikova said.

	Maryam eyed Shalikova for a moment, her skin and hair colors turning slightly duller.

	It was an awkward question, but she felt she needed to hear it to truly process.

	“I used to be!” Elena said. “But I am no longer a member of the bourgeoisie!”

	She proudly showed them a book– a primer on communism for Union schoolchildren.

	Shalikova had not seen a book like that since she was eleven or twelve years old.

	With it in her hands, Elena was as cheery and smiley as Maryam had been.

	“I’ve forfeited all of my titles and lands and am adopting a proletarian outlook on life!”

	“Well– congratulations.” Shalikova said awkwardly. This all felt incredibly surreal.

	“Sonya, she really is– was– a princess– and not only that, but she’s also got psionics too!” Maryam said. “She’s not as strong and cool as you of course, but I felt it from her! That’s why I helped her before. Also because I think she looked a little bit pitiful I guess.” Her head fins flapped a little as she spoke.

	“Thank you for your help, wise sister!” Elena said. She bowed her head, a little bit pitifully.

	“Oh no! No bowing! It’s fine. I’m just a very helpful girl.” Maryam said, her skin turning tomato-red.

	“Maryam, what did you do to help her?” Shalikova asked, narrowing her eyes.

	“That doesn’t matter Sonya!” Maryam said with a nervous little smile and a voice full of casual levity, raising her tentacles up like hands in her own clumsy defense. “Look, Elena is asking for help again! We should hear what she has to say and try to help her! Good deeds will do the soul good after all!”

	Shalikova couldn’t help but smile. Maryam was a harmless marshmallow anyway.

	“Fine. Fine.” Shalikova sighed a little. “Elena, tell us what’s happening.”

	“Thank you! Wise sister– and gallant ensign!” Elena declared, clapping her hands together.

	The Princess proceeded to tell them about her history with psionics.

	She told them about her friend, Victoria van Veka, who left her life one day and just as suddenly returned in a time of a crisis with a strange new power. Elena explained what she had seen her do, and Shalikova immediately realized it. Telekinetics, possibly aura reading– the way that she seemed to “see through” Elena. She even attempted to control Elena’s body, and Marina McKennedy’s too, but both of them were able to muster some level of resistance and completely foiled Victoria’s attempts. Then she began to talk about her own experience trying to use psionics to “calm down” Marina McKennedy–

	Shalikova could tell she was lying about some of the events and some of her motivations.

	Elena was a sloppy liar. She must have been used to being believed at face value or having her lies accepted due to her status. Shalikova did not need to read auras to know this. Elena’s own tone of voice elevated and fell with the ebb and flow of her embellishments. She had a particularly awkward pause and rise in pitch when she said, “I was trying to calm Marina down– she was scaring me–” Her soft cheeks subtly tightened or twitched too, and it never happened when she was saying words she had clear confidence in. “My schoolfriend Victoria van Veka,” “she seemed to know that our other friend, Sawyer,” etcetera. She spoke with such a noted contrast in both the statements and the shifts in her mannerisms.

	Shalikova was too observant, had seen too many such expressions and statements.

	She knew all too well when a young girl was blatantly spinning a narrative for her.

	Despite this, she allowed Elena to finish her story and kept her reservations to herself.

	“When I try to use psionics now, I see a vision of Norn– and she hurts me.“ Elena finished.

	In the end, it didn’t change anything whether or not Shalikova and Maryam knew the tiny details of her life to the letter. She already had the power and already could not use it anymore, and Shalikova trusted Maryam would judge her character and deem whether or not she was worthy of it–

	“Wah! That’s so tragic! You’ve been through a lot! Come to the cuddlefish right now!”

	Maryam practically jumped across the room and wrapped Elena into a tight embrace.

	Elena sat speechless and stiff as a sculpture while Maryam hugged her.

	Her tentacles relentlessly patted Elena’s head all the while.

	“Sister! I appreciate your sympathy! But I’m truly okay, I’m– I’m healing and growing!”

	Shalikova narrowed her eyes at the two of them. Maryam started openly weeping.

	“Of course we’ll help you! Sonya and I would never turn down a girl in need!”

	“Maryam, you– ugh, whatever.” Shalikova mumbled.

	Some judge of character she was! Marshmallow-for-brains!

	–and yet that was part of what Shalikova truly loved about her too.

	Even if she was getting pulled into another surreal event– she would do it for Maryam.

	“Sister Maryam, do you really think you could help me?” Elena asked, smiling.

	Maryam let go of Elena, walked solemnly back to Shalikova’s side and sat there.

	Her tentacles positioned themselves under her chin, as if she was steepling her fingers.

	“It’s tricky-inky.” Maryam said.

	“Tricky-inky?” Elena asked.

	“Maryam, please be serious.” Shalikova sighed.

	“Sorry. I’m just trying to cheer you all up! It was such a sad story!” Maryam said. She deflated and sighed and the chromatophores in her skin turned a little duller. “How much do you know about Norn the Praetorian?” She looked principally at Shalikova, causing Elena to turn to face her as well.

	“Huh? I don’t know anything.” Shalikova said. “I know what happened recently and that she’s a bigshot Fueller family noblewoman or something like that. We don’t get history for people like that in the Union, it doesn’t really matter to an Ensign. Whether or not I know her history, if she shows up, I have to deploy and then fight her and her troops. Out of all of us officers, probably only the Captain and Commissar would be aware of who an enemy commander is, so they can strategize against her.”

	Maryam nodded. “And to you, she’s your aunt, right?” She looked at Elena.

	Elena averted her gaze, hands folded over her lap. “She became my aunt when I was a kid. She was adopted into the Fueller family, as an honorary sister to my father, Emperor Konstantin von Fueller. So she became Norn von Fueller that way. I think back then, my father must have been thinking his heirs needed more time to grow into leadership, so he wanted to leave the family in the hands of his strongest retainer. But– before she was my aunt, Norn was just a really scary knight my father employed.”

	Maryam nodded again. “Okay. Well– the way I know her is as Cocytus, maybe the most accomplished psychic in the world right now. She was the woman who killed Mehmed Khalifa, the greatest psychic who was ever born or lived. So that’s why it’s going to be tricky to undo her psionics, princess.”

	“I’m not a princess. Please call me Elena; or Lettiere if you want to be formal.” Elena said. “And– as for Norn, I sort of guessed she had to have a lot of power to be able to do this strange thing to me.”

	“Hold on.” Shalikova said. “Maryam, is she even more powerful than you?”

	Maryam smiled a little. “Speaking in terms of ‘power’ is not really accurate. Sonya, if you were issued a Kratov pistol or an AK assault rifle, would you always take the largest caliber weapon?”

	“No–” Shalikova was already realizing her foolishness. “It depends on what I need for the job.”

	“Indeed! In the same way, psychic ability can’t be summed up as power. I have a lot of psychic things I’m good at. I would say I’m really good with auras for example. I can read and influence moods really well–” Maryam’s fins stood straight up, and she started gesticulating defensively with her hands and tentacles, “–but I haven’t done it to you Sonya! Please don’t distrust me for saying that kind of thing!”

	“I trust you!” Shalikova said, smiling and patting Maryam on the back to console her.

	Elena meanwhile averted her gaze from the two of them again. She looked– embarrassed?

	“Ah, sorry, sorry. I got nervous– Anyway.” Maryam said, smiling. “I couldn’t tell you what Norn has been doing with her powers. Hazarding a guess, she’s probably gotten really good at killing people with them. What I know Norn has on us that’s a huge advantage is experience. It’s a pure function of time– I’ve been practicing psionics since I was an older larva, but Norn is several times my age. Sonya, you have had your powers for a few weeks, and Elena has never been able to use hers properly. Norn is a veteran.”

	“How do you know so much about Norn, Maryam?” Shalikova asked.

	“Foundation stuff.” Maryam said. She smiled her ‘not saying more’ little smile.

	“Oh, like Euphemia Rontgen and Theresa Faraday.” Shalikova said.

	She recalled that when they had docked at the Goryk Substation, Maryam was very familiar to those two, they treated her like a kid. She had worked for their mysterious foundation, once upon a time. Shalikova had not brought that back up, and Maryam had been avoiding their guests from Solarflare LLC since then. Or rather, she was avoiding them because Shalikova herself was avoiding everybody.

	“You could say, they have a catalog on really powerful psychics.” Maryam continued.

	“Can they help us?” Shalikova asked.

	“We shouldn’t let them know about Elena.” Maryam said. She looked serious again.

	Elena looked nervous. Her voice trembled. “W-Why not? Will they dissect me?”

	“Um.” Shalikova turned to Maryam and saw her squirming in her side of the bed.

	“Of course not!” Maryam replied, once again waving her tentacles and hands in distress and surprise. “They’re not going to dissect you, that’s crazy! But first of all, they’re busybodies so they would want to give you a funny name and have you join their little club, which you shouldn’t because it’s full of selfish and weird people I don’t like. And then second of all, they probably wouldn’t help anyway.”

	Maryam’s eyes narrowed and her tentacles snuck into her hair and wrapped up some of it.

	She was trying to imitate Euphrates’ voice, expression and short wavy hair.

	“We shouldn’t intervene in anything. It’s actually bad to help people and save the world.”

	That was her imitation. Shalikova would have to take it for granted that it was accurate.

	“Huh, Maryam is really talented.” Elena said.

	“It’s in her genes.” Shalikova said jokingly.

	Maryam’s cheeks puffed up and she turned red as a tomato– then she began to strobe red.

	It was almost frightening to have that little marshmallow-y warning light beside her.

	“Nuh-uh! I learned to do all this stuff! You need to drop the genes talk for good Sonya!”

	“Sorry. I’ll stop. It was stupid of me.” Shalikova said, feeling properly ashamed.

	Maryam’s skin returned to its normal pink color and her hair turned purple again.

	She smiled sweetly. “I can’t stay mad at you Sonya.”

	Shalikova could tell what was about to happen but did not avoid Maryam’s embrace.

	Again, Elena averted her gaze. Shalikova wondered if they were embarrassing her with their PDA.

	“Well, I’m glad I’m not going to have to sleep in the hall tonight.” Shalikova said, partially returning her girlfriend’s embrace. Maryam rubbed her soft, pliable cheek against hers. “We should get back to the problem at hand though. So Norn is way more experienced than us, and she has laid some kind of curse on Elena to prevent her from using her psionics. Is there anything we can even do about that? I had no idea psionics could even work this way. I thought it was just pushing objects and looking at colors.”

	“Well,” Maryam’s voice was initially muffled as she was rubbing her cheeks very fervently on Shalikova, but she finally paused enough to speak coherently and separated herself. “It’s the power of the mind over matter, you know, there are a lot of unique things you could do if you believed in it hard enough.”

	Maryam finally let go of Shalikova and then crossed her arms.

	“I know what she did though. Sonya, look at Elena’s aura.”

	“My aura?” Elena asked.

	“Don’t worry. It won’t hurt or anything. Just relax.” Shalikova said.

	In the next instant, she tapped into the power.

	“Wait, her eyes? Is that her doing things?” Elena said.

	Indeed, she must have seen the red rings around Shalikova’s irises.

	Indicating that Shalikova was performing psionics.

	Around and behind Elena, the colors that had she gave off corresponded to an ordinary spectrum of the human emotional experience. Green and blue and a little yellow. Anxiety and a bit of sickness, maybe butterflies in the stomach from the situation at hand, but ultimately, every human had some blue in their aura to indicate they were okay. Blue signified peace, but all humans exhibited some blue in their aura regardless of the situation. Shalikova thought this was the guarantee of life– there was at least always the confidence that a human being could take a step forward and see another day, and that was their blue.

	She wondered if, perhaps, on their deathbed, a human’s aura would be consumed in black.

	So, this meant Elena had a pretty ordinary aura. Its texture was soft; it was faintly fragrant.

	An innocent young girl who truly bore no malice– at that moment.

	“Look closely Sonya. You can see it at the very edge, can’t you?” Maryam said.

	Shalikova focused. There was no “edge” to an aura, not really, it was amorphous.

	And yet, Shalikova could see it, like a thick outline of a hand-drawn character.

	There was a very thin band of black around Elena’s aura.

	“Elena, are you afraid of dying? Or are you thinking about death?” Shalikova asked.

	“No, I’m not.” Elena said. She put a hand over her chest. “I admit I’m pretty nervous and my mood is not in the best of places, I guess. But I at least know I’m safe with all of you. It’s safer than I have felt in months, maybe even years. So no– I’m not concerned with death. Why do you ask?”

	“Your aura is a series of colors that psychics can see on you that give a little clue as to your state of mind.” Maryam explained. “We’re seeing a band of black color– that usually means that the person is concerned with death. Either thinking about it or thinking about inflicting death on another person.”

	“I’m not thinking about either!” Elena said.

	For a moment, the band of black shook and expanded just a little.

	“She’s thinking about death now.” Shalikova said. “But not before.”

	Elena blinked. She looked like she wanted to crawl away from sight.

	“Maryam is that what Norn did to her?” Shalikova asked. “Did she tamper with her aura?”

	Maryam nodded. “She affected her aura, yeah. That black band is Norn’s influence. It’s not just the color. When you’ve seen enough auras, you can feel a texture and stuff– it feels Norn-like to me.”

	“Norn can really do something like that? Victoria could only smash stuff.” Elena said.

	“Anything is possible.” Maryam said. “But, within anything, there are a few specific things which people have observed. It is definitely possible to mess with auras– I can do it to some degree even. That is kind of like, a sub-discipline inside Psionics. You could call it Aetherics. It’s actually really rare, but there are people who can just inject aura into you to change your emotions to what they want.”

	Shalikova had never thought it was possible to interact with aura.

	She could see it, sure, and she could read it– but to think that she could alter it?

	Then she remembered when she saw Maryam completely change the color of her aura.

	“Maryam, can you do that?” Shalikova asked.

	Maryam shook her head.

	She then lifted her hand, holding up the middle three fingers.

	“There are three aetheric abilities known by the Foundation. We call them the gifts because they’re rare, when you compare everybody who could do psionics– that’s because only some people figure out they can interact with aura, and even fewer do it a lot.” Maryam said. “The three gifts are Oracle’s Voice, Saint’s Skin and King’s Gaze. They have these names because people who have Oracle’s Voice can feel that this is what the abilities should be referred to as when they experience them. Almost anyone can figure out Oracle’s Voice, it’s just an extension of being able to see auras. Saint’s Skin comes next, it’s the ability to manipulate your own aura and the environmental aura in complex ways. And then– very, very few people in the world are able to use King’s Gaze. It’s the one that lets you manipulate other people’s auras.”

	Maryam’s fins drooped and her colors dulled again. “I’m only able to use two.”

	She lifted two fingers on her left hand and wiggled them, strobing the colors of their skin.

	“So you don’t have the King’s Gaze.” Shalikova said bluntly, coming to a quick conclusion.

	“Nope.” Maryam shook her head. “It’s rare! People used to call it the divine right of kings!”

	Shalikova felt a shiver of fear deep in her chest. “But Norn has that ability somehow.”

	“If anyone alive right now has the power of kings– it’s definitely Norn the Praetorian.”

	“I’m doomed.” Elena moaned, holding her face in her hands.

	“No you’re not!” Maryam said in a dismissive, whiny little voice. She cleared her throat and crossed her arms and tried to look terribly serious. “Give me some time to think and come up with a plan. This isn’t something we were ever going to confront on a whim one afternoon. Put it out of your mind for now, don’t tell anyone and don’t try to do any psionics. I will think about how to fix this, and Sonya will help me, right Sonya?” She turned to her girlfriend with big, bright and expectant W-shaped eyes.

	“Of course. I told you before, I’ll stick with you and protect you, no matter what.”

	Shalikova replied quickly. She was not only adamant on upholding the oath she made to herself, to protect her heart and cherished treasure– but also curious about these powers that Maryam had explained and interested in seeing how Maryam tackled another psychic’s antagonistic devilry. It struck her that it would be their first confrontation with psionics that were inflicted on someone to do harm. She felt a grim sense that it would be the first of many if they stuck to their chosen path.

	For a girl who desired to spread psionics to the world and make a positive impact–

	–exorcising the evil deeds of other psychics would likely play a tragically large part too.

	Elena smiled. “Of course. Thank you. I’ll be patient and follow your instructions, sister.”

	“You can just call me Maryam.” She pointed her two tentacles to her right. “And Sonya.”

	“Don’t call me Sonya.” Shalikova said quickly to Elena. “Shalikova will be fine.”

	“Thank you, Maryam, Shalikova.” Elena sighed with relief. “I feel better already.”

	“Yeah! That’s the spirit. We’re two heroes chosen by God– we’ll reverse Norn’s curse!”

	Maryam hyped herself up, but Shalikova couldn’t imagine it would be easy.

	She herself had absolutely no great talent for psionics.

	And Maryam herself had admitted to being less accomplished than Norn.

	Elena looked quite satisfied, however, as if she had gotten it all off her chest now.

	She left the room with a bubbly smile and a spring in her step.

	As soon as the door closed, Maryam hooked an arm around Shalikova’s shoulder.

	She started rubbing her soft, squishy cheek up against Shalikova’s face.

	“Didn’t that feel good Sonya? Don’t you feel so fulfilled?” Maryam asked.

	“Not especially.” Shalikova replied, sidling closer to Maryam to return her affection.

	Maryam giggled. “She called me wise sister.” She seemed elated by this for some time.

	

	

	“Apologies for the wait, valued clients. Here are your goods.”

	A tall blonde woman set down a case on the table and opened the lid. Inside, in three neat rows, there were a variety of ID cards organized alphabetically and by type, and a fourth row had several plastic lanyards in packs. Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara picked up their own cards which were slightly above the rest, in order for Cecilia Foss to be able to easily pick them out to explain the differences.

	“Madam Bashara has a Shimii work permit ID, you can tell it apart by the green stripe.” Cecilia said. “This allows her freedom of movement in Kreuzung for the purposes of going to and from work, as well as frequenting restaurants and shops in Kreuzung between the hours of 0800 and 2000. This means she is subject to a curfew in the core station. It’s unfortunate, but it’s the law, and we can’t get around it.”

	Cecilia touched the top of Aaliyah’s ID, running her trimmed red fingernail over the stripe.

	“There are 39 work permit IDs here for every Shimii that you disclosed to be aboard. For Katarrans and North Bosporans there are 31 temporary access permits each of which lasts thirty days with a single potential sixty day extension. Those are the ones with the red stripe. You, Madam Korabiskaya, are holding a provisional Station ID. I secured an appropriate amount of these for all Volgian and Imbrian personnel. We have registered all Volgians as Imbrians. Those IDs are the ones with the blue stripe, and provide full freedom of movement without curfew, as well as 180 days of stay. These can’t be extended, but you can apply for a full citizen’s ID within that time period if anyone wants to stay long-term.”

	She spoke quickly but with clarity, and with an easy confidence in herself.

	“For your security, we went through a process of identity laundering. Each individual should check their card for the name written on it, but it will only matter if they are stopped. Anyone who looks too closely and has enough access can determine the documents are fake and that the personages referenced do not exist, but no station security guard will go that far unless they request a departmental investigation, rather than just a stop or even an overnight arrest. A departmental investigation is unlikely, but possible.“

	Ulyana was quite impressed with Cecilia Foss. She could understand easily how Euphrates entrusted her with day-to-day management of Solarflare’s personnel operations. She was the image of a high-powered lawyer, with her pencil skirt and business attire, long orderly blond hair, perfect makeup, steeply angled black pumps. Every movement she made looked deadly precise, and every word she spoke was said without any hesitation. It was as if her every second was planned ahead. Not only that, but she had these connections to the underworld and seemed to have an impressive ability to break the law.

	“I’ve provided lanyards for all personnel that were disclosed. I would strongly advise for all personnel to wear their IDs around their necks for the duration of your stay. In the event that one of your personnel is stopped by a law enforcement officer, their ID card will be scanned and will show that they are legitimately registered with the Kreuzung government, and their false identity will not be questioned right away. Please insist upon your crew not to backtalk or argue with Kreuzung security personnel– every single word can be incriminating, and every officer is looking for an excuse to take punitive action. Should an incident occur, it is imperative that I be contacted right away. But your personnel must request that I be contacted. If you desire, I can offer a script you can pass along to them to memorize as well as my business card for representation. The script is short, simple and it’s all they ever need to say to an officer.”

	“Thank you kindly, Madam Foss.” Aaliyah said. “We would be most grateful for it.”

	“Duly noted. I’ll send everything to Madam Semyonova for dissemination. Is that acceptable?”

	“That would be great. Thank you.” Ulyana said. It was hard to say anything more.

	Cecilia smiled at them and bowed her head. “Again, I apologize for the time it took to secure these permits and IDs. And don’t worry about us– in the event there is a full investigation, we will be able to escape liability, even if you are forced to escape.” She gestured with a hand towards the wall. ”Your crew is always welcome at Solarflare LLC, even past curfew. May I escort you to our premises now?”

	“We’ll take you up on that offer.” Ulyana said. “We have a meeting coming up over there.”

	“Indeed. I was already informed. Whenever you are ready, I can lead the way to our campus.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana clipped their ID cards to the provided lanyards, left the rest of the IDs in the meeting room for Semyonova to distribute, and followed Cecilia Foss out of the Brigand and to the tram station that would take them to Tower Five. Aaliyah marveled at the buildings, the wide open space, the false skies and the sheer scale of the operation being carried out to repair and refit the Brigand. Her wide-eyed wonder was incredibly cute to behold as they trailed together behind Cecilia. Ulyana felt relieved and elated that Aaliyah finally able to leave the ship and get a breath of the station’s air.

	Especially owing to the purpose of the day’s meeting. She needed Aaliyah by her side.

	They were headed to Solarflare to meet with Gloria Innocence Luxembourg.

	Despite receiving some heartening news about the Union’s exploits farther south, Ulyana and Aaliyah agreed that their mission and its parameters had to remain the same for now. They had to help train, equip and support dissidents in the Empire with the ultimate goal of safeguarding the successful revolution in Buren. Pursuing that goal gave them options and opportunities, and it let them interact with what was directly in front of them. Allies, enemies, and the moment to moment. So they had to pursue their leads with the United Front, and only then could they dream about joining the Union war effort.

	“Ultimately, our course and actions aren’t changed because the Union occupied Sverland.”

	Aaliyah had said that during their discussion.

	Ulyana agreed wholeheartedly with that wisdom. They would stay the course for now.

	“Once we leave Kreuzung, we’ll launch a comm buoy and request additional information from Nagavanshi.” Ulyana said. “Then we’ll keep going our won way until we hear back via the ELF.”

	Staying the course, meant tackling the opportunity Kremina Qote had given them.

	They would pursue her leads to the United Front, in order to train, equip and support them.

	First on the agenda was the S.P.R. and their militant wing, Reichbanner Schwarzrot.

	Euphrates and Cecilia had organized a little office for the meetings to take place on the Solarflare campus. White walls, a door with a digitally-operated lock, no windows. There were gel-cushioned chairs, a long table, plenty of outlets and ports for devices, a monitor on an arm if it was necessary, and a dispenser for coffee, water or mushroom and algae broth. There was a bathroom nearby, and small wheeled table in a corner had writing implements and stone paper if it was needed. Aaliyah and Ulyana waved goodbye to Cecilia Foss, who had a packed schedule, and set up in the office.

	“They know to come here, right?” Aaliyah asked.

	“They know to meet us at Solarflare. The receptionist will send them here.” Ulyana said.

	At the appointed hour, someone knocked on their door.

	“Hallo? Any comrades here? Is this the right place?” A casual and relaxed voice.

	“There are comrades here, of a sort.” Ulyana called out. She unlocked the room remotely.

	When the door opened, a fair-skinned man in formal attire walked in with an easy gait and sat down in front of them. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties, Ulyana thought. He had a long-limbed and somewhat thin physique with strong shoulders. He had a good jaw and was clean shaven, but seemed to pay little attention to the state of his hair, which was cut short but a little bit fluffy as if uncombed. His eyes looked distant and tired, narrow with the beginnings of bags under them.

	He wore a very nonchalant expression. Ulyana would have described him as an “everyman,” a cipher for the average Imbrian man who might still have been derisively called “boy” sometimes by his superiors. His dark grey suit was spectacular however, it was easily the most notable part of him, exceedingly well-tailored, perfectly fitted, and it looked almost as if it had been made with actual cotton or even silk. 

	It was the kind of suit that took a guy like this from 5/10 to 7/10 somehow, Ulyana thought.

	He had a portable computer with him that was the size of an adult’s head, and which came with its own stand by which to prop it up. With a sort of briefly exasperated look on his face, he set up the computer on the table so that it would face Ulyana and Aaliyah. There was a frame around the screen that had embossed pink roses and gold filigree. When he had stood it up, he pressed down a switch on the side, before sitting down next to it on the other end of the table, crossing his arms and sighing.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah watched him go through this process silently.

	“Her highness will be connecting shortly. I hope. May have to muck about with the WiFi.”

	“Gloria Innocence Luxembourg?” Aaliyah asked.

	“That’s her. Hopefully you weren’t expecting her in person.” Said the man.

	“I don’t know what I was expecting, I suppose.” Aaliyah said.

	“Can you introduce yourself? Are you able to speak for the S.P.R?” Ulyana asked.

	“Uhhh– in some capacity.” He said. “My name is Orlan Aries. I guess I’m not a particularly political guy, but I got caught up in all of this for some reason. I don’t have strong opinions. The pay is good, and I like to say I see things through to the end, so here I am. Um– I was originally just joining the security team at Raylight Beauty, but I guess my hard work was noticed. Gloria must like me, or I wouldn’t be here. I’m representing — forgive this extremely presumptuous name — the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot.”

	Ulyana did not believe a single word of that.

	It wasn’t that she was predisposed to distrust anything the United Front groups said.

	Far from it– she wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt as potential partners.

	However, for someone rich, connected and powerful like Gloria Innocence Luxembourg to trust someone to “accompany her” (in this unique capacity) to this exclusive, clandestine meeting, that person could not possibly have been someone who viewed his own career with so many somehow, I guess and Um. His too-casual demeanor was definitely a front for something, but she couldn’t say what it was.

	Orlan eyed the display with his jaw set. “Any day now, princess.”

	Beside him, the screen suddenly flickered the manufacturers logo and then displayed a video feed, as if beckoned by Orlan himself. It happened with such little sense of transition that he was looking at the display with exasperation as it was turned on. In his surprise, he jerked away from it and nearly fell– this reaction looked humorous when contrasted with the overwhelmingly saccharine girl that appeared.

	“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long! Thank you so much for your time!”

	On the screen appeared a young lady, soft featured and pretty with dark eyes that glimmered in the center like they had a small starry sky for pupils and irises. Her pink hair was voluminous and long but very fastidiously orderly, with a neat and trimmed fringe and sidelocks. Some of her hair was collected with a red rose ribbon into a single small ponytail on the side of her head. She appeared to be wearing a white, long sleeved top or dress with a tall, lacy and frilly collar, along with a white capelet with red rose decorative trim. On the video feed, she appeared from the shoulders up, emphasizing her smile.

	“I hope you are having a blessed day. Allow me to introduce myself.” She said. “My name is Gloria Innocence Luxembourg. I am the Presidential Candidate and chairwoman of the Sozialdemokratische Partei Rhinea. I am also the founder of Raylight Beauty Products GmbH; the biggest private employer of women in the Imbrium. My blood type is O, my constellation is Leo, and I love cute girls.”

	Gloria flashed Ulyana and Aaliyah another sun-bright smile.

	“This is an encrypted connection, right?” Aaliyah asked, staring at Orlan.

	Orlan looked surprised to have been addressed. “Uh yes. Yes– it is, isn’t it ma’am?”

	He looked with a sudden nervousness at Gloria as if he could no longer be sure.

	“Absolutely. Unless you changed all my cute little settings on my portable.” Gloria said.

	“Wouldn’t dream of touching the damn things.” Orlan sighed.

	“Alright, since we can speak freely. I’m Ulyana Korabiskaya, Captain of–”

	“–the super-cool UNX-001 Brigand!” Gloria interrupted happily. “Alias Pandora’s Box.”

	Ulyana narrowed her eyes slightly. She was starting to get fed up with Gloria’s whimsy.

	“Looks like Kremina did fill you in.” Aaliyah said. “I’m Aaliyah Bashara, Commissar.”

	“Indeed! Then we are all meeting the right people. Isn’t it lovely, Orlan?” Gloria asked.

	Orlan again looked confused about being addressed. “Yes, it’s a little tea party alright.”

	Even he sounded exasperated with her already. Gloria continued smiling, so carefree.

	“A tea party! How wonderful– I truly would love to host you someday, Ulyana, Aaliyah– circumstances permitting. However, I know we’re all short on time and long on business, so I will stop fooling around. I want you to know, even if you decide not to join our Reichsbanner Schwarzrot, I will still regard you as fellows, and I’d be happy to collab someday! To me, we are all part of one struggle. Now then, I also want to answer all of your questions today and see if I can’t snatch you away for myself, of course.”

	Gloria winked at them. She spoke and acted so casually, with an easy, natural confidence.

	Ulyana appreciated her friendly openness, but she wasn’t completely sure of its sincerity.

	It felt too easy to like Gloria, or to overlook her. Was she just being manipulative?

	“We are certainly open to working with you. Kremina may have told you, but we would like to assist the United Front that is forming in Aachen. We have combat equipment we can distribute to you, and we can offer training– and of course we can also fight alongside you if you have operational plans.” Ulyana said. “I’m curious about the S.P.R. You’re an underground party, so we can’t just find your agenda recorded on our computers. Can you explain the S.P.R.’s origin and your own involvement in it?

	Gloria’s cheeks lifted, her biggest, most girlish smile accompanied with a tittering laugh.

	“Perhaps ironically, I learned that the world was fundamentally unjust at my family’s own Luxembourg School for Girls.” She said. “My older brother controls the school now, but I attended as a teenager. I tried my best to lead a normative life, but I realized that regardless of my name and wealth, there were elements of myself which made me lesser than other people in the right-wing culture of Imbria. I began to take an interest in dissident literature and in secret became one of the rebels of Luxembourg school. The seed of the S.P.R. was my secret reading group back then.” Gloria looked proud of herself when she spoke up next. “I even met with the dissident queen herself, Leda Lettiere, one fateful day.”

	Ulyana made note of that. It was name she had heard a few times already.

	Queen Leda von Fueller, Elena’s mother; Marina’s lover; victim of the Emperor himself.

	Leda Lettiere was executed directly after the Union’s victory in the Revolution.

	For Gloria to have met her as a student, she couldn’t be a cutesy girl in her twenties.

	She had to have been in her late thirties. Ulyana’s age– maybe even older.

	“How did you feel about what happened to the lady Lettiere?” Aaliyah asked.

	For a moment, Gloria seemed to pause. Her arm shifted just a little bit. It tensed.

	“It was such an atrocity.” Gloria said. She was still smiling or trying to smile. But she did look just a bit dimmer than before. “She was taken from her previous life by a man whom she could not deny, and then he destroyed her utterly. One of the most iconic women of our time, who did her best to inspire women to strive for better. A beautiful angel who even fought a secret battle from inside that cage in order to liberate us all.” Gloria’s tone took a slightly sharp edge but then suddenly became a little more upbeat.

	Ulyana thought, maybe she felt she had said too much that was too personal. So she corrected herself. 

	“Politically, that moment did not affect me. I already knew that women were disposable. Eccentric women, rebellious women, queer women, even more so. We are allowed to work, to speak; to own property and earn money; even to fight in the military; but we are always lesser-than. It’s an inextricable pall which Imperial society casts over us. Right-wing society; fascist society. I founded Raylight Beauty as a haven for women and girls. A place where they would be valued, selling things which made other girls feel beautiful and confident. But my goal was always to do what Lettiere couldn’t. To build a weapon that could strike against Konstantin von Fueller. Of course, there’s necessarily a different target for it now.”

	“Was Mordecai among your dissident readings?” Ulyana asked.

	“He featured prominently. His work on class conflict is absolutely necessary.” Gloria said.

	“What led you to align your party specifically with social democracy?” Ulyana asked.

	Gloria’s smile returned in its full force. “Mordecai did not advocate any specifics for how to organize a government in his works. He did not talk about how ministries and bureaus would come about once the old ones fell, or how to distribute power. But he did hold the fight for the suffrage of the lower classes in high regard as a condition for the social advancement of the proletariat. I believe that representative democracy with a one-person to one-vote approach is the fairest way to communicate the desires of the total mass of the proletariat; and like Mordecai, I believe that the failure of representative democracy in Rhinea specifically is due to its class character rather than the sum minutia of its mechanics.”

	While many people would have argued the Union was not democratic whatsoever, and that it was a dictatorship now ruled by Bhavani Jayasankar, the distinction cited by Gloria for her vision of democracy was very specific in nature. In the Union, there was a practice of “council democracy” though the democracy part was, nowadays, often left out, and Bhavani Jayasankar did not acknowledge that word. She called it instead “council governance” or “sovietism.” There was universal suffrage in the Union but the mechanics of this suffrage was not carried out as specifically individually as it was in Rhinea.

	In the Union, the mass of the working public was represented by delegates. A station’s population was organized into workplace unions, student unions for higher level educational institutions, and for Shimii, the Marja was its own institution with delegation as well. Each group directly voted for delegates (Shimii got to vote for delegates for their workplace and for delegates of the Marja as well), and those delegates represented them at their station council or soviet. In turn, station councils chose delegates for regional councils, and regional councils chose delegates for the Supreme Soviet. After being elected, the delegates made any legislative decisions in the interests of their constituents, with the check that recall or dismissal was possible if they failed to secure the population’s interests. Beyond local policy, a lower-level council could influence the higher-level council that they voted into power by petitioning in the interest of their local constituents for a regional or supreme policy action, again with the implied danger of dismissal.

	It did not always play out this way– local and regional eccentricities abounded in the specifics of governance, but that was the model and that was how it worked on average. Policy was supposed to be set at each level, while also percolating up and down between them. It was a delicate balance that still allowed local decisions to be made by locals, and national decisions to be made collectively, nationally. There was an element of direct democracy in petitions, which were available at all levels of the system to reflect the desire for a certain policy, and communicate that desire to the appropriate level of council.

	It wasn’t perfect– but it existed. It was the Union’s own version of “representation.”

	Everyone outside the Union would find this unconvincing. After all, Bhavani Jayasankar ”took power in a coup” and now enjoyed ”supreme leadership;” but the power she took was that of the Premier, who was supposed to be beholden to the national and Supreme Soviets. The Premier faced a “vote to retain,” in which the Soviets had to express positive sentiment toward her rule in order for her to stay in power. In addition, Bhavani was not so all-powerful, even after her “military coup,” that she was able to directly set local water-use policy in Sevastopol or arbitrarily set holiday benefits for textile workers in New Karach.

	Rather the system was supposed to be read as such: the Premier set the direction of the country, led the military, drafted economic plans, and tried to create an agenda for the country; the Supreme Soviet took that agenda and created “national legislation;“ the regional councils handled “legislation for Ferris, Lyser and Solstice individually;“ and station councils created “legislation for the people living in the station.“

	Regardless; Ulyana felt she read a certain defensive undertone in Gloria’s statements.

	She was doing something fundamentally different than the Union. She was asserting that fact.

	People voted directly for national representatives in a congress, and voted directly for a President.

	According to Gloria, this she derived from Mordecai himself, the “fairer” form of democracy.

	Ulyana was not someone like Murati, however, so she would not argue the point.

	But the point had been clearly laid out before her by the ever-smiling Gloria.

	“We are Union communists. Do you feel comfortable working with us?” Aaliyah asked.

	Now that was the response of someone slightly closer to Murati than Ulyana was.

	Their guest did not appear to be perturbed by the question whatsoever.

	“Like I said, I believe we are friends in this struggle. Both of us despise the Volkisch Movement and we want to see it destroyed and that is what ultimately matters to me. I’m happy to work with anyone who will oppose the spread of their evil– in fact, the United Front was my idea.” Gloria replied. Ulyana and Aaliyah both lifted their brows a little with surprise. “I reached out to some of the anarchist cells that use the Iron Front insignia, and I reached out to the Rotfront. I’ve even reached out to some of the ousted politicians– unfortunately, it was even I and my group who confirmed the death of Ossof Heidemann, who opposed Adam Lehner in the presidential election. The Volkisch’s petty revenge, no doubt.”

	Kremina had never said it was Gloria’s idea initially, though she also never said otherwise.

	But both of them had assumed that it was Daksha Kansal’s doing as they learned more.

	“That’s a pretty impressive organizational lift, especially to keep hidden.” Ulyana said.

	“I have a lot of help, and I pay really well!” Gloria said. “Isn’t that right, Orlan?”

	Orlan glanced sidelong at the display, crossing his arms and leaning back.

	“Huh? My pay? It’s fine. I could make more as a mercenary– but with no benefits.”

	“Hmph! My benefits package is industry-leading! How could you want to be a mercenary?”

	“I didn’t say I wanted to be one! I just believe in myself a bit is all, your majesty!”

	“Hmph! Hmph! Hmph!”

	Gloria acted comically upset by Orlan’s ungratefulness for a few moments.

	Before sighing serenely and putting on a smile again.

	“Don’t mind him. That’s the kind of relationship we have.” Gloria said.

	“Duly noted.” Aaliyah replied dryly.

	“How strong is the United Front militarily?” Ulyana asked, trying to move forward.

	Gloria put a long finger on her lips and made a little ‘thinking pose.’

	“We would have to see who shows up at Aachen for the formal establishment.” Gloria said. “I can only speak for myself. I told you I was building a weapon to destroy Konstantin before. While I have been organizing the S.P.R.’s political contacts surreptitiously, I have also been forming my own military. We use Raylight Beauty’s security corps as a front. I dubbed the group Reichsbanner Schwarzrot, after the black and red Rhinean ducal flag. We have amassed eleven vessels of our own design, and we have the numbers of Divers and infantry to match. You should see my flagship! It’s super great!”

	She clapped her hands cheerfully. Ulyana nodded her head and jotted down notes.

	“So we’ll have to join you at Aachen to really get a sense of its scope? Works for me.”

	“Indeed! Until everything’s properly signed up, I can’t really speak with certainty. I hope that all of the friends I made will join me in my battle against the Volkisch, and all that is unjust in our Imbrium Ocean.” Gloria said, holding a hand up over her heart as if swearing an oath in front of them.

	“Gloria, what role does Daksha Kansal have in your organization?” Aaliyah asked.

	Ulyana was glad that Aaliyah was taking it upon herself to tackle the tougher questions.

	It was nice to have her there as a counterpart. Good Captain; mean Commissar.

	“She is one of my advisors in the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot. We talk about politics and about military moves– but I don’t want to cause a misunderstanding.” Gloria’s eyes narrowed just a little bit. “I’m in command of the S.P.R. and the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot. Daksha Kansal’s support is greatly appreciated, but she’s as appreciated as you, or the rest of my war buddies, and no better than anyone.”

	Much like Ulyana and Aaliyah acted toward Kremina Qote, Gloria had to set her foot down.

	It was another way of saying, I’m not Daksha Kansal’s subordinate.

	A revolutionary leader with proven success was a potential problem to an up-and-comer.

	Even if her charisma and experience was invaluable– it was the same tension they had felt.

	“One last question.” Ulyana said. It was her turn to ask a very tough one. “We’ve been in Kreuzung for a few days and it’s been awful. What do you think of the attitude of Rhineans toward other ethnicities?”

	Gloria continued smiling, unfazed by the question.

	“Oh, it’s deplorable, surely. Eisental has a long history with Shimii and all of it has been truly regrettable. You know, working folk here keep to themselves a lot. I don’t want to blame them for a lack of social education– but it’s definitely something that must be set to right. I believe in universal suffrage, and universal participation. My presidency would entail an egalitarian revolution for Rhinea.”

	Ulyana wasn’t impressed, but she kept that to herself. Gloria had no substance here.

	Aaliyah wore no expression on her face as she heard Gloria’s response.

	“I think we’ve got what we wanted out of this.” Aaliyah said. “Thank you for your time, Lady Luxembourg. We shall most assuredly take you up on that offer for tea in Aachen Station and discuss further.”

	Gloria clapped her hands rapidly again. “Goodie! I look forward to it. Tah-tah!”

	She performed a cutesy military salute, and the screen went dim as suddenly as it had lit.

	Orlan looked at it for a moment before picking it up.

	“Uh. Do you have any questions for me?” He asked.

	“No, thank you for your time as well Orlan.” Ulyana said.

	Orlan made a cutesy salute similar to Gloria’s before leaving with Gloria’s portable.

	As soon as the door shut behind him, Ulyana and Aaliyah each let out a long-held sigh.

	That was the first of the groups, and also the one directly supported by Daksha Kansal.

	“What exactly is our esteemed first Premier thinking?“ Aaliyah moaned, lying her chest on the table, her cat ears folded. Ulyana laid a comforting hand on her back, thinking the same thing…

	

	

	“Please, I’ll do anything you want. I’ll give you anything you want.”

	“Hmm? You broke easily. That’s not terribly romantic, you know?”

	Pavel Rovski was not someone known to ‘break easily’–

	–except when staring at the crosshair eyes of the woman sitting back on a chair before him, whose legs she had lifted to rest directly through the center of his desk. He seemed to lose all composure as if he was no longer witnessing something human. Though she was startlingly beautiful, her presence was wrong.

	But Rovski was cornered. They had found him out and he was not ready.

	Behind him, the open door leading to the reception hall was guarded by two women, both very pale as Pavel’s assailant was. One was far more intricately dressed and decorated. The other appeared spartan, dressed in what seemed like a white uniform, with a capelet and pants and a weapon that looked like a cross between a rifle and a drying wound, covered in dark bruised flesh with a black barrel.

	He spared not a second to stare at that alien sight, however.

	His eyes were locked on those of Enforcer I of the First Sphere, Avaritia.

	He could not tear them away. He was not being allowed to.

	“Pavel Rovski of the ‘Rovski’ cell.” Avaritia smiled to herself. “It’s so delightful to meet you. I do love this scenario– you made such a beautifully romantic mistake. I thought of anarchists as being very mechanical, but I should have known, you have a very libertine ideology after all.”

	Avaritia was overcome with joy at the circumstances that led to this meeting.

	Pavel Rovski was a central figure (not leader, he never would have said leader, none of them would) of the ‘Rovski’ anarchist cell. It was only referred to this way outside of its ranks. To its members, this was the “Left Arrow” or “Third Arrow.” But Rovski was one of the secret keepers of the cell’s ranks– one of the few who could rally an entire thousand-strong battalion of the anarchist ranks, who were otherwise distributed in groups of fours and fives that communicated very sparingly and surreptitiously. He would only gather them when the time was right to take an action that ‘would mean something’.

	Unfortunately, he was not dispassionate enough about the whole scheme.

	He became interested in one particularly fiery young woman on his list, and sought after her.

	That she was a lesbian– didn’t seem to deter him at all. He went to meet her in person.

	Avaritia laughed at him. Such foolishness that brought him to this day!

	She recalled something the Autarch had once told her.

	“We have always been with them. Watching them. Laughing at them.”

	Avaritia was laughing. But in her mind, she was not being cruel. Hominins were just so interesting.

	She just loved the romance of it. Pavel Rovski, an unromantic man in a romantic situation.

	From the doorway, her lover Gula spoke up, her arms behind her back, smiling daintily.

	“Zozia is here with us today, you know? But you won’t meet her– she wouldn’t want you to. She was disgusted with you. You were an old man, and you should’ve never spoken to her. I do hope that you will not hate us for today. Hate yourself instead; despise yourself for your betrayal of your comrades.”

	Pavel winced but was limited in his responses.

	Avaritia’s green aura seeped into him, through green tentacles he could not see.

	That had perforated him in a dozen places.

	Filling him with crippling fear and anxiety that utterly warped his personality.

	All of his much-vaunted bravery stood for nothing in the face of Avaritia’s commanding gaze.

	“To think, a simple family lawyer could have been involved in a terrorist group!”

	Avaritia laughed again.

	Today, the site of their infiltration was a law office in Tower Six’s central commercial space. Beautiful brown interiors like fake wood, offices and halls amply varnished, the desks too, all earth tones, very peaceful. There were about two dozen clerks, lawyers, and the big boss of the place, Raszyn Grebber– Rovski was but one of many lawyers who worked here. An unassuming older man, average in every way, tucked away into a corner of this humble office, scheming to take down the Imbrian Empire!

	Rovski’s jaw lightly unhinged, but he could not speak. He was far too crushed to do so.

	“Gula, is it not terribly romantic? Is it not?” Avaritia said.

	Gula, looking almost small beside her prince, tipped her head in a cute gesture.

	“It is, my darling, atrociously romantic.”

	“Savagely romantic.”

	Gula approached from the door and wrapped her arms around Avaritia’s shoulders.

	Her head, peeking out beside Avaritia’s, bared suddenly sharp, saw-like teeth.

	“So what happens to Monsieur Rovski now, my prince? Can I eat him?” Gula said.

	Avaritia, still leaning back on her chair, raised a hand and stroked Gula’s hair gently.

	“I’m afraid not, beloved princess. I need to disseminate the information he knows soon, and it would take too long if we ate him and loaded his blocks into our STEMs. We have an important meeting later today, after all. And like you said, it would be disgusting if he went near Zozia and Ksenia. It wouldn’t be romantic at all. So neither of us will eat him. We’ll transport him, and talk on the way.” Avaritia said.

	“That makes a world of sense. You are so wise and so cultured, my prince, my knight!”

	Gula stretched a long tongue from her mouth and licked Avaritia’s neck

	Avaritia felt a sudden desire to bite her– but a voice from the door caught her attention–

	“Um. I apologize for interrupting, exalted beings. But Vanguard L may perish from having to synthesize more gas– so, without casting judgment on your wisdom, I believe we should extract soon.”

	Behind the two of them, guarding the door, in uniform and hat and wielding a bio-spike launcher disguised as a rifle, was Wizard III of the Second Sphere. She was one of the subcommanders of the Syzygy forces under Enforcers I and III. It had been difficult to convince the Autarch to part with Wizard and Observer type units, particularly to part with them for Enforcer I specifically– but eventually their exalted leader saw the wisdom in it. Just two people would not make a convincing force.

	They would need to wield military power like the Hominins did, for the tasks that lay ahead.

	Avaritia got her feet off the table and stood up, carefully gesturing for Gula to move aside.

	Her gaze caused Wizard III to shudder as soon as it fell upon her.

	She was, like most Omenseers born this side of the Holocene, a very pale girl with long, white hair and fairly thin and lean physique. She divided her hair into two tails, between which she laid the flat military cap that Avaritia had given her as part of Syzygy’s new, more “hominin”-fashionable uniform. Her twintails each had a stripe of blue hair running through them, which helped her to stand out more.

	“F-Forgive me, Exalted Being. I spoke out line. Please forgive me.” She mumbled.

	Avaritia smiled. She reached out and stroked Wizard III’s cheek.

	“Wizard III of the Second Sphere.” Avaritia said. “Do you know who I am?”

	“Um– of course– you’re our most exalted flesh, Enforcer I of the First Sphere.”

	“Indeed. Do you know any more than that?”

	“I was not afforded any additional information, your biological excellence. I apologize greatly.”

	Avaritia grinned at her, bearing teeth. “When I was a Leviathan, I was a dreadnought class known among the Hominin as the Horror of Dys. I was the Island-Sinker, the Eater of Skies. Such is my power that I awakened myself too– the Autarch did not have to lift me from sleep as she did you.”

	Her fingers squeezed just a little bit on Wizard III’s jaw. Not enough to cause any pain.

	That is terribly impressive. I am blessed with this knowledge, exalted, superior being.

	Because her mouth was seized, Wizard III communicated telepathically.

	Perhaps so as not to disgrace herself to the Enforcer by babbling.

	Avaritia lifted her hand from Wizard III’s face.

	“Ultimately, my point is–”

	She put that hand on Wizard III’s shoulder and smiled at her, winking one eye.

	“Relax! Relax and be neither so scared nor so formal! Such things are not romantic at all. Had I wanted to punish you, my dear Wizard III, the violence would have been fast and vicious and required no dialog. Your assessment is correct, and we should indeed get moving soon before poor little Vanguard L has to exert herself again. With all the chemicals I made her digest, she must be in quite a state.”

	Gula clapped her hands together with tittering delight. “Wonderfully said, my prince.”

	Wizard III’s wide-open eyes narrowed, and she sighed with relief.

	“How much do you know about anarchism, Wizard III?” Avaritia asked.

	“Not a thing, exalted– err, Enforcer I.” Wizard III said.

	Behind them, out in the halls and other rooms of the law office of Raszyn Grebber, there were several hominin toppled over wherever they had been sitting or standing due to the highly concentrated knockout gas that they had spread through the building. Vanguard L could be seen with her back to the wall farther outside, her jaw hanging open, coughing wisps of gas, her eyes twitching, limbs limp.

	“Well, it is as I thought. We’ll need to teach you all how to be anarchists very quickly.”

	Avaritia turned back to Mister Rovski, her crosshair eyes locking on to him.

	She walked the way few steps back from the door, and Wizard III, to the side of the desk where Rovski was staring at them, crushed with fear, alive but immobile, no part of him having even twitched save for his horribly aware eyes that were tracking the alien figures, and his shaking jaw trying to cry for help to no one in particular. Avaritia walked over to him, and laid her hand on his shoulder, gripping her fingers. Hard at first, and harder still, until blood began to draw, until her fingers began to sink into him—

	“His resistance is weakened enough.” Avaritia said.

	Around her irises, the red circles of psionic ability began to strobe and deepen.

	She could feel his defenses collapsing one by one, until–

	Biokinesis—

	drawn blood drawing backward into wound

	reversing fingers spreading as stream

	bone and sinew soft and malleable

	skin and organ digesting into thread

	spinning loom turning body about axis

	hominin–

	dehomininized–

	“Oh! That is clever, clever indeed!” Gula smiled, with a sadistic edge to her little grin.

	Avaritia had been careful not to spill anything despite how quickly she worked.

	The tendrils which her hands had become, became hands again; in her grasp she had a rough white box of bones and skin the size of a human torso. There were a few silly decorations here and there– a crown of teeth along the top edge, filigree in sinew. Inside the box was a brain and everything a brain needed to be cozy for a little while, enough that they could probe its knowledge using telepathy.

	Once they were done it, the box would be placidly ready to die permanently.

	Left on the chair, behind the desk, was everything the brain didn’t need to be cozy.

	It was most of the body, compacted, bagged-up– 

	–and it was the thing Avaritia now acknowledged as “Rovski.”

	“Wizard III, please quickly clean up the remains of Monsieur Rovski, so we can leave.”

	Avaritia shot an authoritative glance at Wizard III.

	Staring at the unappetizing collection of offal on the chair, Wizard III sighed deeply again.

	“As you command, exalted– I mean, Enforcer I.” She said, ambling toward the chair.

	With a grimace, she knelt down near the chair as Avaritia left, and began to chew on the thing.

	“Gula, please leave the rest of these kind folks in the office with the sense that nothing in particular worth recalling transpired during the past hour.” Avaritia said. “I would love it if they had calm blue auras and a sense of fulfillment and no earthly reason to care about Pavel Rovski for a long time. Though if any of them are psionic and resisting– Tristitia can make them disappear too I suppose.”

	“It shall be done, darling.” Gula replied.

	“Please don’t sneak a taste of any of them for now, dearest.” Avaritia added.

	“I am more than satiated by the sight of you in command, beloved prince.” Gula replied.

	Avaritia nodded. She started walking outside while stroking her own chin.

	“From now on, my name is Zozia Chelik and you are Ksenia Apfel, my dear. We will take the place of the ‘Third Arrow’ at the Aachen conference, and with the Pandora’s Box today.” Avaritia said. “The Rovski organization had already contacted twenty people, of which we have intercepted twelve by now. The remaining eight will disappear and be replaced with Wizard and Observer units.”

	Gula followed dutifully behind her prince. “Is there any risk of word getting out?”

	“Thankfully the other two Arrows are not aware of the specifics of this organization, only their affiliation and their upcoming rejoining at Aachen.” Avaritia said, shaking her head while explaining. “They probably don’t expect to talk to Rovski specifically, even in Aachen. I think we can pretend to be them pretty easily. Rovski’s remaining 1000 members have not been contacted, and we won’t contact them. We’ll fill out our troops with Vanguards and Sentinels and if we have to, Hunters, to make up reasonable numbers.”

	“Sounds fun.” Gula said. “Horror of Dys.”

	Avaritia grinned. “Don’t call me that, Great Maw of Nysa.”

	Gula raised fingers to her lips and giggled to herself.

	Behind them, a miserable Wizard III lifted chunks of poor quality meat into her mouth and swallowed.

	“I do wonder, my love,“ Gula said, “will this bring us any closer to the Origin Tree?“

	Avaritia shrugged. “Anything brings us closer than we are now. Trust me, beloved Gula.“

	She could not logically explain, but she certainly felt that it would bring them closer.

	Every Hominin clawed and devoured so far had earned them meters toward the goal.

	There were currents of aether gathering serendipitously around Kreuzung, around Aachen.

	Eisental was a crossing of numerous fates. There was tension in the air among the Hominins.

	It was in such times and such places– that homininkind was closest to their ancient keepers.

	Rhinea, Solcea and Bosporus formed a triangle– and somewhere in there, the Tree slumbered.

	“Step by step, hominin by hominin. We will lay hands on our venerated elder again.” Avaritia said.

	She lifted her hand up as if reaching for something ephemeral, endlessly distant. 

	Grinning all the while. Her crosshair eyes locking on, in a growing obsession.

	It would be romantic indeed.

	 


11.5

	This chapter contains sexual content.

	“Hey, Olga,”

	Several hundred meters below the baseplate of Kreuzung’s core station, the subversive Katarran group known as the Rotfront made a little base of operations. It wasn’t in the initial plan; but now most of the group’s officers had taken up temporary residence in the twisting maintenance tunnels that once served the central construction shaft. After a short meeting to explain the purpose of their visit to Kreuzung and the expectations of the next day, their leader Erika bid farewell and walked out of the room Kalika, Dimmitra and Chloe were sharing prior to the visit from their superior officers.

	Olga Athanasiou quietly followed behind Erika after her bombastic declarations.

	And Kalika Loukia followed behind Olga, getting her attention.

	While Erika walked cheerfully away and around an elbow in the deep pipes ahead.

	“Oh, sorry–” Kalika interrupted herself and sighed. “Maybe you should catch up.”

	“You underestimate her.” Olga said. “She’ll be fine. Talk to me.”

	“I suppose you will say ‘you are underestimating her’ again.” Kalika said. “But is it really okay for her to be gallivanting all throughout the underground? She should have left this delegated to her officers. I or Dimmitra, one of us was going to handle the negotiating, weren’t we? Or even Chloe could– there was no need for her to come personally.”

	“She really wants to.” Olga said gently. “It’s not my place to disabuse her of her desires.”

	She and Kalika were a bit of a study in contrasts.

	Kalika was a tall and colorful woman, somewhat like their commander. She was well-made up in the face, her hair was artfully cared for, her clothes, even in the underground, had a luster to them. Kalika oozed style and confidence. Olga, meanwhile, was a very neutral woman. She was dressed in long beige pants and a black hooded jacket hiding a nanomail shirt. Her pure white hair had a few wide streaks of black running through it, some in her bangs, some in her simple, mid-length ponytail. Olga was short, and not broad or curvy enough to make up the difference in mass to Kalika overall.

	Despite this, Olga was second-in-command, and Erika’s personal bodyguard.

	When she spoke, Kalika responded with respect and deference.

	“You have a say also, and she would listen to you. She’d be safer waiting on the Rostock.”

	Olga shook her head. “My duty and pride is in keeping her safe, not confined.”

	“Sometimes, confinement is the safest option. Look– Erika has all the vision, you know?”

	“I understand your concerns. But please trust me; and trust her.” Olga said, gentle but firm.

	“Let me accompany you to the negotiation.” Kalika said. “Not out of disrespect to you as her security chief. You know I trust you in a fight. But just to assuage my fears of foul play.”

	“We were already planning to take someone else. So that’s no problem.” Olga said calmly.

	Kalika nodded her head, sighing with a bit of relief.

	Her bright gaze then seemed to fall upon the pocket of Olga’s hoodie.

	“Are you bringing a gun up there?” Kalika asked. “It’s not wise.”

	She did indeed have a pistol in her pocket. Olga always carried a firearm.

	“It’s very small and made of pure carbon, it won’t trigger anything.” Olga said. “I’ve got my fists too, but I’d rather not draw too much blood. It’s– It’s a problem for me if I get too crazy.”

	Kalika nodded her head. She understood, without asking further questions about it.

	Or– she thought she understood.

	Katarrans had different biologies and psychologies, different modus operandi and creeds.

	There were some for whom a prolonged fight might trigger a mental episode.

	Others for whom chopping bodies might excite their physical senses too much.

	Kalika assumed it was a case like that. She was a Katarran so she understood this implicitly.

	Olga was not actually a Katarran, however.

	So Kalika did not actually understand her ‘special case’. And it would remain that way.

	“Olga, I believe in the future Erika wants to build. I just want you to know that. That’s why we all need her.” Kalika said. “It’s why we all worry about her. It’s why she needs to be careful. I know that she is personally strong. But assassins and plots can overcome great personal strength.”

	Olga smiled. “I should like to see them try anything with her.”

	She turned around and waved goodbye behind herself, leaving Kalika in the middle of the tunnel with a befuddled expression. She heard the door into the little room open and shut and made her way around the corner Erika had taken. As she suspected, she found their esteemed commander waiting just around that corner, with her arms crossed, and her back to the wall, smiling.

	“Kalika cares a lot about you. Or, at least, about your vision.” Olga said casually.

	Erika beamed innocently, looking almost girlish. “A testament to my grand charisma.”

	“I wonder how they would react if they knew what you were really capable of.” Olga said.

	“Someday, I’ll own up. But if Kalika’s sensed nothing, let’s leave it that way.” Erika said.

	“Your Saint’s Skin is powerful. I doubt she can tell what’s going on with your aura.”

	“Mine is parlor trick compared to how much you’ve bucked suspicion.” Erika said.

	They resumed walking a few lengths of pipe farther down, to the next relatively intact side room. Kalika’s hall had a few other doors, but none of them had operable doors. Olga wanted Erika to sleep in a place where they could lock themselves in and have relative safety for the night.

	Neither of them wanted the possibility of interruption tonight.

	They had something intimate that they needed to take care of.

	Once they found a suitable room, with a door they could lock and minimally intrusive equipment inside, Erika put down a long canvas bag they had retrieved from Dimmitra. Inside was an LED lamp, some blankets, a large canteen of water, individually packed ration bars, and other necessities. While the halls were dim, the room with its door closed was completely dark without their own LED lamp, so they set it in the middle of the room and switched it on. It was like their own tame digital pyre.

	Olga sat with her back to a long and broad pipe on the wall.

	“I could nod off right now.” Olga moaned. “You really had me up all day today.”

	In the middle of the room, after rummaging through the bag, Erika took off her coat.

	She looked partially over her shoulder, smiling. “I can’t help it! There was so much to do. Every corner I turned, I saw a new face crying out for help. I knew this place was bad but hearing about it and seeing it myself was completely different. I couldn’t just walk away from all of it.”

	“You’ll help by overturning the system responsible for this.”

	“Olga, people are still hungry and cold in the meantime. If I have supplies to spare, I can’t look the other way.”

	Staring at those subtly red lips, Olga could not possibly have been upset with Erika.

	“You’re always like this; I think the crew wants you to focus up.” She said.

	“Kalika complained, of course.” Erika said.

	“She told me you should remain on the Rostock and let the rest of us work.” Olga said.

	Her voice had a subtle tone of mischief–

	Erika’s response was expected. 

	“Hmph! If she’s so worried, she should patrol or gather more intelligence! Secure more allies among the townsfolk! Her job is supposed to be operational enablement isn’t it? She should enable me! My ambition is not so easily deterred nor contained.”

	Olga smiled broadly. “You have to cool it a bit– she thinks I’m your worst enabler now.”

	“Well– I would only consider limiting my involvement if you denied me your company.”

	She followed her words with a haughty laugh. Olga continued smiling as she watched her.

	“Yes, and I’d never do that. I’d hate to miss a second of your annoying, manic energy.”

	“I’ll make sure to continue having a full schedule for the two of us then, darling.”

	Despite her irrepressible attitude, as Kalika put it, Erika was Olga’s treasure.

	Olga would not dare change her. That flame in Erika’s breast made the rest of her shine bright.

	Like Kalika, Erika was a colorful woman. Her long hair had a complex, dark blue hue, and her pink face was done up almost professionally with makeup. Her horns were polished to an almost mirror sheen. Her red greatcoat and hat over her shirt and pencil skirt made her appear a cross between mafia boss and corpo chick. She dressed like the job she wanted– a leftist usurper.

	Olga felt her face warm, her pale features flush, gazing upon Erika in the lamplight.

	Erika’s coat fell gently to the ground, slipping from her arms.

	She undid her tie and several buttons on her shirt, pulling it off one shoulder, then the other, and laying it down on her coat. Unclipping the lacy black bra supporting her breasts, rising and falling with gentle breaths. Visibly shivering as her skirt came off. All of it joined the pile of clothes. Erika peeled off all of her clothes except for a pair of lightly bulging panties.

	Her disrobing was meticulous and efficient. She was not trying to be titillating.

	But Olga could not help the effect it had on her, for several reasons, and watched with rapt attention.

	Erika was beautiful, exciting– but she was also meat. She was tonight’s meat for Olga’s hunger.

	“You’ve been needing this, haven’t you? I’m sorry we haven’t had a chance until now.”

	“I’ve been keeping under control.” Olga said. Her chest tightened just a little bit. Her breathing agitated, and she licked her lips, which felt suddenly dry as her eyes followed the curves of Erika’s body. “But I won’t deny– I want it.”

	“We don’t want to make a mess of our clothes.”

	Erika pointed a slender index at Olga.

	Without taking her eyes off the radiant figure of her Premier, glistening in the lamplight, Olga began to disrobe as well. She pulled her hoodie off her slender frame, along with the plain white t-shirt to which her nanomail padding was affixed. She did her belt and slid her pants and undershorts off. She threw the clothes into a pile and pushed them away.

	Not once did she and Erika break eye contact. 

	Smiling, Erika strode a few long steps and sat skin to skin with Olga.

	Leaning her bare shoulder and her lean back close to her bodyguard’s chest.

	“I’m sorry.” Olga said preemptively, as her hands laid upon Erika, pressing tentatively as if judging the give of her supple skin.

	An exploration that presaged the secret and shameful desire she harbored.

	“Don’t be silly. Haven’t we done this more than enough?” Erika said.

	“It’s never been fair to you. It’s never been okay.”

	“We’ve been through this. Do what you need to do, Olga.”

	Olga’s alien heart skipped a beat as she looked down at the gentle, vulnerable curve of Erika’s shoulder, at the lean, tempting collarbone, at the soft shoulderblade. Her mouth watered even as she spoke, and she could not get her eyes to fix on anything but the flesh, beneath which flowed bountiful blood. Erika was so close, she could smell her. For Olga’s nose only, it was the salty hit of sweat and hormones that dominated– she could not smell the floral shampoo almost at all.

	Moving her arms, closing in on Erika, careful like a lover’s first time.

	Deliberate efforts to remain gentle, to remain calm, to control her strength, to gauge Erika’s response.

	Olga wrapped her arms around her commander, and lover–

	One over her lower belly, one over her breasts, cradling her–

	Her lips closed between shoulder and neck, feeling the palpitations of Erika’s heart through to her mouth. A kiss, first chaste, then a second, sucking on skin, longing, hungry. Leaving a red mark that laid the target for an incisive but tender bite. She felt Erika’s body shudder in her grip. Olga’s teeth breached skin, drawing surface blood in tiny trickles before splitting deeper vessels open. She feared as she fed, as she began to taste fluid iron-sweet. As blood flowed into her mouth, as skin further tore, as her tongue lapped whatever her lips had not claimed, she feared, but she could not speak. She feared losing control of herself.

	Erika’s taste was divine. That redemptive manna which she gifted to the monster in Olga.

	“Oh my. You were really pent up. I’m the one who should be sorry.” Erika cooed.

	In this state her words were heard distant, muffled, and yet so beautiful and comforting.

	Those words kept her human as she savored the flowing human flesh drawing from the wounds.

	“Keep going. Take as much as you need.” Erika said.

	Olga’s fingers closed tightly around one of Erika’s breasts, squeezing supple flesh.

	Her other hand massaged Erika’s lower abdomen, kneading there to relieve her own stress.

	Behind Erika, Olga’s hips bucked, the tips of her breasts felt hot and astir with an electric feeling. Her soft penis twitched as it closed against Erika’s rear, Olga too involved in feeding to muster an erection yet consumed in an erotic sensation. Desires intertwined, the taste of blood and the urge to mate, primal feelings she held toward Erika that were excited at once in the middle of this act. Olga’s vision was a haze, her senses dulled, but she felt through her skin. She was skin, was touch, was the warmth and friction of claws on flesh, teeth into sinew, the throb of another’s heart racing across her self like a shockwave.

	While her dripping fangs depressed then returned to the wound, precise, carefully inching deeper.

	Threatening to tear out the shoulder and chew–

	and never once doing so, only drawing just a little more to feed–

	Olga still had control. She had control over Erika’s body, but also over her own.

	Quivering hands settled over Olga’s own. She felt Erika shaking slightly in her grip.

	That feeling of reciprocity slowly began to bring Olga from the animal stupor she was in.

	“I’m sorry.” Olga mumbled, licking her lips and lapping miserably at Erika’s back.

	Blood streaked down from the wound. Olga’s tongue glided slick over Erika’s shoulderblade.

	Erika spoke calmly, comfortingly, holding the hands by which Olga seized her.

	“There, there. Have as much as you need. I’m the only one strong enough for this.”

	“Erika.” Olga’s lips hung open, holding back another bite. “I love you so much.”

	“I love you too, Olga.”

	Olga. She felt so reassured when Erika spoke that name.

	Olga.

	Olga Athanasiou.

	“You are Olga Athanasiou. My dearest friend. My greatest protector. My passionate love.”

	Erika knew exactly what to say to lift her spirits, even as pathetic as she felt.

	She was a human, a person, Olga Athanasiou of the Rotfront. She had made herself human.

	No longer the ‘the Hunter of Pactea’. And not ‘Hunter One’ in a maniac leviathan cult.

	She alone made herself human, and she alone decided she would be among the hominin.

	“I wish I didn’t have to hurt you.” Olga said. Her mouth streaked red-brown.

	“My word; we always go through this. Just relax. I trust you. I’m doing this for you.”

	Olga’s face sank against Erika’s bloody shoulder and back. Hugging Erika tightly.

	“Your pulse is slowing down, darling. Are you done? Can you bandage me up?”

	“Y-Yes, ma’am.”

	“Good girl.”

	Calm washed over Olga.

	Her jittering, the heat in her sinews, the spring-load of instinct to kill and fuck like a beast–

	it was gone as Erika’s blood flowed through her.

	“Goodness. That was exciting.” Erika leaned back against Olga, her voice slightly trembling. “If I wasn’t so tired I’d try to get you hard and do something more. Next time we’re on the Rostock, though– I’m absolutely in the mood.”

	“I’m looking forward to it.” Olga said. Her ordinary, confident tone of voice returned.

	Erika sated her hunger for human flesh. For now; for as long as her willpower held out.

	Eating meat, avoiding vicious bloodletting in combat, and meditating, all helped to keep her centered.

	Eventually, however, she needed human flesh to remain sane. Erika’s blood sufficed.

	For Olga, who had sworn not to eat humans again, it was shameful– but it was the only way to retain her self.

	Erika understood. Erika was an angel. Olga would have been a monster without her.

	“Goodness.” Erika mumbled, her heart clearly still racing from the act.

	They shifted positions, with Erika now seated in front and Olga kneeling behind her. 

	Olga produced a roll of plastic gauze wrap from their bag, and carefully, beginning from the wound, she began to tie the blue bandage around Erika’s shoulder, under her arm, around her back, making sure everything was fully supported and covered. This was how she wished it could always be with Erika. Olga’s touch was tender, careful and caring, brushing on silk-soft skin, and she relished the peace, the gentle breathing from an Erika who was not sustaining an attack. That feeling of a soft and steady pulse transferred through skin, through the bandage, to Olga’s fingertips. Olga relished caring for Erika.

	She would do anything Erika wished. All she wanted was for Erika to feel good.

	“Olga,”

	“Yeah?”

	“You’ve never been a monster to me. Not even when you bite.”

	“Erika–”

	She reached backward and patted Olga’s head, stroking her hair where she could reach.

	“Ssh– I’ll only accept praise for my Olga here. No denigration. Premier’s orders.”

	Olga smiled. She held back a few tears. “Acknowledged.”

	She continued to wrap up Erika’s wound slowly and gently. Savoring that little moment.

	Erika opened a wrapper from the bag, unveiling a bar of pemmican, crumbled meat mixed with its own fat as well as nuts. It was high in protein and iron, especially this specific Volwitz brand, which was for the gym and not survivalists, and so was made with molasses inside. Erika always ate a few bars right after Olga drank from her. She handed a bar to Olga as well, who took a bite every so often while she worked and while they talked. With her hunger stated, hominin food regained its flavor to her.

	Sitting around, eating, conversing like this– it was nice.

	“I’ve never met communists from the Union. I’m excited to talk to them.” Erika said.

	“I’m sure they’ll love you. You’re their biggest fan.” Olga teased.

	“It’s more than being a ‘fan’! We share the correct ideological line.” Erika said.

	In her mind Olga could already see the stars in Erika’s heterochromatic eyes.

	“Of course, of course.” Olga said. She wanted to encourage Erika to speak.

	“I have so many things I want to say to them. I’m running them over in my head.”

	“Maybe you can practice with me.”

	“Oh Olga, you’ve heard my rants hundreds of times.”

	“I’m always happy to hear Erika Kairos’ hundredth-and-one rant.”

	Erika laughed, which caused Olga to allow herself a chuckle as well.

	“Fine then; you asked.” Erika said. “So, in the Imbrium, the key contradiction is–”

	And so they spent the night together before the fateful meeting. 

	Olga bandaged Erika; they curled up together in warm blankets, eating their pemmican; and Erika speechified all throughout.

	

	

	“Um. Hey. Yo. You’re with this ship, right?”

	“Huh? What do you mean ‘yo’? Who are you that you’re acting so casually here?”

	“Orlan. Orlan Aries. Sorry to bother you. There’s a bit of a situation.”

	Murati Nakara narrowed her eyes at the man who had approached out of nowhere.

	Unremarkable with his messy hair, anonymously-plain face, ordinary suit. Who did he think he was?

	It was the middle of the day, and with the Captain and Commissar gone, Murati had been recalled to the Brigand from her meeting with Tigris and Euphrates in order to have an officer in charge of the work site. Murati gladly accepted the responsibility, hurried back with a determined smile and parked herself on the blacktop floor of the space Alcor had leased them. Nobody asked her to remain outside, and she was not necessarily supervising, since she did not really know the work that needed to be done nor who to delegate it to– that had all been decided in prior planning. Still, she took this task deadly serious. 

	This was a chance to prove she had the mettle and discernment of a Captain.

	So she stood guard, on the hunt for threats to operational security, with keen-eyed justice.

	This, she believed, was the ultimate duty of the officer in charge.

	“I’m not expecting anybody. You better explain yourself quickly, or I’ll call security.”

	“Whoa! Hey! Isn’t that a bit harsh to leap to so instantly?”

	Orlan made a pathetic expression and Murati delivered words swift and sharp as knives.

	“Not another word out of you that isn’t an explanation, you swindler.”

	“Now I’m a swindler?!”

	Murati stepped forward into Orlan’s space. Menacingly. With authority and security.

	They were similar in size, but Murati still seemed like she had all the power in the exchange.

	Orlan quickly shrank back a step in the face of her imperious approach.

	“Call your Captain.” Orlan said slowly. “Please call your Captain. She can explain.”

	“How do you know I’m not the captain, hmm?” Murati said.

	“She’s a blond– with– killer shoulders and legs. She– she was with a Shimii–” Orlan stammered.

	Murati stepped forward again and Orlan bolted back a step, holding up his hands.

	“Killer shoulders and legs? Hmph! Maybe you’re a stalker?” She said dangerously.

	“Can you PLEASE call her?” Orlan begged.

	It was clear that he was describing Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara.

	Since he saw them together, and could’ve only seen them together outside, today–

	That narrowed his possible roles in the mystery of why he and Murati were speaking at all.

	Prompted by Orlan’s begging, Murati finally contacted Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya and Commissar Aaliyah Bashara over the Brigand’s encrypted line, routed to the portable in her hands. They were waiting for their next meeting, having long since completed their chat with Gloria Luxembourg and her aide– who just happened to now be standing right in front of Murati.

	She quickly learned that Orlan Aries was a social democrat, which she thought was a hopeless line–

	But also that he was an ally and that she should treat him respectfully.

	Despite his weird attitude and demonstrable lack of ideological rigor.

	Learning these things did not especially endear Murati toward him any further.

	However, an officer also had to be a good representative of their crew to military allies.

	Therefore, Murati cooled off and reached out a hand to shake with Orlan.

	“Murati Nakara. Lieutenant and First Officer.” She said, by way of introduction.

	She was not going to apologize nor admit she might have been a bit of a hair trigger.

	“Nakara?” Orlan asked, tentatively reaching out his own hand and returning the shake.

	“Hmm? Something wrong?”

	She felt a sudden spike of anxiety. He had reacted to her surname. Did he know–?

	“Oh, it’s an uncommon one. An uncommon surname.” Orlan said. “Around these parts.”

	She sighed. “Well, as you must know already, I’m not from around these parts.”

	“Right. True. I just motormouth sometimes when things get dicey.”

	Murati held back the comments she had brewing about that particular behavior.

	“So, Orlan, you concluded your meeting with my superiors. What are you here for?”

	Orlan sighed. He was clutching a fancy-looking portable against his chest with one arm, while every so often absentmindedly running the fingers of his free hand across his hair. He had a glum expression. He was clearly stressed out. When he spoke again, Murati thought he was just barely keeping it together, sounding both at the end of his rope and perhaps embarrassed about it.

	“You might have to call your Captain again. I’m looking for a ride out of Kreuzung. I had plans with a group of Katarrans to smuggle me out to Aachen to avoid personally checking in or out at the ports. But all mercenaries I’d been dealing with got bought out of their jobs for twice my offer. So now I’m in a bit of a jam, and I can’t even contact Gloria for more money.”

	He looked like he was ready to be turned down, averting his gaze from Murati as he spoke.

	Murati meanwhile tried to smile a bit. “I don’t think I’ll need to call that in with the Captain. We’re heading for the same place, and we’re not enemies. I don’t think the captain would turn you down if she was in my shoes now. As long as you keep quiet and out of the way, we can find a place for you aboard our ship.”

	“Oh! Thank you! Wow, that’s– finally, all my worries are gone!” Orlan smiled brightly.

	He looked like a changed man almost instantly, a boyish beaming face having eclipsed the bedraggled shell he had been broadcasting to the world previously. He reached out his hands suddenly and shook Murati’s again, staring her right in the eyes. She was so confused by the gesture she actually shook his hands for a solid thirty seconds before snapping them away.

	“Ah, sorry. It’s been nothing but lows and lower lows lately.” Orlan said.

	“Well, I’m glad I can help.” Murati said with a cautious tone.

	“Now I can even kick back and relax for a few days. God, I’ve needed this kind of break.”

	She didn’t know how to deal with how cheerful he had become.

	“The days go by, lives get spent like lighter fluid, but there’s still good people in the world.”

	From his pocket, he withdrew a cigarette and a lighter, lit a fire, and took a care-free drag.

	He looked over to the Brigand. He whistled, as if for the first time noticing its size.

	Smoke escaped from his lips in a clumsy cloud blowing Murati’s way.

	She grimaced.

	“She’s not a looker, but she seems solid as all hell.” He said of the ship, blissfully unaware.

	Murati waited for him to raise the cigarette up again before she took it from him.

	“No smoking.” She said. She dropped it on the ground and stepped on it.

	Even this could not put down his indefatigable good mood.

	“Of course, of course. Your house, your rules, ma’am Murati.”

	Orlan handed her the pack of cigarettes. Murati would have to dispose it later.

	“Say, are you by any chance related to Karthik Nakara?” He asked casually.

	Murati’s eyes fixed him with a sudden glare, burning with immediate power.

	In a sudden panic, she triggered her psionic power and looked at his aura. 

	Calm blue and green, nothing out of the ordinary. A slick texture, pliable, like a gel, with a smokey scent. She could not sense any evil intentions from him, no violence, no skepticism. He seemed entirely benign and casual in intention.

	“Ah, sorry for the sudden personal question, but I’m only curious because my parents were oceanographers too. That’s why I recognized the surname before, actually. All of your parent’s work is officially discredited, but my parents always cared more about the right theories than the correct ones. So I heard your surname a bunch– they wanted me to go into oceanography too. I just ended up being too much of a meathead for it, I suppose. Are we perhaps alike in that regard?”

	He shot Murati another cheerful smile after his long explanation. Murati sighed deeply in return, visibly unsettled.

	“Karthik Nakara was my father. But I don’t know anything about oceanography.” She replied.

	Orlan nodded. “I knew it. We’re alike then! You were kinda scary at first, but I felt like we could hit it off!”

	Murati tensed up. This chipper mood of his was really going to be a problem, wasn’t it?

	

	

	Kremina Qote had communicated to Erika and Olga that they should arrive in the afternoon since the Pandora’s Box was meeting with Gloria Luxembourg first, earlier in the morning. Erika was a little fatigued in the morning, and Olga welcomed being able to cuddle up with her for a few more hours in the blankets. Erika’s back was turned to Olga, the latter holding her tightly, lightly nuzzling Erika’s good shoulder. She still felt ashamed of what she did, even as Erika’s warm, human (hominin) blood flowed inside her. She wanted to coddle Erika for the wound that she inflicted, to make her feel good any way she could.

	“I’m fine, Olga. You’re underestimating me just like Kalika and the rest.” Erika said.

	“I don’t underestimate you– but this is different–” Olga said, searching for words.

	“It’s not. I trust you, I know you won’t get out of hand with me. You haven’t yet.”

	“But I don’t trust myself. I can’t– not when it comes to the hunger– I’ll never be–”

	“Jeez! Then at least trust me to be able to protect myself, even if you lost your senses!”

	“You would have to kill me.”

	“That’s enough, Olga. Please. Just take the advice you give the others– and trust me.”

	Olga bit down on the blankets over them, her arms still curled around Erika’s bare body.

	She knew Erika was right, in principle. She knew she had to and could only trust her.

	But this wasn’t just ‘trusting her to protect herself from mercs or cops’.

	This was tied up in Olga’s most vicious trauma and shame– her hunger for human flesh.

	That hunger which was the curse laid upon the Omenseers since the dawn of their species.

	While Olga brooded, Erika suddenly turned around in their makeshift bed, releasing herself from Olga’s grip. Instead Erika wrapped her arms around Olga rather than the other way around. Olga was a head shorter, and when Erika shifted, she held her against her breasts and stroked her hair almost like she was holding a pet. Olga could feel Erika’s cheek against her own.

	She was smiling. And as soon as she had tightly caught Olga in her vice, she started to giggle.

	“No more worrying about me today! Worry about securing alliance with the Union folk!”

	“It’s not like I can do anything to influence that!”

	Olga sighed, but then nestled herself back against Erika’s chest. She found herself smiling too.

	Erika never thought of her as a monster– so maybe she needed to stop doing so as well.

	“I promise, Olga. When I take power, you’ll never have to fear again, for anything.”

	Her voice was not so giggly when she said things like that.

	She was serious– she was the commander of the Rotfront when she spoke in that voice.

	Olga held her own hands over Erika’s, and against her own chest. “I believe in you.”

	Soon, they were both upright, dressed, cleaned up, and out the door once again.

	Erika in her button-down and coat, the uniform of the woman who sought power.

	And rather than a hoodie, Olga now wore a suit and pants, playing the bodyguard properly.

	Her old clothes she stashed away in the bag. Dimmitra would take them. So it was important they were clean.

	Kalika and Dimmitra would have absolutely made a fuss about the blood if they didn’t take care.

	“How’s my tail, by the way?” Erika whispered before they left.

	“Hasn’t grown back since the last time I ate it.” Olga said. “It’s scarred over.”

	Erika smiled. “Good. We don’t want any inappropriate questions.”

	Olga nodded. Both of them had origins that were best kept under wraps.

	Once they returned to the room where their subordinates had been resting, they found Kalika standing out in the hall, arms crossed, back to the wall. Impeccably dressed as always in her fancy coat, button-down skirt, tights. Olga wondered how she did her makeup and hair so perfectly in this damp old tunnel. Alongside her was a smaller woman, shorter than Olga, though not by much, but also somewhat thinner. She had silver-grey hair streaked with black, grey skin, and golden eyes. She had a hooded cape with holes for her horns, and wore the hood partially up, but not entirely covering her face and hair. She had on a cut-off top, short pants and a long sheer bodystocking that was cut off just over her breasts.

	“Oh! Premier!”

	She had a soft, almost childish voice for an adult woman.

	Before Erika and Olga could reach Kalika and the door to the room, Chloe had already dashed to them and met them halfway. She had her eyes drawn wide open and mouth half as wide, like she had words right on the tip of her tongue. This was Chloe Kouri, the smallest, youngest and most eager member of the Rotfront, but up to the par of everyone else in terms of capabilities.

	“Premier, ma’am! I got some really interesting intelligence!” Chloe said.

	“Let’s hear it. We’ve still got some time before we need to go up.” Erika said, smiling.

	As soon as Chloe started speaking, Olga could see the big shadow of Dimmitra at the door behind Kalika, who was still standing there brooding. Everyone else found the way those two were attached at the hip very cute and endearing, but Olga was sometimes irritated at Dimmitra’s sense of protectiveness over the little gurnard. But– everyone but Kalika was guilty of fraternization and none more than Olga, who was regularly involved with the boss– so she wouldn’t say anything.

	“Apparently, someone suddenly rode up this morning and bought up a ton of the named mercs currently in Kreuzung! They knew all the places to hit up in the lower levels and picked up a bunch of crews. It happened real early too. By breakfast time every rando Katarran was trying to get in on it!” Chloe said. “There were rumors that they got bought out at twice the going rate! Screwed over a bunch of other jobs that were going on in Eisental! It was so shocking that the gossip has been going around at light speed down here! There’s probably something real big about to go down somewhere!”

	Olga and Erika exchanged worried glances and looked back at Chloe.

	There was an ecosystem of Katarran mercs in every station that was large enough to have a criminal underworld– and even in those with small criminal underworlds. It was loose and chaotic but it had observable patterns.

	Most Katarrans in the Imbrian ocean were nomads, running from place to place. Very few Katarrans ever got a chance at steady and stable work and therefore living situations. Almost every Katarran who thought they could settle down would eventually have a run-in with the law or the underworld and have to skip town; jumping on whatever transport they could get, accepting hard and poorly paying temporary labor on whatever ship or place would have them, but dreaming big. There were always Katarran bodies in circulation, almost by design, and driven largely by racist neglect and statelessness.

	Then there were named Katarrans, what the average Imbrian would think of as a real mercenary.

	Named mercs were people you could know if you were savvy or had an ear for gossip. Every station had names. Names had their own gear, they had experience, they had decided what their body was for, and it was never anything wholesome. Names were not desperate– they had been around and knew how to survive. Most of all, names were made by their reputation. They often attracted lower tier mercs, either by their social power, clout or even through threats, into forming crews.

	These were folks that could get in trouble with the Imbrians and maybe get away with it.

	It was possible for any unscrupulous idiot to buy the labor of random desperate Katarrans anywhere.

	There were always the bodies of their people around to be used. Olga and Erika knew this all too well.

	For someone to gather up named mercs, though, it meant something bad was in the works.

	For the Rotfront, it was tantamount to someone waving money in Erika’s face that she could not possibly resist. It would bring Olga, Dimmitra, Kalika and Chloe into service with her, along with the Rostock (and Erika was someone with a few ships and hundreds of soldiers). Names built crews. Buying up a named merc usually got the financier at least five or six other tag-alongs at least, always a nice and tidy squad. Enough elites working together could bring out an army.

	“Chloe, was it the Mycenae Military Commission?” Erika asked. Her tone was serious.

	Chloe shook her head. “I don’t know. There’s more fact than fiction about the financier.”

	Olga shifted uneasily in her shoes, hands in her blazer pockets. She grunted.

	“It’ll be really bad if Labrys Agamemnon has finally made her move. We aren’t ready.”

	“It can’t be Agamemnon.” Kalika said from the door. She had been listening to Chloe’s boisterous conversation from a few meters away. “All of the named mercs here were resisting the Mycenae’s summons just a few days ago. Nobody wants to die for their ‘Golden age’ rhetoric. I doubt that situation could change so quickly and dramatically.”

	“If anyone can buy out contracts at twice the rate, it’d be Mycenae, though.” Olga said.

	“Labrys is too proud. In her head she’s still dealing with disposable larva from embryo farms.” Kalika said.

	“It’s possible a few named mercs got desperate enough to take Labrys’ offers. Anything can happen.”

	Erika spoke. That chipper mood her crew constantly saw had been considerably dampened.

	Kalika shook her head. “Erika, the Tagmata’s money wasn’t good enough before. We shouldn’t panic.”

	“No one’s panicking.” Erika said. She smiled. “But we need to be careful, and we seriously need this connection to the Union to work out now. We’ll need them if the Mycenae Military Commission starts throwing their weight around.”

	They all knew a confrontation with Mycenae was likely. It was a bitter history engraved on their flesh.

	Over a hundred years ago, Katarre had been torn apart in a civil war still raging unabated.

	Everything preceding the war was called “the Golden Age” of the House of Palaiologos.

	Now competing warlords divided this vast and incredibly rich country among themselves.

	Every Warlord had their own ideas about the collapse. Doubtless, Labrys Agamemnon did too. How it happened was merely academic. In the present, it simply was what happened. Since the collapse, Katarre had been ruled by warlord states each with a potentially massive amount of military power and resources, but fractious in nature, kept in flux by the systems and circumstance, by outside intrusion and internal intrigue, all of it grinding replaceable Katarran bodies for the land’s bounty.

	Mycenae was the first name for the old kingdom, and the most resonant.

	“The Golden Age” was the legendary name of the era where Katarre was united.

	Tagmata, Numeroi, Cataphracts and Hoplites– these were all terms harkening back to that ancient time.

	By adopting them, the Mycenae Military Commission wore their ambition on their sleeve.

	In name, rhetoric, aesthetics and iconography– it was obvious to any Katarran who they intended to succeed.

	Worst of all, they had accrued the professional and brutal military power to match those aspirations.

	It was hard for Katarrans to be nationalist, but they could be nationalists like no one else.

	Someone like Erika Kairos, peddling the hopes of a revolutionary future–

	There was no greater enemy to the new Mycenae, who clung to the despair of the past.

	“We should be cautious, but not paranoid.” Kalika said. “Erika, you can’t just focus on the Mycenean fleet’s status alone. Liberal Rhinea liked Mycenae’s money enough to invite them here on behalf of Rhineametalle, but the Volkisch has none of those relationships built. They might not be so keen to have a bunch of foreign dreadnoughts around. It’s unlucky they have ended up stuck on our turf when we started poking our heads out of our holes, but it can also be an opportunity.”

	“I’m not unaware. But if we’re not ready, they’ll send us back to our holes.” Erika said.

	“As long as we’re still alive after we retreat, there’s always hope.” Kalika said.

	Erika shook her head. She smiled. “Yes, but Kalika, I’m here to stake it all on this.”

	She kept saying that– not even Olga truly knew what the limits of that ambition were.

	One thing was readable, in Erika’s grin and the firmness of her voice.

	She was determined not to turn back now, no matter what.

	Kalika sighed. “Well, sure. You’re the boss.” She said.

	“Yeah, she’s the boss. So you shut the fuck up, Loukia, and just fucking follow orders.”

	From the door, Dimmitra seemed to have finally had enough and walked out.

	She was a tall and burly woman, dressed only enough to accentuate her personality and muscle.

	Chloe left Erika’s side and rushed back to Dimmitra, looking up at her with big eyes.

	“Don’t be mean, Itra! Kalika is a comrade too.” Chloe said gently.

	Faced with Chloe’s soft gaze, the larger woman’s incisiveness immediately diminished.

	“She’s a comrade who talks back too much.” Dimmitra mumbled.

	Kalika seemed unthreatened by Dimmitra’s approach.

	Erika spoke up suddenly, raising her voice above all of them.

	Olga saw her aura briefly flare up.

	“That’s enough.” Said their Premier. “I appreciate Kalika’s outspokenness, and I appreciate your loyalty as well, Dimmitra. At the end of the day, I need no protection from someone’s ideas. I know without a shadow of a doubt that Kalika trusts me enough to follow me to the bitter end. She wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know that– it would only be then that I’d want to shut her up.”

	Kalika shrugged. Olga saw red rings around her eyes very briefly.

	She caught sight of Erika’s aura. Kalika knew Erika had power– but not how much.

	“I’d just prefer our ends to not be so bitter, even for someone as blunt as you, Dimmitra.”

	“Hmph. Whatever.”

	Dimmitra went back into the room and Chloe followed, trying to cheer her up.

	Olga grumbled. “Thanks, Kalika. What a mood to set for our big meeting.”

	Kalika shrugged again and started walking out ahead of the rest of them.

	Erika and Olga said their farewell-for-nows to Chloe and Dimmitra then followed along.

	“She cares about us a lot.” Erika said to Olga. “Even if she keeps it to herself.”

	“I know. Dimmitra has her read all wrong. But Kalika can be annoying in her own way.”

	“That’s the case with every living person, I’m afraid. Present company excluded.”

	Olga got along well with Erika and had something to say about everyone else.

	In her mind, that was part of being someone’s bodyguard– and her closest confidante.

	But she wasn’t unrealistic in her criticism. She thought Erika must have appreciated that.

	So with that said, and with the thought of the Mycenae Military Commission having gone in and out of their heads, the Rotfront’s delegation ascended Kreuzung’s underworld, and made their way as instructed to the fifth tower, and the beautiful campus belonging to Solarflare LLC. There was a sky, a few trees, even a professionally-kept litter of birds trained to fly over the main street, and chirp. People on the street gave them looks, but mainly kept to themselves. It was a busy technology sector.

	Kalika whistled upon exiting the tram and seeing the open sky in Solarflare’s tier.

	And that distant central spire belonging to their eventual destination.

	“Ritzy as hell.” Kalika said. “Are these really communists we’re meeting?”

	“The Union made allies with an industrial scientific company, Solarflare LLC.” Erika said. “We are being hosted in their main building to allay suspicion, since many characters come in and out of Solarflare LLC, on sleepy days and on busy days. We won’t look out of place there because it’s such a cosmopolitan company. And they have rabid lawyers and lobbyists.”

	“That’s all it takes for the Volkisch to get off them?” Kalika asked.

	“I think the Volkisch haven’t begun looking. Or don’t even think to look there.” Erika said. “After all, it’s a for-profit technology company. The Volkisch have to make such people happy in order to secure their existence in the long term, so they must tread lightly. To capitalism, the Volkisch are replaceable with any other enabler and protector of private accumulation.”

	Kalika looked skeptical but turned her eyes from the campus’ grand spire back to the road.

	“Well, I suppose this says good things about the Pandora’s Box’s ability to make friends.” She said.

	“Let’s hope they want to be friends with us.” Olga replied, speaking up.

	They made their way into the main building and spoke with the receptionist.

	As Kremina Qote had said, the receptionists pointed them to the right meeting room.

	It was not so long a walk later, that they finally met face to face with the communists.

	Erika’s lips curled into an enormous, girlishly giddy smile upon seeing them.

	There were two– a fair blond who was made up almost as glamorously and fastidiously as their Kalika, along with a slightly more rustic but still comely Shimii with darker features and hair. Both were dressed in button-down sleeveless shirts, skirts, and teal half-jackets, which the blond wore off the shoulder like she was showing off, and the Shimii wore buttoned-up in a fussy way. They were seated behind a table in a small meeting room with some monitors and portable computers.

	“What do we think of Levi Mordecai in this room?” Erika asked, grinning happily.

	That made the blond chuckle. “You’re in the right place. Erika Kairos, correct?”

	Erika put her hands behind her back and leaned forward with a mischievous face.

	“Indeed. Erika Kairos, political Premier and military Commander-In-Chief of the Nationale Volksarmee.”

	Oh right, Olga thought, that’s our new name. We’re not just the Rotfront now.

	This wasn’t the first name change either– she would have to get used to it.

	“These are my associates, Olga Athanasiou and Kalika Loukia. Here to provide security.”

	“Understandable.” Said the Shimii woman. “I’m Aaliyah Bashara, adjutant and second-in-command; this is Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya of the Pandora’s Box. We’re all communists here, and we can speak openly.”

	Erika smiled, stepped forward and sat in the chair in front of Ulyana and Aaliyah.

	Kalika remained outside, at the door.

	Olga stood inside, her back to the wall just behind Erika.

	“It’s good to meet you, comrade.” Ulyana said. “We are talking with everyone involved in the United Front in Aachen, in the hopes of becoming involved in the action ourselves. We are hoping to caucus at the United Front with one of the main factions. We have heard from Kremina Qote that you espoused similar politics to the Union’s system, is that true?”

	“I have a strong affinity for the politics of the Union. I believe it is the correct line.” Erika said. “The Union system overthrew industrial slavery and safeguards their revolution from the Empire to this day. They are the successful model.”

	“Certainly, I can only agree with that. Now, materially speaking. We have combat equipment and training that we want to distribute to the United Front.” Aaliyah said, taking her turn after Ulyana. “But we have heard also that your group is pretty well equipped. Can you tell us more about your organization, in terms of its current resources?”

	“Of course.” Erika said. She spoke calmly, proudly, professionally. There was still a bit of girlish tittering to her voice, but she was all business. “I command three ships, two Frigates and a Cruiser, and have connections to three willing mercenary Frigates who will take my money if I need them. In total I have about 500 loyal and professional personnel, who are fully provisioned with rations and munitions. I have six Divers, and my flagship, the Rostock, has missile capability.”

	“That’s pretty impressive. Do you have former combat experience?” Ulyana asked.

	“All of my crew members are Katarrans with mercenary pasts. Some short, some long.”

	“Are your crew members ideologically aligned?” Aaliyah asked.

	Erika smiled. “I know that communist Katarrans are rare, but I’ve made political education a priority for those working with me. In the ships under my personal command, I only take aboard people who are fed up with the system to a degree that mark bills can’t distract them from. It would be endangering myself to entrust my operation to dilettantes.”

	Aaliyah smiled a little herself. “I believe you may have read me wrong, Erika Kairos. Communist Katarrans are not that rare– there are actually many of them in the Union. No disrespect was intended from me, comrade.”

	“Ah, but it is a question that must be asked and answered nevertheless.” Erika said.

	“In that case, I am curious about your own ideological development.” Ulyana asked.

	Olga sat back and watched. Erika was in her element.

	She was entirely genuine in her excitement. Olga could see it in her.

	Erika loved to talk about communism. She really, truly, believed in all of it.

	And maybe some of her crew did not– but all of them believed in her and thus her vision.

	Dimmitra was not really a communist. But she followed her warlord, to the absolute end.

	Chloe did not really know the theories well at all. But she wanted a kinder and more peaceful world.

	Kalika was pretty booksmart, but she was also quite jaded. But she cared about the group’s safety.

	None of them worked strictly for money.

	They had a Katarran-from-Katarre level of belief in Erika, through thick and thin.

	Having been asked to talk about communism, Erika now had the brightest face in the room.

	“When I was very young, I first heard of revolution, from news about the Empire losing its colonies. At the time I was destined to become a tool in a Warlord’s arsenal. In Katarre, people are treated as tools, and rarely taught anything outside of the core of knowledge they will use repeatedly, forever, until death. But everyone hears some words they were not meant to. Concepts like change, hope, a future, and the ability to make oneself, are inescapable. They are a core of humanity that nothing can stamp out. For me, since I heard the word revolution, one thing led me to another– I escaped my country, I fought as a mercenary, but all throughout, I was fascinated by the slaves who shook off their shackles and killed their masters. Much of the world holds a grudge against you to this day. In that sense, you are very Katarran, and it is part of why I admire you.”

	“How did you come to read Mordecai?” Ulyana said. “I’m ignorant of mercenary culture.”

	Olga felt that Ulyana was genuinely curious about Erika. She seemed interested in what Erika had to say and looked more openly engaged. Aaliyah, meanwhile, resembled Kalika or Olga herself. She was watching, scrutinizing, maybe thinking about the direction of the conversation a few steps ahead of the two speakers clearly charmed with each other. 

	They all had their roles to play in this friendly little war of words.

	Erika continued to answer the questions with the same restrained joviality.

	“Mercenary culture is illegality in itself. Anything that the Empire singles out with hate and fear and criminalization, you hear about and can get your hands on. You’d be surprised the number of mercenaries who read banned books and have taboo ideas, but at the end of the day, most only do it to pass the time or act quirky. It’s easy to read Mordecai; harder to believe in it.”

	Olga spoke up for the first time.

	“Mercenaries who work for long enough start getting ideas about changing things.” She said.

	“Thank you, Olga.” Erika said. “She’s correct. I got around enough, with all those ideas in my head, that I started noticing patterns about the world I could not let go. Fundamentally, I felt that not only did Mordecai understand how the world worked; he showed me that it could change. And not only had I worked for long enough; I’d seen too much tragedy to keep going as I was.”

	“It was the same in the Union. Hard to go any lower than being enslaved.” Ulyana said.

	“All too true.” Erika replied. “Radical ideas grow in urgency as things fall apart.”

	“Erika Kairos,” Aaliyah spoke up, “what is your goal in Rhinea? What would you have the United Front do?”

	Erika did not have to think twice about it. Olga grinned, knowing what she would say.

	“Nothing less than the complete defeat and destruction of the Volkisch Movement.”

	“Quick and satisfying answer.” Aaliyah replied. “How do you hope to achieve this?”

	Erika crossed her arms and sat back on her chair, looking confident. Here came her speech:

	“In Rhinea, the key contradiction is not the treatment of Imbrian workers by the bourgeoise, but rather the pitting of Imbrian workers against racialized populations.” Erika said confidently. Her eyes then fixed on Aaliyah specifically, in a way that got her ears to twitch. “Katarrans are treated in an abominable fashion throughout the Imbrium, but Rhinea has a specific relationship with the Shimii people alone. Shimii are segregated and criminalized very specifically. If Katarran bodies are forced into a state of anarchy, Shimii are subject to complete, invasive control. The Shimii’s existence is a form of discipline on the Imbrian persons in many different ways. They are competing workers, they are racial others, they are security threats, and they are also captives.”

	Erika fixed Ulyana and Aaliyah with a powerful gaze.

	Both were now staring directly at her with much greater interest than ever before.

	“Eisental is absolutely crucial to Rhinea and the Volkisch. Without the rest of the Empire to feed their industries, they must count on Eisental for raw materials and primary processing that allows finished goods to be made everywhere else. Eisental is both crucial to Rhinea and also its soft underbelly, being incredibly vast with many terrains. But Eisental is also the site of an ancient Shimii state that was crushed and subjugated by the Imbrians. These contradictions of Eisental’s identity are the key to victory. If the Shimii rose up in their masses, Eisental would collapse, and with it, Rhinean capitalism and its current Volkisch stewards would also topple over. The Shimii, in the agrispheres, in the segregated sweatshops of the corporations, in the ghetto of Tower Seven, they are the sleeping, suffering masses whose plight we must heed if we want to stir a revolution.”

	After a pause at the end of Erika’s speech, Ulyana spoke up, now smiling wide too.

	“You’ve really thought about this very thoroughly!” Ulyana said.

	“What about Katarrans?” Aaliyah asked bluntly. “Don’t you want to liberate your people?”

	“Of course I want to liberate them ma’am Bashara. I would be heartless otherwise. But it will come when it comes; Eisental hangs in the balance of a Shimii’s tail.” Erika said. Crucially she was still excited and not offended by the question. She was engaged in discourse. “Trust me that I am thinking of factors for Katarran revolution as well, but such a thing supersedes Eisental. In the conditions of Eisental, we have our best chance for revolution by focusing on the Shimii.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah gazed at one another as if silently gauging each other’s responses.

	In the midst of this, the Premier of the Rotfront would suddenly make her heartfelt plea.

	Erika reached out a hand on the table, symbolically extending for a shake not demanded.

	“Comrades, the United Front is just a steppingstone for me. Whether or not anything comes of that discussion in Aachen. I wish you to join me in this endeavor. I ask that you evaluate for yourselves what Eisental’s revolution needs, and you will understand that I am correct. If you ally with me, slowly but surely, a new dawn will come to Rhinea. I will work tirelessly for this. I will work with Gloria Luxembourg, or the Three Arrows– but I want to work with you, comrades.”

	“I hope you’ll take this well.” Ulyana said. “But you remind me of Bhavani Jayasankar.”

	Erika’s mouth briefly hung open and then she closed it, and then opened it, and laughed.

	“Quite a high compliment! I will never refuse such a comparison!” She said.

	Her tone of voice was fully out of control now, increasingly giddy and girlish.

	“We will evaluate everyone who speaks to us, and let you know of our final decision.”

	Aaliyah spoke up, as if to reign in Ulyana who was clearly taken with Erika’s enthusiasm.

	Olga was confident, however, that Erika had achieved some success with these Union folk.

	Nobody could have heard that woman say such things and not be taken in by it.

	She had such audacity, but also, such a clarity of purpose. Erika had heavily reasoned ideas.

	She could be foolish and reckless and authoritarian sometimes, but she was irrepressible.

	Flawlessly dependable, hopelessly dedicated, a shining beacon for Katarrans in her care.

	“Erika, I have a final question.” Aaliyah asked. “What would Rhinea look like afterward?”

	Olga thought the adjutant’s tone of voice suggested she was trying to keep Ulyana from speaking further.

	But again, there was no hesitation on Erika’s part. She had always been thinking about this.

	“My vision of Rhinea would have it become a one-party communist state with regional soviets, including a majority-Shimii Eisental Soviet operating as an autonomous zone. Similar to the Union system.” She said.

	“Right, but what about you?” Aaliyah asked. “Where are you in your vision of the future?”

	“Oh, of course, I do see myself as something of a political architect. Like a Daksha Kansal.”

	Erika smiled completely placidly. Aaliyah nodded her head.

	“So you’d be in charge.” Aaliyah said. “You would have a strong leadership role.”

	“Someone must be; and I am better prepared in all aspects than most.” Erika said.

	“She is our Premier.” Olga spoke up. “We obviously have expectations of her to lead.”

	Was that a question trying to trip her up? That Shimii sure was a tricky one. Ulyana seemed to be swayed, but even after hearing about the liberation of her people, that Aaliyah was pressing Erika harder with every question she asked. And her face was unreadable most of the time too. Olga would have thought she would have been elated to hear Erika’s idea for a Shimii autonomous region, but she seemed to be concealing her emotions well despite Erika’s sincerity and kindness.

	“Thank you for answering our questions honestly.” Aaliyah said.

	She fixed Ulyana a critical look, and Ulyana looked back at her a bit helplessly.

	Olga sighed. Was that not what they wanted to hear?

	Erika, however, was still entirely calm, and her usual charming self.

	“Anything else you desire to know?” She asked.

	Ulyana looked like she was about to speak but Aaliyah answered first.

	“No, I am satisfied. You have means and ambition and are clearly formidable. I can see why you are a core pillar of the United Front. Regardless of any decisions we make, we look forward to your participation in Aachen.” Aaliyah replied.

	She had gone completely neutral on them. Olga felt unnerved. Did Erika mess it up?

	“Of course. Likewise. We shall meet again, comrades. Thank you for your time.”

	Erika, calmly and politely, began to stand up, as did Aaliyah–

	“Actually–”

	Ulyana spoke up, and this time in such a tone as Aaliyah could not try to repress her.

	Olga glanced at Aaliyah, and found the Shimii just as surprised as the rest.

	“Erika, I do have a curiosity.” Ulyana said. Her face showed determination that was similar to Erika’s own and the adjutant at her side did not try to interrupt it. “Gloria Luxembourg did not meet us in person, and we are well aware that the most connected or influential anarchists will not show themselves openly. Isn’t it dangerous for you to come all the way here?”

	At this, Erika smiled again. It wasn’t a soft, girlish smile like the rest.

	Olga could feel the fierceness in her, the danger. 

	She was smiling like a Warlord smiled.

	“It is dangerous– but I am staking everything here, comrades. I am done hiding.” She said.

	Outside the door, Olga could hear Kalika grumble to herself.

	“Now, if you’ll excuse me. Thank you for your time; I look forward to hearing from you.”

	Erika turned around and left the room, followed by Olga. Kalika then started after them.

	“Oh, Kalika!”

	In the hallway, Erika looked over her shoulder and met Kalika’s gaze suddenly, stopping her in her tracks.

	With that same determined smile as before, but her arms girlishly linked behind her back.

	“Please stay with our friends– I want you to act as my liaison to the Pandora’s Box.”

	“What? Excuse me? Ugh!”

	Erika bobbed her head to one side a little bit without changing expression.

	Kalika gritted her teeth and closed her fists.

	Olga fixed her own gaze on Kalika, but she also knew the woman would sigh and say–

	“Of course, Premier. Please take care on the way back.”

	Erika drew back. “Is that really how you feel?” She asked, in a mischievous voice.

	“You’re a bitch.” Kalika said. “But you’re the only bitch here with her head on right.”

	Without another word, Kalika turned around and obediently returned to the meeting room.

	

	

	Erika and Olga turned and left the meeting room and Kalika behind.

	Walking side by side down the hall out to main lobby of Solarflare LLC’s campus.

	Their mood was complicated but not somber. They were both poring over their previous encounter.

	“How do you think it went?” Erika asked.

	“I think they would be fools not to join your fleet.” Olga replied.

	It wasn’t directly addressing the question, but it was her honest feelings.

	She thought to say more– but something distracted her in the hall–

	Coming from the opposite direction, crossing paths with them.

	Two women walking past carried a distinctive presence that made Olga freeze in place. One was taller than the other, well-endowned, her suit and hair color giving her a monochromatic appearance, while beside her was a slighter girl in a dress all done up in lace, her long hair slick and shining as if treated in oil. At the sight of these sophisticated-looking women–

	Olga’s eyes dilated, her skin crawled. 

	She felt a sudden shock run through her nerves, almost similar to the frenzy that the hunger for human flesh inspired in her, at its worst. Erika noticed a few steps ahead and stopped and looked. Her gaze traveled from Olga to the two women.

	“Erika,” Olga said. “Please wait there.”

	“Of course.” Erika said. She watched from where she stood.

	Olga turned fully around, and her aura flared up.

	From her body, a black and red wind swept toward the two women, a few meters away.

	They stopped walking, and themselves also turned partially to see who was behind.

	In the desolate metal hallway full of meeting rooms behind doors.

	Syzygy Enforcers I and III smiled as they met the confrontation from Olga and Erika.

	“Well, well! Fancy meeting you here, Hunter I.” Enforcer I, Avaritia, grinned at them.

	Her strange eyes formed cross-hairs that locked on to Olga with vicious interest.

	

	

	 


11.6

	As promised, Alcor Steelworks hired a catering company to deliver food to the Brigand.

	Food was on the mind of several of the crew members as they worked on the retrofitting.

	When the Brigand left the Union, they had several months’ worth of food. 

	They had been sailing for over two months since, and though they could last several more on mushrooms, algae, dried flaked veggies and broth powder, replenishment was in order to shore up morale. Fresh food lasted a ship about two weeks at most, and it was easy to go through canned and jarred foods quickly after that, since they had much less space for these than they did for bulk dried foods, and no way to replenish them from the science pod. Nevertheless, it was these foods which were invaluable for the motivation of the crew. A taste of home every once in a while was armor against the worst hardship. 

	By the time they arrived in Kreuzung, the Brigand’s stocks of bulk-size cans of cheese, eggs, milk and cooking fat had run very low. Pickles were becoming more and more staple, wheat gluten and soy crumble started being rationed, and perhaps in another month, the crew would be on a diet of reconstituted dried bulk goods and stitcher cartridge meals. Flour was another important commodity; fresh baked bread warm out of the oven was about the only consistent luxury a sailor came to expect on a ship.

	Minardo had recently gone victualing, and even made it on the evening news, much to her chagrin. She had managed to secure several weeks’ worth of additional supplies in fresh food as well as additional cooking fats, but Kreuzung was apparently going through an economic fallow period and supplies were being ransacked by ship crews left, right and center– they would have to top up their supplies in Aachen when they joined the United Front, so there was no escaping a trip to the north. Nevertheless, they were in no danger of starving, but the ship had another problem when it came to food that was not yet solved.

	Even with the will and determination to cook, Minardo’s kitchen had to be torn apart during the retrofitting process, and until it was put back together, she could not do much for the crew beyond putting out uncooked canned or jarred food like pickles and cold soy chunks on the tables for hungry mouths to help themselves. These impromptu salads were at best a snack. They would be relying on Alcor’s catering for the next few days until the engineers were done with their work in the cafeteria.

	There was an additional and unforeseen problem too–

	“This stuff sucks ass. Ugh. How the hell are the commies the only ones that know how to cook vegetables around here? It beggars belief. Did Alcor just buy the cheapest shit available?”

	Tables had been set up in the hangar temporarily for workers to come and eat and get out from under the sunlamps. They were planned to remain there at least until it was time to work on the hangar itself. Alcor’s catered meals, enough food for over 180 of the Brigand’s personnel, were set up on these tables, along with reusable plates and sporks and a washbin where they would be deposited. Sixty smaller tables were set up across the hangar for personnel to sit, eat and socialize.

	Marina McKennedy was alone in her own table, grumbling and picking at her food.

	As usual, she was dressed in her dark grey suit, her dark hair pinned to the back of her head and her bangs swept over one eye. Her friendless expression was well known to ‘the commies’ by this point; she was otherwise quite handsome and good loking, and took care of her appearance. She was largely unapproachable to anyone but a few of the Brigand’s officers, so even sitting in the middle of a large social area, she was alone. She came and went as she pleased, so isolation seemed to suit her.

	Alcor’s caterers had been tasked with making vegetarian fare. There was a good bit of variety, but Marina found much of it wanting compared to Minardo’s cooking, which she had become accustomed to. There was a lack of something in the flavors that put it below par. They had crusty garlic bread topped with crushed confit tomatoes, which was the best thing on the table. There was a roasted and stewed cabbage topped with a sweet red pepper sauce that was rather lifeless, the cabbage having a weird texture and the sauce being rather bland. There was a potato mash topped with a crushed celery gravy that was far too wet, bordering on slimy. Cucumbers and onions in sour cream and dill which was bland, one-note and also far too bitter and sour overall. Boiled dumplings filled with sauerkraut which was maybe the laziest thing on the table overall.

	Nevertheless, despite her grumbling, Marina filled a plate and slowly worked on it.

	“Marina! Marinaaaaa! Can I sit here and eat with you?”

	There was no mistaking that bubbly voice, and as soon as Marina turned her head she saw a soft indigo blur run up to the table, settling into the image of a smiling young woman with a distinctively indigo hair color. Marina could never say no to this girl, Elena von Fueller– no, she had recently decided she was Elena Lettiere. Marina had to make sure to remember this going forward.

	“Of course. I would have to sit alone if it wasn’t for you.” Marina said.

	Elena smiled and set her tray down. She had taken a bit of everything from the catering.

	“Isn’t Chief Akulantova your friend at least? She greets you whenever she sees you.”

	Marina crooked her eyebrow and frowned, remembering all the times that shark-woman told her to be quiet, to stop cursing, laid hands on her and forced her to sit down, prevented her from leaving a room, or was otherwise antagonistic– Elena had a pretty strange idea of friendship. Even after “joining the crew” officially, Marina still felt surveilled by that patrolling shark.

	“By no stretch of the imagination are we friends. That Katarran’s just suspicious of me.”

	Elena looked up from her food to stare at Marina. Her expression betrayed some concern.

	“Do you realize you’re always calling her and Maryam stuff like ‘the Katarran’?”

	Marina’s hand reached up into the collar of her shirt and scratched, while her eyes averted.

	“I mean– it’s fine– it’s just a shorthand you know– they’re Katarrans aren’t they–?”

	“You should just call them by name.” Elena said firmly. “Being racist isn’t good.”

	Her princess said such a facile thing with such conviction that Marina nearly shouted.

	“What? I’m not! I’m really not! I have nothing against Katarrans! C’mon Elena, please.”

	“I expect better from you.” Elena said, crossing her arms and staring at her.

	“If I had known you were going to slaughter me where I sat I’d have told you to fuck off!”

	Elena started laughing despite Marina’s all-too-real distress with the situation.

	Marina couldn’t help but play along and laugh a bit, hoping Elena would just drop it.

	“You should read some of their books, Marina. It’s been really enlightening!” Elena said.

	“I’ve read up on Mordecai a bit.” Marina said. “We got courses on ‘extreme ideologies’ at the G.I.A. so we could blend in or understand them better. I admit they were probably a bit bias, but I get the gist of it. I’m just not somebody who can believe in anything like that anymore. I don’t have an ideology. I just know who my allies and enemies are without philosophizing it.”

	Elena nodded her head. “I guess that’s valid. I dunno– I think being a communist sounds really good. The more I read, I think it’s very beautiful. I think they really want to help people, Marina. Not just for their own good, or for religious reasons, but like– because it’s right to do. They see the world so differently than I did! It almost gives me hope for the future.”

	Marina sighed. Elena was her own person, but Marina thought she was being so naïve.

	“Keep in mind, you’ve never met a normal person who is a communist.” Marina said. “All these folks are fine, they’ve done right by us; certainly they’ve had many chances to toss me overboard and haven’t, and that’s a credit I have to begrudgingly extend to them.” She omitted how often she had lied to them, and how guilty she now felt– given she was lying to them again at that exact moment. “But they’re all soldiers, Elena. None of them just live as communists, they’re the system. Believing in communism forms a part of their discipline as soldiers. It’s not something they decided to pick up as a hobby like you did–”

	Elena grumbled. “This isn’t a hobby for me– I’m really trying to change–”

	“–be that as it may,” Marina continued, “I think before you change your entire worldview you need to have more experience with how normal people think and live. Neither you, nor them, have led normal lives. I’m sure the vast majority of people are as unideological as I am. Commies all love their country and its tenets because they’re not welcome anywhere else, and that’s it.”

	“I don’t understand how you got this far while being this truculent.” Elene grumbled.

	Marina smiled. “Giving good dick and fucking all the right people.”

	Elena averted her eyes, red in the face. “At least you admit it.”

	“C’mon, I know you didn’t come here to try to recruit me into your cult.” Marina said.

	“Ugh.” Elena sighed. “Right. I wanted to ask you for help, but now I don’t feel like it.”

	“Hey,” Marina raised a hand to pat Elena’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, okay, I didn’t want to be mean to you. I’m just looking out for you. Look, regardless of what you’re into nowadays, I will stand by what I said. I want to help you out, no matter what. I’m still here for you, Elena Lettiere. So please, let’s set everything else aside and tell me what you need.”

	She almost said ‘von Fueller’ but she remembered and thus saved the whole thing.

	Elena’s once-averted gaze returned to Marina. She drew in breath and tensed her shoulders.

	“Okay. Marina, I want you to teach me how to fight.” Elena said.

	“Huh? What’s this about now? Is someone bullying you?” Marina said.

	“Of course not.” Elena sighed. “I just– I don’t want to be so helpless anymore.”

	Marina wanted to tell her that learning to fight personally did not make a difference to that. For all that Marina knew a myriad ways to kill individual human beings, she was still twisting in the wind stirred up by the powerful and their systems of control. Even the commies, with all their military gear and experience, having survived miraculously against several opponents that should have crushed them utterly– even they hadn’t even made a scratch yet in the edifice of the Imbrium Empire. Lichtenberg and Norn were both personally powerful, but they weren’t load-bearing lives in the mountain of bodies keeping the Imbrium’s oppression upright. Defeating them had allowed the commies to survive, they had been the gateway into the Imbrium itself. But all the personal power in the world would not free all of them from the invisible chains binding them to the Imbrium.

	It was naïve to think that the ability to fight, by itself, gave anyone real freedom.

	All of the fighting abilities on this boat didn’t spare them the indignity of having to hide.

	If Elena wanted to stop running and hiding, throwing a punch would do nothing for that.

	But– Marina did not say any of those things. Because she understood that impulse too.

	After all, she had joined the G.I.A. because she too felt like a helpless peon in the Republic.

	Elena had moved by the tug of those invisible chains all of her life too. Now she found herself surrounded by people with the strength to kill and the conviction to die for something, and she thought they were freer than she was. That she could join the ranks of the independent, of the people with agency, if she secured the power to kill as well. It was naïve– but understandable.

	“Fine.” Marina said. “I’ll teach you personal defense as best as I can.”

	“Marina! Thank you–!” Elena’s face lit up; Marina raised a finger to her lips to stop her.

	“But I have two inviolable rules you must follow. Our first rule is that you train every day. Whether or not you’re sore or not enjoying yourself, you’ll show up consistently, or I’m not going to bother. My second rule is the most important though– you won’t use what I teach you to play the hero and take any matters into your own hands. You won’t try to join the commies on missions, and you won’t intervene if they’re having problems around the ship. Do you promise, Elena?”

	Elena held Marina’s hands with two of her own, smiling. “Of course. I promise, Marina.”

	Marina sighed. She didn’t believe those starry eyes of her in the slightest.

	She would just have to be careful and continue to watch out for her as best as she could.

	“Deal, then. We start today. We’ll train in the hangar, at night, to stay out of their way.”

	Marina signaled with her thumb in the general direction of the communist sailors.

	“There’s a curfew though, isn’t there?” Elena asked.

	“I’ll talk to the Kata– I’ll talk to Akulantova. I’m sure she won’t mind.” Marina said.

	Elena’s face lit up even more. “I can’t thank you enough, Marina.”

	Her face looked so much like her mother’s– she was so beautiful it was almost painful.

	Leda’s smiles were rarer than Elena’s; but whenever she smiled, Leda’s icy expression completely melted away into a pure and untouched girlishness, a joy for life and a certain naïve innocence that had continue untarnished despite all the torment she had undergone. Elena was a much warmer person than her mother, but even then, when she truly, genuinely smiled, it was such a revelatory moment. It made her beauty shine like a little sun among all the mortals around her.

	It tugged at Marina’s heart– and brought dangerous, buried passions back to the fore.

	“It’s really nothing.” Marina said, averting her gaze. “Clean your plate.” 

	

	

	“Fancy meeting you here, Hunter I.” Avaritia said, smiling. “Hankering for a bite of me?”

	Olga’s eyes felt warm, her pulse heightened. Her eyes were dilating, and her vision blurred. That sense of hunger that she felt toward humans was thrown into overdrive, but it was linked to a different emotion. She felt anger, hatred, and fear, toward the two women standing opposite her in that long hallway. She felt their presence brimming under her skin, like fight or flight kicking in at the sight of a fire or the report of a gunshot. Her arms wanted to grab their flesh and tear it into chunks. Her teeth wanted to close around their throats, and she wanted to drink so much blood she would choke on it. Her every sinew went taut with the desire to pounce, to mutilate, to ravage those bodies with unlimited violence until there was nothing left–

	And like her hunger toward humans, she had to struggle to control these emotions too.

	None of them could afford to come to blows. Not here, not now, even in this empty hall.

	Meeting them here was serendipitous, however. So she had to seize this opportunity.

	She had to chain up the animal inside her and talk to them like human beings.

	“We don’t want to cause a scene here, do we, Hunter I?” Gula said, after a long silence.

	“No, we don’t. I– I want to talk. With Avaritia, and not with you.” Olga said.

	“Oh, do I not merit your attention?” Gula smiled a too-wide, too-sharp smile.

	Olga wasn’t stirred by that display of the monster hiding in that cutesy human skin. 

	She saw something behind both the masks of humanity and monstrosity, however, that did intrigue her.

	Gula– her aura was– odd–

	It was not something she wanted to throw at their faces, however.

	She might learn more by goading them.

	“Avaritia isn’t brainwashed, unlike you. So only her perspective interests me.” Olga said.

	Avaritia put a hand on Gula’s shoulder, comforting her. Those two were close– too close.

	“I’m not sending Gula away for you, Hunter I. From my vantage, I have all the power.”

	“I don’t want her sent away. But it’s useless to talk to someone that she made.” Olga said.

	“You can call her by name. There are no Hominin watching– save yours back there.”

	Avaritia looked at Erika, who had her back turned to the entire scene.

	“Or does she not know? Who you are, and the things you’ve done? What you are?”

	“She knows what she knows, and she respects what she doesn’t.” Olga said.

	“How thoughtful of your spare rations to be so understanding.” Avaritia replied.

	“I’m above needlessly causing violence to innocent humans, unlike you.”

	Avaritia grinned again. 

	Olga had seen her in this form before. For one who had caused so much destruction to the Hominin, she loved to style herself like them. Avaritia’s chosen disguise was a tall and sleek, handsome woman, with short hair at around the level of jaw or upper neck, wearing an ornate, monochromatic suit that exposed some cleavage. Gula was also familiar, a long-haired girl wrapped like a piece of candy in a dress that was all lace and fancy trim, some of it sheer and loose, some of it tight, like layers of filmy lingerie that was only decent worn together. Together, they strode forward and back over the line between a group of high class starlets and a coven of lifestyle harlots. Their audacious style was an ingenious cover for their monstrous nature.

	After all, the wealthy class were the monsters whose depredation society tacitly avowed.

	Olga had heard enough communist speeches to know that intimately.

	“Above it? How magnanimous of you! To be above us mere predators in refusing to deal back the violence dealt to you!” Avaritia said. She swept a hand over her short hair, moving some locks behind her ear. “You and I could kill thousands of ‘innocent’ Hominin, Hunter I, and we would still be above what they did to us. Your performance of morality toward them is utterly facile. Were your roles reversed, they would think nothing of devouring you like cattle. You’d do well to remember.”

	“So you are still following Arbitrator II’s ideology.” Olga said. “Why? You’re free.”

	Inside every Leviathan there was humanity, buried deep within those massive bodies.

	Who put it there and why–? Olga couldn’t say. That history was lost to her.

	But that humanity was there, and it was possible for a spark of reason to awaken it.

	Olga and Avaritia had voluntarily made themselves human again in this way.

	But Arbitrator II had a means by which to accelerate that process involuntarily.

	Gula had been drawn from the monster once known as the Great Maw of Nysa.

	In the process, she had been made thrall to Arbitrator II and party to her vengeance.

	Most of their people, the ‘Omenseers’ that lived today, that existed on the edge of human civilization and at the edge of their consciousness in old legends– the navigators, advisors, kingmaking mystics of tall half-truthful tales– and even the ghosts, vampires, zombies and monsters of horror tales– most of them were products of Arbitrator II’s ambition. Very few of them had made their own miracle and returned to humanity of their own power and reason, as Olga had done.

	Avaritia was rare among their kind. One of the most powerful; and also free of thralldom.

	So why–? Why was she still following Arbitrator II? Olga had to prize the answer out.

	“You were ‘free’ too.” Avaritia said. “You once agreed with her. Is it that strange?”

	“I never agreed with her. I was ignorant to the possibility of peace.” Olga said.

	“There is no peace with Hominin. Their stewardship over Aer will destroy Hominin and Omenseer alike.” Avaritia said. “In this, the Autarch is correct. We must bring the Hominin to heel as livestock. It is our destiny to dominate them all, as their most ancient and only true predators. But even more than that, it is necessary to exact justice. That is what drives her the most.”

	“You’re wrong. None of this is justice! It will take work– but we can live alongside them! Humans are afraid and violent because their conditions are abhorrent. They already are livestock, Avaritia. We’ve never seen humans who are free of privation. We have never dealt with them as peers, we have never seen them at peace.” Olga said. “If we used our abilities to help the humans–”

	“You are not going to convince me of anything.” Avaritia replied tersely.

	Her eyes were shaped in a strange fashion– they became like crosshairs settled on Olga.

	“What is your aim? Do you think you can recruit me? The Horror of Dys who ended the Hominin’s last planetary dominion? Do you think I did that mindlessly, like an involuntary spasm? You don’t know anything about me, or about our history.”

	“Don’t aggrandize yourself.”

	Olga wasn’t the one retorting this time. Erika chimed in for the first time in this exchange.

	She looked over her shoulder at Avaritia, briefly, before turning her back again.

	“It’s impossible for one creature, even so grand as you, to have ended a society. If those humans fell, they fell before you appeared before them. You confuse their structural problems with your martial deeds, at your own peril.” She said.

	Avaritia grinned even wider than before. “It’s interesting, to be chastised by a cut of meat who knows nothing.”

	“Gula,” Olga said, diverting attention again. “If Arbitrator II found that Avaritia’s past her usefulness, would you agree to devour her? It’s a question you should consider, based on the Autarch’s sense of morality. It could happen at any moment.”

	“Switching tack?” Avaritia said. Olga paid her no heed, wondering what Gula would say.

	Gula smiled and answered honestly. “I would prefer no such thing occurred, but I–”

	Avaritia bent down suddenly so her grinning face was cheek to cheek with Gula’s.

	“You are mistaken on one thing, Hunter I. Gula is as free as any of us to decide her fate.”

	Olga’s scoffed Avaritia’s interruption. “I realized it immediately. That’s what puzzled me.”

	Olga could tell from Gula’s aura. Every aura was a trace that the person left upon the aether. It moved where they moved, and faintly, it followed where they had trod before, and even more faintly, it could be seen to indicate where they intended to go next. It was the path they carved across the infinitude of human existence, in every given possible direction. Olga had begun her provocations because she had an inkling that something was different about Gula’s aura now.

	That unique way in which it almost blended at the edges into Avaritia’s aura.

	She knew the reason why, or at least, she suspected it. But she was curious to confirm it.

	“You claimed Gula.” Olga said. “You devoured a part of her, in order to control her.”

	“I don’t need to confirm anything to you.” Avaritia said, still smiling, unbothered.

	Gula, too, made no different expression at Olga’s provocations.

	“Arbitrator II forbid these mating rituals.” Olga pressed. “You succeeded in subverting her control.”

	“And what? You want to give it a try? Feeling left out with only a Hominin mate?” Avaritia replied snidely.

	“Darling, we will be late to our meeting.” Gula suddenly reminded Avaritia.

	“Hear that? It was a pleasure catching up. But we have places to be.” Avaritia replied.

	Olga’s gaze remained fixed on the two of them. “Don’t let me hold you up then.”

	Without goodbyes or further antagonism, Avaritia and Gula turned heel and continued down the hall in the direction they had been going. Olga watched their backs disappear down the same path that Erika and herself had taken to leave Ulyana and Aaliyah behind. Watching the back of those creatures, Olga felt a confusing mess of emotions. 

	Revulsion, anger, but maybe also hope.

	Maybe there was more going on inside Syzygy than Olga had initially realized.

	“Olga, did you get what you wanted from that exchange?”

	She found Erika suddenly back at her side. Her hand resting comfortingly on Olga’s back.

	Olga sighed. Her provocations did seem to unearth something– but nowhere near enough.

	“I think my people might end up being as hard to liberate as your own.” She said.

	Erika rested her head on Olga’s shoulder, smiling so wide their cheeks touched.

	“But there’s a chance, isn’t there? I don’t understand everything– but there is, right?”

	“I think there’s a chance.” Olga said. “But it’s a bit far afield right now.”

	“I’ll do whatever you need, in order to free all of us. I think of you as a human.” Erika said. “So in turn, I must think of them as humans too. Humans devour each other in different ways all of the time. It all stems from the same conditions. There might be differences physiologically, but in the proper conditions, I know we can make peace through a shared dignity.”

	Olga reached around to stroke Erika’s hair.

	“We should focus on what’s ahead of us first. But thank you. It means a lot to me.”

	“Of course. I’m not afraid of them; and I trust you in the utmost.”

	She looked down the corridor, where Gula and Avaritia disappeared to.

	“Unfortunately, I suspect they might have infiltrated the Three Arrows.” Erika said.

	Olga sighed. “It is too big of a coincidence for them to have a ‘meeting’ here too.”

	“Let’s hope for the best and prepare for the worst.” Erika replied.

	“Preparing for the worst is really all we can do about the Syzygy right now.”

	“Don’t worry; they will cease walking around with impunity soon enough.” Erika said.

	In terms of personal strength, Avaritia was a monstrous individual to have to challenge.

	Erika and Olga herself might, perhaps, be just short of a match for those Enforcers on foot.

	But the terrain of battle would soon shift from individual dueling and assassinations.

	As a whole, the Syzygy was inexperienced with direct confrontation. And only some of the Enforcers could navigate the ‘Hominin’ world with grace. In terms of subversion, the Syzygy was not so far ahead of the leftists in their influence, and their alien gear and resources gave only a limited advantage. Olga believed that once they coalesced and started moving as an organization, they would be vulnerable. They just had to wait for Syzygy to be forced to expose themselves.

	Stroll through this station killing random people while you can. Olga thought.

	It would be seen whether Avaritia’s status as the apex predator would last much longer.

	Or perhaps, whether that was even what Avaritia was after anymore.

	

	

	Ulyana Korabiskaya felt like she had been scolded as the women of the Rotfront left the room. She ran her hand through her hair absentmindedly while staring in the general direction of Aaliyah Bashara, her commissar and adjutant. Aaliyah in turn sighed and crossed her arms, giving Ulyana a narrow-eyed look that was bereft of the friendliness they had of late. Just when Ulyana thought they were getting along so well nowadays– had she done something to offend her again?

	“Captain, I know what you must be thinking.” Aaliyah said. “I’m just a bit frustrated with your questioning of Erika Kairos. These discussions represent an opportunity to push these people to reveal their ambitions to us. It’s not about whether they agree with us, or even our judgments of the character they put forward, but about extracting as much information as we can that they might not put forward unless pressed for it. Erika Kairos certainly seems like an individual who is well put-together, but it’s plain that we agree with her politically. I wanted us to dig deeper than that.”

	“That makes sense. I apologize. I just felt charmed by her. She reminded me of Murati or Jayasankar, theory-heads with strong convictions. For what it’s worth, I was just trying to play the good cop to your bad cop.” Ulyana said.

	She gave Aaliyah an innocent little smile and Aaliyah shrugged in response.

	“Seen from that perspective, I suppose I shouldn’t have been so brusque to you.”

	“It’s alright. It’s your job to push me too, after all. And I appreciate every scolding I get.”

	Aaliyah averted her gaze a bit bashful– what was that expression about?

	Ulyana smiled again. She really appreciated this troublesome Commissar.

	“I do think I got out of Erika what I wanted.” Aaliyah said. “I’ll reserve judgment.”

	“Until we hear from the anarchists? Well– for what it’s worth, it’ll be tough for me to play good cop there, so I think you’ll find your frustrations with me will soon melt away.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah frowned.

	At the door, Ulyana suddenly caught sight of a glint of purple around the corner, before parsing it as Kalika Loukia of the Rotfront, returning the way she had come and standing at the doorway again as if awaiting an invitation. While Erika Kairos was quite a comely individual, Kalika was the most glamorous Katarran that Ulyana had ever seen. Her makeup and hair were perfectly done, her clothing was impeccable, her jacket must have been an expensive brand, and she walked so directly and confidently in heels. She had a queen bee sort of presence to her movements and expressions that Ulyana did not associate with a mercenary.

	“Hello again. May I come in? The Premier wanted me to talk with you all.”

	“You can come in.” Aaliyah said. “But I’m curious what there is to discuss without Erika.”

	Kalika strode in and stood in front of the two seated women.

	“She wants me to stay with you. As a liaison and to support your activities.” Ulyana and Aaliyah glanced at each other. Kalika smiled. “I won’t be dead weight. I can do almost anything you want. Tailing, covert hits, assault on foot; and I can pilot a Diver with military competency. Treat me as one of your soldiers and order me around as you like.”

	“We’re confident you would be handy in a fight.” Ulyana said. “I’m just surprised. Will Erika be fine with only Olga as her escort?” She had committed the names of the group’s members to memory as much as she could, to avoid looking disinterested. It was tricky keeping straight all the names she’d learned the past few days, but the Rotfront’s Katarran names stuck out.

	Kalika cocked a little grin. “God help whoever tries to jump those two.”

	“Fair enough.” Ulyana said. “Welcome aboard then, Kalika Loukia.”

	“We’ll have to tinker with the officer bunking arrangements again.” Aaliyah said, a bit wistfully.

	“It’ll be fine.” Ulyana reassured. “We can have Fatima and Semyonova room together.”

	“I suppose so.”

	“I can sleep anywhere, it’s fine. I’ve slept on the floor before.” Kalika said.

	“We would rather not have a long-term, valued guest experience such conditions.”

	“I appreciate it. But I don’t want to be a burden.”

	Ulyana smiled. “You’ll get a bed and like it. Don’t worry.”

	Kalika smiled back and silently acceded to the terms.

	“We are expecting a final set of guests here today. Would you mind standing in the corner until we’re done, Kalika Loukia?” Aaliyah said. “You can act as a bodyguard for us and we’ll take you with us to the ship afterwards.”

	“Alright. I’ll keep a sharp lookout, and I won’t utter a peep.” Kalika said.

	She stood with her back to a corner wall on the side of the room.

	Leaving room for the guests that would soon arrive.

	Next to cross the door were two women who swept in like a gust of wind. Everyone else had stopped at the door to confirm whether they might be in the right place, or meeting the right people, but these two were dead sure of their destination. They walked in, sat in front of Ulyana and Aaliyah and smiled casually at them. For anarchists, they were dressed quite ostentatiously.

	Ulyana had not known what to expect. People of any ideology could dress like anyone. She had an idea that maybe anarchists would aspire to more civilian frugality than others, as there was a stereotype of communists being too militaristic, and liberals too fancy. That being said, the women before her looked like starlets of high society. One of the women, with a more dashing figure, leaned closer to the desk and seemed to want to be first to speak. She had a suit and coat that looked as if freshly tailored and never worn even as it sat on her skin. Her hair was cut to the level of the ears on the sides and back, slightly longer up front, with swept bangs alternating white, red and black streaks. Her makeup was immaculate, matching Kalika Loukia’s in skill and effort.

	At her side, the shorter woman looked as if she was a human doll. Her very long, very silky and shiny hair fell over her shoulders and down her back. Her dress was a veritable waterfall of lace, ribbons, and trim, with diaphanous portions along the sleeves, the flank and hips, and the sides of her legs, and thicker fabric in other areas. She was very much the Princess to her Prince. Dainty and pretty, with fixed eyes just under blunt and even bangs, incurious about the world, inexpressive.

	“My name is Zozia Chelik. This is my associated Ksenia Apfel.”

	Ulyana nodded her head. Those were the names Kremina had given them to expect.

	She addressed in return the one who had spoken, the woman in the suit– Zozia.

	“I am Ulyana Korabiskaya. And beside me is Aaliyah Bashara.”

	“Lovely to meet you.” Zozia said.

	“Enchanted.” Ksenia added.

	There was something about them that gave Ulyana a strange feeling.

	It was silly– for whatever reason, it felt like she was in the presence not of two people taking up the space of two people in front of her, but rather, that there was an enormous body in the room that was squeezing out the air. Like she was being shadowed by giants or staring down the legs of some gargantuan beast, the fingertips of something vast. That was the level of pressure these two seemed to exert, the grandiosity of their presence. Ulyana felt ridiculous thinking that way– she chalked it up to feeling exhausted and somewhat nervous about the whole affair. Especially speaking to anarchists after all this time.

	There was very little respect between their ways of thinking, in recent history.

	Aaliyah would probably find it even more impossible to reconcile such things.

	So it was up to Ulyana to make a redoubled effort to be the ‘good cop.’

	And maybe that was the pressure she was feeling.

	“You two are part of the ‘Three Arrows’ group of anarchists, is that correct?” Ulyana said.

	“We can only really purport to represent ourselves, but functionally, yes.” Zozia replied.

	“Could you explain the structure of the organization to us?”

	Zozia grinned a little. “It’s decidedly structureless really. We are an organization by convenience and verbal agreement, rather than on a strict chart. The Three Arrows is a self-identification shorthand for hundreds, maybe thousands of much smaller groups who may not have met and may have hardly communicated; there are cells that are a hundred strong, some a dozen strong, some a handful. What binds us is that we can recognize each other; and that the state is our ultimate shared enemy.”

	“That makes it exceedingly difficult to gauge your strength and capability.” Aaliyah said.

	“It does, but that is also an advantage.” Zozia said. “The Imbrian Empire’s successors can define the threat they pose to each other in very structural terms, but the Three Arrows are liquid. Our cells have remained at the bottom of the Volkich Movement’s concerns, while conducting multiple acts of resistance. Our ability to act anywhere, and to plot to do anything, gives us more flexibility than the Rotfront or the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot, and more security in our dealings.”

	“Perhaps, but the Rotfront and Schwarzrot are both very capable of inflicting military damage to the Volkisch Movement. This will ultimately be needed to curtail their authority. What are the Three Arrows’ fighting capabilities on the whole?”

	“Our focus is on undermining the Volkisch and acquiring intelligence, sabotaging their operations and safeguarding or liquidating persons of interest.” Zozia said. “If you ask me how many ships or Divers or soldiers we have, I don’t know. Each cell has its own assets. I didn’t come here on a ship waving a black flag or a three arrows insignia. I bought a ticket and rented a room.”

	Ulyana nodded her head. She was following along– but something was unnerving about the way Zozia spoke.

	She couldn’t place it though. She couldn’t put words to the feeling that voice elicited.

	And she was trying to be charitable. Could she truly blame Zozia for it alone?

	“Such things are valuable in a military campaign too. We’re not trying to undervalue the assistance you might provide.” Aaliyah said. “But it is difficult for us to make a decision to support an organization that is so formless. If we gave you weapons, who are we arming? If we offered training, who would appear to take it? How would it be put to use? How would you coordinate?”

	“I’m afraid we would have to work out such things on a case by case basis.” Zozia replied.

	“Very well.” Aaliyah said, sounding irritated. “If that is how it must be.”

	Zozia accepted the impasse they had come to on that topic, without much concern.

	“Ksenia, do you have anything to add to this?” Ulyana asked.

	“Not at all.” Ksenia said. Her voice was so delicate– a very pretty and dainty girl’s voice.

	“Alright– So then, I suppose, moving on. Zozia, can you describe your group’s ideology to me?”

	Zozia smiled. “If I were to break it down, I can only speak about what the people I’m most closely involved with believe– operationally, they seek total freedom. From privation and from predation, yes, but also, from the structure of a state. There is violence inherent even in the sort of bookkeeping you want us to do to appear more legitimate. Such things force people into certain roles and bind expectations to them that assume permanent consent. We don’t believe in those things. We must topple the tyrants, but we cannot become new tyrants that replace the old. We believe in free association in all things.”

	Aaliyah crossed her arms. Ulyana could tell from her eyes she was getting tetchy.

	“So is it too much to ask for accountability and order? How do you plan to accomplish your ultimate goal?”

	“All that is needed to accomplish a goal are people who are willing and want to try.” Zozia said. “Lists and ledgers and officers and orders are not absolute necessities. I know that all of you come from the Union. Anarchists believe that level of bureaucracy is both unnecessary and deleterious. To fight, all you need is the desire to resist your enemy, not a written plan.”

	“The Union had to organize millions of people who had been suffering in conditions of slavery to fight against a very powerful opponent. You can’t do that with laissez faire verbal agreements, you need officers and ledgers, as you put it.” Aaliyah said. Her tone was starting to sharpen. She was, after all, a product of that bureaucracy, a producer of ledgers and orders.

	Ulyana herself was too. She just wasn’t taking Zozia’s jovial vitriol as hard as Aaliyah.

	“Of course, you are welcome to believe what you desire.” Zozia said calmly.

	“I cannot respect platitudes about freedom for its own sake. We’re risking our lives here.” Aaliyah replied.

	“Zozia,” Ulyana interrupted, talking over Aaliyah as tensions rose. “With such a diversity of people within the Arrows, and without a central command, how do you agree on what needs doing? Are there ideological differences between you?”

	“We have coordinators who are tasked with keeping communication between various cells open and disseminating needs and ideas, as well as keeping tabs on actions taken. Individual cells take opportunities if they can get them and reach out if they need to pool strengths.” Zozia said. “You’re right, we don’t have a formal central command, and trying to impose one would only slow down the cells. Sometimes opportunities for action do slip through the cracks. It is what it is.”

	Zozia had never once wore anything but a placid, casual smile toward them.

	Despite Aaliyah’s increasing irritation, and the tone of the conversation.

	Ulyana realized that was what unnerved her. Zozia was too calm, too clinical, too detached.

	Her responses began to feel–

	–rehearsed?

	And beside her, Ksenia had no input whatsoever. She was just smiling and staring.

	That sense of– uninvolvement? And the way they looked too– it gave Ulyana doubts.

	“As far as ideology is concerned. Do you know what the Three Arrows stand for?” Zozia asked.

	“I’m afraid not.” Ulyana replied.

	For the first time, Zozia made a face that conveyed a bit of– menace?

	“The Three Arrows represent the three targets of anarchism: fascism, liberalism, and authoritarianism. So each arrow points at a target to destroy. But the arrows also represent the three different groups that make up the anarchist front. That is the length of the arrows. My cell is the “libertarian” cell, on the leftmost arrow, pointed at fascism; on the rightmost arrow is the “insurrectionist” cell, pointed at authoritarianism; and the middle arrow is the “anti-civilization” cell, pointed at liberalism. We do disagree politically, but we still need each other. You are lucky you are talking to me and not to those other guys.”

	She sounded very amused by this description. Aaliyah narrowed her eyes further.

	“Will the insurrectionist and anti-civilization groups be present at Aachen?” Aaliyah asked.

	Zozia shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t be responsible for them. We did ask them to come.”

	“I’m worried about what ‘authoritarianism’ and ‘liberalism’ mean in this context.” Ulyana said, sighing. It really seemed like those arrows would be pointed at the Rotfront and Schwarzrot, which would definitely just cause a scene at the United Front. Now she really wished she could redo the conversation with Gloria, who seemed so naively excited to work with all these people.

	“I imagine we will have our disagreements. I, at least, am willing to work with you.”

	Zozia held a hand over the flesh exposed by the deep chest window on her top, as if swearing an oath.

	“Then, how many of your cell will be present at Aachen?” Ulyana asked. “And how will that number compare to the totality of the Three Arrows? We’ve heard a few numbers before and would really like to know if they are accurate.”

	“My cell is calling between 1000 and 5000 fighters. I can’t speak to how many will come and in what condition; I can say even less about the capabilities of the other arrows. Sometimes we may leave port with 1000 people and by the time of the operation we may have 890 or 760 left. Freedom means allowing people to reassess their commitment.” Zozia said.

	Aaliyah clutched her hands together and laid them firmly on the desk, making a small thud.

	“I don’t see the point of continuing this conversation. We have no concrete information. It seems we can’t actually understand anything about your organization without engaging a whisper network about it.” She grumbled.

	“Indeed, such is the difficulty. But it’s what it takes to fight with the fullest of freedom.”

	Ksenia Apfel finally spoke up after allowing Zozia the floor all this time.

	“However, this is an opportunity for us to ask you questions too, isn’t it. So, can we do that?” She asked.

	Ulyana glanced at Aaliyah, who sighed and seemed to relent in her body language.

	Taking it to mean she was free to do what she wanted, Ulyana fixed her gaze on Ksenia.

	“We’ll answer your questions as best as we can; the same as you have.” She said.

	‘Same as you have.’ Zozia and Ksenia had contributed very little important information.

	So they could expect the same in return if their questions probed too deep.

	While Ulyana had addressed Ksenia, she quieted again; and it was Zozia who continued.

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya– what is your goal in the Imbrium Ocean? In Eisental itself?”

	“At the moment, we’re assessing how much of a fight we might be able to bring to the Volkisch Movement. Our goal is nominally shared: we want to stop this fascist meat-grinding machine’s depredation on the people of Rhinea.”

	Zozia shook her head. “I want to hear you speak from the heart; not as a tool of the Union.”

	“That’s enough.” Aaliyah interrupted.

	“No, Aaliyah, let her speak.”

	Ulyana looked at Zozia dead in the eyes with determination and a growing animosity.

	She wasn’t about to blink in front of this provocateur. Clearly Zozia was sizing them up as rivals now.

	“It’s impossible to have a simple cooperative relationship with her. So let her talk.”

	“Ulyana–” Aaliyah spoke up, but then cut herself off, silently supporting her Captain.

	In the next moment, Ulyana thought she saw, deep in Zozia’s eyes, a pair of crosshairs.

	Locking on to her with a simmering intensity Ulyana couldn’t place, but vowed to resist.

	For a moment, she and Zozia had an entire staring match, both feigning nonchalance and confidence.

	Ulyana suddenly felt something in her head, like a pinprick of pain– 

	–but it was easy to ignore when nothing followed it.

	She matched Zozia’s gaze, never wavered. Eventually, the anarchist smiled to herself and relent.

	“You’re an interesting woman, Ulyana Korabiskaya. A rare one among your kind.”

	“I’ve been extremely nice. You haven’t met my first officer. She would chew you up completely.”

	Zozia crossed her arms and leaned back on her chair.

	“Fine then. Let’s stop trying to sugarcoat the situation. You’re Union military personnel.” Zozia said. “You’re here to spread the Union’s influence and prepare the ground for Rhinea to become an authoritarian communist state. The United Front is just a place for you to size up the strengths and weaknesses of potential allies and rivals; and in turn, we’re here to size you up as well for our own long-term ambitions. But I don’t care about any of that now. What I want to understand is what you, personally, want from all of this, Ulyana Korabiskaya? Do you serve your country faithfully? Are you angling for a higher position when this is all over? What leads you to make these sacrifices? It fascinates me. I don’t get a chance to talk to your kind often.”

	Ulyana did not once break Zozia’s gaze as they spoke.

	“You’re not an anarchist– at least not a true believer in it.” Ulyana said.

	“What makes you say that?” Zozia said, still grinning.

	“I’ve been around real movement firebrands and I’ve been around posers.” Ulyana said.

	“And I’m a poser?”

	“You can recite the rote script you’re supposed to with a little smile. But it’s all a game to you. I don’t know your personal history, but I’ve spoken with a lot of people here, over the past few days, who give a damn about what they’re doing, enough to push back at us, to have some blood in their veins and fire in their eyes when we have disagreements. You just don’t give a shit.”

	“Oh, but you’re wrong. I really am interested in the last question I asked of you.”

	Zozia bared teeth from between those grinning lips. Ksenia covered her mouth, tittering.

	Ulyana smiled back. She would give this dandy bitch an answer–

	“I’m here to pay back rich Imbrian bastards like you for my exile and enslavement.” She said.

	She thought she would be read as glib and combative and was not ready for the response.

	Zozia began to clap, and Ksenia soon joined her. They clapped, cheered and laughed.

	“Marvelous! How romantic! Of course– vengeance! We can be kindred spirits yet!”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah were briefly speechless at this reaction. Was this just a joke to them?

	“Vengeance! Indeed. We all share this motivation beneath all the ideology. Vengeance.”

	“So you think the Arrows are just your plaything, a tool for your revenge?” Aaliyah scoffed.

	“You will find I’m not alone in that sentiment, Ms. Bashara!” Zozia replied. Her tone was so suddenly elevated and jovial. “It’s universal to the downtrodden! Vengeance is our great need! We don’t join militias for the slogans.”

	“Well, your theatrics served their purpose. I think I finally understand you.” Ulyana sighed.

	“Oh no. You haven’t an inkling of what you’re actually dealing with.” Zozia said.

	From a corner of the room Kalika, who’d had her eyes closed so far, opened one warily.

	“Vengeance is not just our aim, Ulyana Korabiskaya. It is our very being. Powerful people fill our bodies with hatred and violence until we overflow with it and rampage. This is the true driving objective behind all struggle– the final committing of the great vengeance that will overturn and reverse power and weakness. Human history inexorably leads to this vengeance.”

	“Now you’ve devolved exclusively into reactionary bilge.” Aaliyah shouted. “Focusing on the violence as end in itself shows how little you care for the people in this movement and the people you once claimed to fight for. Violence is a tool and liberation must be the aim. You’re really nothing but a poser. We have nothing more to talk to you about. Captain?”

	Aaliyah looked at Ulyana, who in turn, could not peel her eyes away from Zozia.

	There was something still off– something macabre about that performance.

	They were not talking about the same things. Something was wrong here. Something was disconnected.

	Ulyana’s– intuition? Instinct? Animalistic sense of fear–? Something told her this was wrong.

	Zozia was inferring something beyond the ideological differences Aaliyah cited.

	Not an inkling of what we’re dealing with. So what was it that they were dealing with?

	They couldn’t be Volkisch– this theater did not serve their interests at all.

	Now Ulyana wouldn’t trust her and would disseminate that distrust with Gloria and Erika.

	A Volkisch informant would have tried to get in deeper and earn their confidence.

	They were not hardcore anarchists. So who were they and why did they really come here?

	Staring at that beautiful face, the clothes, at her erratic passions– Ulyana didn’t understand.

	Was she really just crazy? Could that really have been it? Yet– her words had some clarity and conviction.

	Aaliyah pointed at the door again, but Zozia crossed her arms and did not move a muscle.

	“Leave? But the conversation is getting so lively. Oh well. I have a final question– Korabiskaya– have you heard the theory of the omnipotent Basilisk before? I’m uncertain if it would be something you would know about.”

	Ulyana grunted with dissatisfaction. “I have no idea. I suppose you will tell me this theory.”

	In the corner, Kalika Loukia ceased leaning against the wall and stood up straight.

	She glanced at Ulyana, and without turning her head, Ulyana glanced back. She was getting ready.

	“Imagine a distant future, in which humanity created a machine that can efficiently manage, organize and marshal all human resources, effectively ushering in a golden age for humanity. It is deferred to as a faultless administrator of human affairs, and completely eliminates suffering and deprivation among humanity. However, the machine has an additional prerogative. In fact, it is a moral imperative!” Zozia became excited again upon reaching this part of her little story. “It must punish all humans who got in the way of its ascendance! Any human who failed to bring about the great machine, the Basilisk, by their actions, contributed to the unneeded sacrifice of billions of humans! Anyone who delayed the perfect administration of the machine is directly responsible for all the horrors visited upon the world before the completion of the machine. So the machine must punish them. Even as it cares for the humans it has freed from want, it must also seek justice for the suffering delivered to world. These two aims are inextricably tied together in its logic. You can’t have the salvation without purging the damned.”

	“You call that a theory? It sounds more like a childish parable to me.” Ulyana replied.

	“What exactly are you getting at? What is the machine in this metaphor?” Aaliyah said, by now utterly exasperated with Zozia’s bloviating philosophy. “Is it you? Do we quiver in fear of having not deferred to your deranged speeches and served you? I already told you to get out. We’ll be calling security next. Stand up, turn around, and never speak to us again.”

	Zozia and Ksenia stood up as instructed. They did not yet turn around or walk away.

	“Keep this in mind. Our world has suffered too much not to seek this redress. This fallen era cannot advance without a final reckoning. Deep down in your animal brains, you know this. In the metaphor, the machine could be an organization, it could be a system, or yes, even an individual. Maybe it’s you; maybe it’s Bhavani Jayasankar. But it isn’t– and it isn’t me. It’s something so much greater than us. If you think your actions are worthy of its mercy– you are falling quite short.”

	There was a glint of light from the corner of the room as a sword was drawn.

	At Zozia’s neck was the tip of Kalika’s vibroblade, whirring with electric violence.

	Leaving on the side of that beautiful white nape a tiny scratch.

	“No more bombast; or I’ll start taking your incoherent threats seriously. Get out now.”

	Kalika locked eyes with Zozia. In turn, Zozia’s crosshair eyes locked on to her.

	Not once, not even faced with the cutting of her head, did the smile wipe off her face.

	“I’ll see you at Aachen. I look forward to seeing where the currents take you.” Zozia said.

	Aaliyah stood up from her own seat, as did Ulyana, muscles tensed and ready to act.

	Thankfully, no further scene would be made by the “libertarian” Arrows.

	Zozia and Ksenia simply laughed and walked away from Kalika’s blade without a care.

	Out the door like a storm, much the same as they had blown in.

	For almost a minute, Kalika, Ulyana and Aaliyah waited, staring at the door.

	Finally, the three of them let out long sighs and slumped, their coiled muscles loosening.

	“God damn it. I am blaming Kremina Qote for this mess fully! Where did she find those psychopaths?” Ulyana started yelling, striking the desk in front of her with her fist. She was so frustrated she could have wept. Never in the Empire had she experienced such a surreal and utterly disrespectful scene as this. Even Norn the Praetorian was a more coherent speaker than them!

	“Thank you for your assistance, Kalika.” Aaliyah said. “Foolishly, I was not armed.”

	“It’s fine. I agree with not bringing guns into this situation anyway.” Kalika said.

	Her blade folded up and she hid the object in her bag again.

	She continued to look at the door with narrowed eyes, deep in thought.

	Ulyana, meanwhile, was already looking forward. 

	“Well, we’ve seen enough. I’m going to confront Kremina.” She said.

	Aaliyah nodded her head. Despite the drama– they had seen everything they needed to.

	“As always, I will support you, Captain.” She said.

	“Kalika,” Ulyana said, “Can you get Erika to come to the Brigand quickly? I would like her on hand.”

	At first Kalika stared at Ulyana in a bit of confusion, but then seemed to warm up to the idea.

	“I assume you will make it worth our while?” She asked.

	“Absolutely.” Ulyana said, putting on a conspiratorial little smile.

	Behind them, Aaliyah’s ears and tails drooped with fatigue. But she did not deter Ulyana’s course.

	

	

	“You’ve had an eventful day, haven’t you? I hope this was worth all the work I had to do.”

	Once more, Kremina Qote was invited into the Brigand, sitting in a meeting room with a wily smile and her eyes narrowed enough for her crow’s feet to show. She had on a look that suggested she was well above everything transpiring here. Much like Zozia, this was a game where she had no skin in the outcome– that was the kind of attitude her expression suggested to those opposite her. Ulyana and Aaliyah sat together across the table, with identical calm, appraising expressions. A pair of portables on the desk held their copies of several documents, along with typed notes about everything they learned about the factions.

	Behind them on the wall was a dark monitor, framing the bodies of Ulyana and Aaliyah.

	“We met with the representatives of the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot, the Rotfront, and the ‘Left Arrow.” Aaliyah said. Her tone was clinical; precise and emotionless. “Thank you for arranging these meetings on such short notice for us.”

	“Spare me.” Kremina said. “I do not see a need to stay in this room for extended pleasantries.”

	Her attitude yielded no escalation from across the table.

	“We have deliberated and have indeed made our decision.” Ulyana said.

	“There was only ever one realistic choice.” Kremina said.

	“Remind me– when last we spoke, you felt it was a doomed endeavor.” Aaliyah said.

	Kremina shrugged. “The Social-Democrats are naïve, and liberal democracy is doomed to become corrupt and falter no matter how many social programs they fund; the Katarrans are hated by everyone; and the anarchists are weak and unruly. In my mind, one of those problems is at least a long-term problem. I cannot help you if that explanation confuses you. My job here is done– right now I’m only here to witness the result. At any rate, you would do well to side with the Schwarzrot as we have.”

	We of course meaning herself and Daksha Kansal, looming somewhere out in the distance.

	It was tough to keep her cool in front of Kremina’s smugness, but the prank was well underway at this point.

	Ulyana held the portable with her documents in her hands, squeezing on the glass edges.

	Both with veiled irration, but also, anticipating the look on her face.

	“Kansal sent you out to do this, but you don’t agree, do you? It’s truly a waste of time to you.”

	Kremina fixed tired eyes on Ulyana and scoffed. “I am only listening to you prattle on for her sake, yes.”

	“You keep saying that; but does Kansal also want you to be so acerbic all the time?”

	“Korabiskaya, I am not going to argue with you anymore. You did what I wanted, so let us move on.”

	Ulyana smiled. She could feel it, could hear it; indignation creeping in the edges of her mask.

	“You’ve got nowhere to be. And we’re going to sit you down and put you in your place for all this trouble.”

	“Oh? This ought to be good.” Kremina looked unbothered and above-it-all, but her volume was rising.

	Aaliyah pressed a button on the touchpad for the desk. “Semyonova, bring in our guest.”

	On the screen behind the desk, Semyonova’s cheery round face appeared. She saluted once.

	Kremina turned her head toward the doorway behind herself.

	When the screen behind Ulyana and Aaliyah went dark again, they heard a series of approaching footsteps.

	Akulantova stood at the edge of the door and ushered in their guest.

	Upon catching the first glimpse–

	“You’ve made a stupid but predictable mistake. Oh well, nothing to be done.” Kremina said.

	Erika Kairos walked through the doorway and stood off to the side of the table, smiling cheerfully.

	Kremina did not acknowledge her silent greeting.

	“Oh, so this wasn’t the mistake you wanted us to make? Did we not meet expectations?” Ulyana said.

	Ulyana watched Kremina’s face to gauge the response and found her expression darkening.

	“Last time we talked, I put up with a lot from you, Korabiskaya. I do not have to anymore. I am done with all of you. If you are serious about continuing to do political work here, then it is time for you to mind your place.” Kremina said.

	“We are taking issue with that last chat too, actually.” Aaliyah replied. “You’re only loyal to Daksha Kansal, and you think the United Front is doomed. But you wanted one group to have our support in order to stand out militarily and have the resources to survive. We’ve been questioning your motives and logic since the beginning. It makes no sense to us.”

	“I told you the situation as I saw it. I will not repeat myself to you again and again in nicer words.” Kremina said.

	“Your logic was always very biased– but this is about more than that.” Ulyana said.

	The United Front was filled with people full of passions and ambitions.

	But it was possible for them to come together. It was not a fait accompli for them.

	Ulyana did not see the deep rifts that Kremina wanted them to believe existed.

	Gloria Luxembourg and Erika Kairos were willing to work together and bore no animosity.

	Hell, Gloria was even wiling to invite anarchists who personally despised her, to her table.

	Zozia Chelik was a bizarre eccentric, maybe even insane, but she was headed to Aachen.

	Even with her strange “vision” she was still pursuing the United Front, nevertheless.

	All of them were headed on the same path despite radical differences.

	Kremina had told them time and again what Daksha Kansal purportedly believed.

	However, they had never spoken with Daksha Kansal themselves to confirm anything.

	Could Kremina speak for Kansal? Or was that only true in her own self-conceit?

	Kremina made her biases obvious immediately as soon as they met. She was highly opinionated.

	Why would she act this way? About a waste of time, a doomed endeavor, a solved problem?

	Or– perhaps, because it was, to her, a solved problem.

	Smiling, Ulyana continued to fix her appraising eyes on Kremina’s withdrawing gaze.

	“You never wanted us to join the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot.” Ulyana said. “Union soldiers with state backing could potentially subvert control over any of these factions and de-legitimize the grassroots effort of your dear mentor and political partner. You want to marginalize the Rotfront while pushing us toward supporting them instead, to limit our influence.”

	“Watch your words carefully from now on, Captain.” Kremina replied simply.

	Pissed off or not she had not moved a muscle from her chair. She was staying put because she wanted to argue.

	Kremina Qote was an old school revolutionary. She had to be right– and she would not tolerate otherwise.

	She was flying the banner not only of the woman she respected, but of the absolute, correct line of thought.

	Ulyana had her. Now it was time to put her in her place. She pointed a finger right at Kremina’s chest.

	“You want Daksha Kansal to have total control without outside opposition. The Union mission scares you.”

	“I don’t have to answer your baseless speculation. You’re lucky I am speaking to you at all.”

	Yes, she was indeed lucky that Kremina was staying put to have a chat about Daksha Kansal.

	She mentioned that name over and over, it was the source of her respectability and authority.

	Now it was also the chain Ulyana had around her neck. 

	And she would pull on it until she saw Kremina’s back arched in resistance.

	“It’s not even necessary to confirm whether it’s true or not. That’s just a funny aside for me.” Ulyana said. “Whether you believe your basic premise or whether you are using it as part of a cynical manipulation: the only fact is that it is wrong. The United Front can succeed and we will support it. Gloria Luxembourg, Erika Kairos, even a psychopath like Zozia Chelik, none of these people are the hopeless marionettes you seem to treat them as. We outright reject these terms. We will support all of the United Front. But we don’t want to lead; we will defer to the expertise of Premier Erika Kairos, not of Daksha Kansal.”

	At the side of the table, Erika looked briefly surprised by all of this, before smiling brightly at them.

	Kremina scoffed. “You think I’ll be impressed by your naive ‘third option’ rhetoric?”

	“We’re only getting started. We haven’t mentioned the best part yet.” Ulyana said. She cocked a little grin again.

	“You’re playing with fire. I’ve had just about enough of your attitude, Korabiskaya.”

	She had been needling and needling, and it was time to deliver the coup de grace.

	No matter how detached someone was– if they had a complex, they also had a trigger–

	“Fine. We don’t need you anymore. Just tell Daksha Kansal to get ready for a challenge.”

	Kremina stood up and slammed her hands on the table, looming close to Ulyana.

	“Who the hell do you think you are, Captain?”

	“Judging by your response, I guess we’re a credible threat to your beloved Kansal?”

	“What nerve! You nobody little uniformed bitch! You have no idea what you are up against here!”

	Aaliyah spoke up, calmly. “Kremina Qote, we should tone down the name-calling–”

	Kremina completely ignored her. Her eyes were focused on meeting Ulyana’s gaze.

	“You– You’re completely out of line. Completely– What do you think you’re–”

	“Ask Daksha Kansal who I am, maybe you’ll be surprised.” Ulyana said, drawing out each syllable at the end. 

	Her lips curled into a wicked grin.

	She was taking it personally. Ulyana had her, had the chain dug right into her cold black heart.

	That pride of an old revolutionary who would not defer the struggle to some upstarts from another ocean.

	And the clear, deep loyalty that she had for Daksha Kansal that would be her undoing.

	Maybe even love. A love that had given way to irrationality. Ulyana couldn’t know, only suspect.

	So she continued to smile even with Kremina fuming directly in her face. 

	“We told you from the start that we were not bowing down to you. Our mission is guaranteed by Commissar-General Parvati Nagavanshi herself. In fact, Kremina, Daksha Kansal herself ought to be quite wary of that, you know?”

	Kremina closed her fists in ire. “Nagavanshi? You think she intimidates me?”

	“She does. I know it. I understand it, too. Kansal ought to be mindful of the Ashura after all she has done–”

	That was the last straw. 

	Everything that had been cooking inside Kremina Qote, every tiny aggression, finally boiled over.

	“Jayasankarist lapdogs! There is no United Front without Daksha Kansal!” Kremina said, her words growing hotter and her fury more evident by the minute. “Neither Nagavanshi nor you nor a million of this Katarran you have here, none of you could possibly replace her. I will make sure none of you vagrants can even set one boot into Aachen now, mark my words–”

	Ulyana smiled even as Kremina shouted venom in her face.

	“Comrades, this ill becomes us! Let us calm down!” Aaliyah said, completely insincerely.

	Erika crossed her arms and feigned disinterest in the barbs aimed at her.

	“Comrade?! I’m not the comrade of any of you people–!”

	Kremina grunted and groaned but then seemed to pause herself. She looked at the screen behind Ulyana.

	There was a sudden wild glint in her eyes as she scrutinized the black screen. 

	Ulyana knew exactly what was going through her head.

	It was a Union two-way telemonitor with no indication of whether it was broadcasting–

	An Ashura-operated telemonitor–

	Nagavanshi’s tactics.

	“You never shut that off.” Kremina said suddenly. “Who the fuck is that there?”

	“Oh, you noticed. I thought you’d get a few more colorful remarks in before you did.”

	Now also smiling, Aaliyah slid her finger across the desk’s touchscreen.

	Behind her, the screen slowly brightened, and on the large monitor–

	Was the shining face and colorful pink hair of a certain Gloria Innocence Luxembourg.

	Communicating over an encrypted two-way video connection that was being arduously monitored by Zachikova and Semyonova to insure security. She had audio of the room, while the video on the set had simply been darkened to conceal her.

	Kremina’s briefly went wide. “Madam President– How long have you been–?”

	“Unfortunately, I heard the whole thing. When you walked in, the screen was dimmed, and the switch to that cute as a button Semyonova was done in order to hide the whole trick in plain sight and keep you talking.” Gloria said. She put on a cutesy face and twiddled her fingers. “Kremmy, how could you be so nasty to our guests? We sent you to Kreuzung to make us friends, but it looks like you caused our guests a lot of awful scenes. We’re going to have a long talk about this when you get back. You, me and our wonderful mentor– I am just glad that our guests brought your rhetoric to my attention before it got out of hand.”

	Gloria pouted and cocked her head to one side, but her eyes were glaring at Kremina.

	“Please forgive her, comrades. Her words do not represent the views of the S.P.R.”

	President of the S.P.R., Gloria Innocence Luxembourg. She had asserted to them during their conversation that she was not a puppet of of Daksha Kansal. Therefore, there was only one side of the fiery rhetoric being thrown around that concerned her. Ulyana had thought she would be best served seeing first-hand what her fearsome advocate had been saying. She had been reached about the idea and acquiesced surprisingly quickly. Maybe she also wanted to see Kremina squirm.

	It was not simple to set this up on short notice, particularly because of the security concerns– 

	–but the look on Kremina Qote’s face made it worthwhile. And it furthered Gloria’s trust in them.

	“Tch.” Kremina made a sound and crossed her arms. She had finally been put in her place.

	On the big screen, Gloria then turned from Kremina toward Erika and waved happily.

	“Congratulations Eri! I’m happy we worked out an arrangement that helps everybody.”

	Erika coiled a bit of smoke-blue hair around her finger. “Indeed, Madam Luxembourg. Thank you too.”

	“I look forward to meeting you in Aachen, Eri. Let us have tea and cake rolls when we do. Toodles!”

	Once more the screen went dark, this time actually disconnecting from encrypted communication entirely.

	Unprompted, Kremina Qote turned sharply away and started to stomp out of the room.

	“We’ll meet again in Aachen, Ulyana Korabiskaya. I won’t forget this.” She said in passing.

	“Looking forward to hearing what Daksha Kansal really thinks of all this.” Ulyana said in return.

	Akulantova, who looked thoroughly exasperated with everything going on, escorted the glaring and grumbling Kremina Qote out of the ship. Inside the meeting room, it was as if someone had taken a maximum-strength room heater out from a corner in which it had been seething, and there was cool air flowing again. Erika sat where Kremina had once been seated, tittering girlishly.

	“That was rather vicious, Captain.” Erika said, like a girl who had watched a gory film.

	“She had me at my goddamn limit. I’d have given her a spanking if I could have.” Ulyana said.

	“I had imagined the conversation being a little less– violent– in the planning stages.” Aaliyah said wearily.

	“I’m not actually going after Daksha Kansal.” Ulyana said. “Unless she forces our hand, of course.”

	“We’re all warming up to the idea of having to fight the great hero of the Union, huh?”

	“I’m not! I just knew it was the best way to provoke Kremina to be nasty.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah sighed openly, clearly fatigued by everything that had transpired.

	Ulyana reached out to pat her shoulder and back for comfort. Aaliyah didn’t resist it.

	When she laid back against her seat, she laid on the side of the chair closest to Ulyana, leaning into her.

	Thank everything; even after all this, she was not upset with her.

	“Realistically, Kremina Qote doesn’t have any power to do anything to you. Aachen is not even fully under the control of the leftists anyway.” Erika said. “Now that I am here I will protect all of you. With that said: I suppose you are my subordinates now? I must admit, I was a little surprised– I thought my message would resonate, but this is quite a bit more.”

	Ulyana smiled gently at Erika. “We had an epiphany. At first we suspected Kremina Qote might have a similar fear to our own, of being subverted politically by a powerful ally. We realized in order to insulate ourselves from a potential influence campaign by Kansal’s faction, it helps to rally around another political figure. Then it dawned on me that, frankly, it’ll be deleterious to your activities in Eisental if you’re seen to be in the shadow of a bunch of Union operatives anyway. So starting today, we’ll be under your political command instead, Premier.” Ulyana felt a bit silly calling her that, but it had to be done.

	Erika looked like her heart lifted every time she heard herself called that.

	At Ulyana’s side, Aaliyah opened one eye to look at Erika.

	“We’ll introduce you to the crew. You can prepare remarks.” She said. She yawned a bit. “Until our activities in Eisental conclude, we’ll be working under you fully. We’ll share all of our data, and you can share your own once we return to the water. Truth be told, I was pretty impressed with your rhetoric. I am looking forward to fighting alongside the Rotfront, Premier.”

	“Ah. It’s called the Nationale Volksarmee now.” Erika said, smiling awkwardly.

	“We’ll be part of the Nationale Volksarmee then.” Aaliyah said, trying to smile about it as she started to doze off a bit.

	“Then, I too will be in your care and protection. Thank you, comrades.” Erika replied.

	Ulyana thought her eyes betrayed a sort of girlish excitement that was rather charming to see.

	Even through all her professional demeanor, she was young and energized for the fight.

	They would need that energy– it was only the first step in a long, long road ahead.

	One in which both allies and enemies would need to be handled inventively.

	Ulyana looked down at her Commissar, about to fall asleep beside her. One more conflict behind them.

	No matter what, or who, challenges us. I will protect you. For that trust you placed in me.

	That trust that supercedes even the stature of Daksha Kansal.

	Thank you, Aaliyah. Ulyana thought, with a fond sigh.

	

	

	That night, before the change in shifts for the officers and after the return of the sailors who had been working on the ship outside, the crew began to gather close to the various monitors throughout the Brigand. There was a special announcement and a video meeting had been convened. Semyonova’s cheery face and silky blond hair on the television urged the crew members to keep attention on the screens and their voices down. They had to minimize the sound carrying outside the ship’s closed hatches. 

	For about fifteen minutes’ worth of preparations, she kept the crew’s attention with charming affirmations.

	“Alright comrades! Please maintain order, the Captain will now address the ship.”

	Semyonova’s plump round face faded into that of the sleek-jawed Ulyana Korabiskaya.

	For the address, the Captain had her blond hair down, her makeup immaculate, and she wore a Union dress uniform. 

	Staggeringly beautiful and gallant. This must have been a very special occassion.

	“Comrades,” she began, and all of the crew knew then that this was not an address as ‘Treasure Box Transports’, “I convened this meeting to update you all on the status of the mission, and to speak in detail about the next leg of our journey. We left our homes over two months ago in order to pursue the cause of revolution in the Imbrian Empire on behalf of our nation. We are currently in Kreuzung Station, in the Eisental region of Rhinea. Rhinea and by extension, the Volkisch Movement that controls it, are major players in the Imperial Civil War that has been escalating since we embarked on this journey. Rhinea has the largest and most high-tech industrial base in the Empire, and the resources to fuel it, via the Rhineametalle corporation. Eisental is the unwilling heart pumping blood through this warring body, held captive within the ribcage of the Volkisch state.”

	Captain Korabiskaya spoke confidently, and the crew listened with rapt attention.

	“Revolution is brewing within Eisental. And it has given us an opportunity to uphold our duty and support the proletariat of the Empire in taking up arms for their freedom. Over the past few days, we have been in active discussion with several dissident organizations, gauging their positions and strengths and judging how best we might work together and where our goals align. I am pleased to announce that we have found kindred spirits among Eisental’s revolutionaries and will be working in league with a communist militia known as the Nationale Volksarmee. For the duration of our mission in Eisental, we will labor under their organization’s banner, and defer to the political command of their leader Erika Kairos. We want to join the fight; but it’s only right that Eisental’s people lead the way for us. Erika’s passion, her connections and resources, and most importantly, her experience with Eisental and its conditions, are invaluable. I am going to yield the floor for her to introduce herself. From now on, you are to address her as ‘Premier’ except in Protocol Tokarev conditions, in which she is to be addressed as an executive.”

	Across the ship, the sailors and officers exchanged somewhat bewildered glances at each other. 

	They had ultimately acclimated to many of the other guests on the ship. All of the engineers loved ‘Miss Tigris’ for her boundless enthusiasm for menial mechanical labors; several of the officers had respect for ‘Miss Euphrates’, and some gossipy girls considered adding her to the list of the ‘ship’s Princes’. Maryam Karahailos’ and Elena Lettiere’s smiles were like rays of sunshine. It was different, however, to be told effectively that they would be under new management now.

	Calling anyone but Bhavani Jayasankar ‘Premier’ also felt quite strange to them.

	Regardless, Captain Korabiskaya was still here, still their Captain, and they trusted her.

	When a Katarran appeared on the screen next, however, the bewilderment deepened.

	Standing in the center of the bridge, where Captain Korabiskaya would usually be found.

	She certainly looked the part of a communist leader, with her red greatcoat and flat garrison style hat, and the formal shirt and skirt she wore beneath, worn with meticulous precision. Her hair was long and voluminous and had a dark, dull blue color, complimenting her pink skin and her rare odd eyes, one green and one blue. Her thin lips were painted a light red, and her eyes were shadowed wine-dark. Behind her head, a pair of black horns with curved ends curled out, framing the back of the skull, in such a way that she could still conceivably lay her head flat on them. Her appearance alone was enough to draw in the curiosity of the crew, who waited eagerly for her speech to begin. Then, her voice, deep and rich, finally broadcast across the vessel.

	“Comrades, thank you for having me.” She said. “My name is Erika Kairos. I am not a stickler for formality, but I do demand some respect, and I will give it in turn. It is no exaggeration to say that Mordecai’s teachings, and the continued resistance of the Union, saved my life, and gave me hope when I thought there could be no escape from our rapacious ruling class. In each and every one of you there are a thousand generations of resistance. Rest assured, you will inspire a thousand more.”

	Erika put a hand over her chest. “I am many things, and I have been known as many things. Katarran, slave, thug, mercenary, bookworm– and now Premier. I lead an organization of several ships and several hundred lives, soldiers, sailors, engineers, pilots, and civilians, all of whom are dedicated to the cause of the anti-imperialist struggle. I am here in person, because I am staking it all on this gamble for the future of the world. But before all of those things, I mentioned, ‘Katarran.’ It is an indelible fact of my being, and it is the crux of what I wish to communicate to you. It is of vital importance to understanding me.”

	She lowered her hand back to her side and took in a bit of breath before continuing.

	“An unrecognized fact of life in the Imbrium is the exploitation of the Katarran body. We are everywhere, but our lives are disposable. We are widely hated, forced out of the public and into the back streets and sub-levels of the world. In these underworlds our bodies are reduced to commodities for killing, toiling, fucking. We are less than offal to the Imbrians– offal is not allowed to go to waste. Our continued existence suits the Imbrians. We are their assassins, their sneak thieves, their indentured hard labor and exotic sexual fantasy. Their hedonism and greed demands our existence but their social conception of the world demands our invisibility and extermination. We exist in this dual position; this contradiction defines us.”

	“But there is another race in the Imbrium Ocean that faces oppression on this scale as well. Eisental’s first and oldest station was home to Shimii, they settled these waters before the Imbrian Empire, yet their religious practices are curtailed, they are segregated into ghettos, and only the wealthiest, most politically connected Shimii are allowed true freedom in its waters now. The Shimii in the Imbrium face nothing short of existential crisis now. While their bodies might continue to live, their culture and beliefs are being slowly destroyed as they are driven to despair. Their ‘age of heroes’ has passed. Mehmed the Tyrant was defeated, and the Mahdists supporting him were driven into slavery in the Union or forced into Imbrianizing their names and leaving behind their identities. But even the average Rashidun Shimii, who are told they won the ideological victory and hold the truth of their religion, have not seen any improvement in their lot in life. They are still the puppets of the Imbrians, but they are told by their religious and community leaders that they must accept chains of a different sort than those clapped on the Mahdists in order to survive. That contradiction is sharp and sharpening. Pity the Katarran her condition; but the Shimii suffer under the yoke too.”

	In the Union, every student received education on the various nationalities that made up the people of the state. 

	Volgians were the majority, followed closely by “North Bosporans” who had once lived in the northern ice cap, same as the Volgians did. Shimii were the third largest population and Katarrans were a very small minority. In the Union, there was a prevailing tone of racial diversity and equality. It was acknowledged that everyone had to do their part to accommodate everyone else where differing cultural practices were concerned, but that ultimately, they were all equal partners in building socialism. For a lot of people, Erika’s firebrand speech about the debasement of her ‘body’, the collective ‘body’ of her people, stirred in them a deep discomfort. For many of the Volgians and Bosporans in the room, they had not confronted the idea of racism except as a distant historical specter of the what the Empire, collectively, did to them, as a whole. It was not so visceral to them.

	That shadowy existence of the Katarran as both extant and exterminated, puzzled them.

	That spectre of the Shimii as a segregated people, was something they had not experienced before.

	Despite their discomfort and the way the words felt chilling, everyone was stirred by Erika’s speech. Nobody could peel themselves away. They truly did feel like they were listening to Bhavani Jayasankar. They felt the power radiating from it even if they struggled to internalize the content of the words. Meaningfulness was transferred to them as authority.

	“Through recognizing these positions, we stand to finally create an enduring mutiny that can uplift and unite the people of Eisental. It is not enough to have a revolution for the literate Imbrians in the colleges, dabbling in socialism; nor even the Imbrian workers whose exploitation is juxtaposed against other races to cast them as enemies to them. Our revolution must begin with the most disenfranchised peoples. We must speak to the most hopeless, for they will shine brightest once they are given reason to live and the instruments with which to fight. This is my core belief, and it is what we will pursue in order to triumph.”

	Erika was earning the authority to call herself ‘Premier’ in front of them.

	“In the ghettoes of the southern Eisental ring of stations; in the forgotten construction shafts were homeless and abandoned peoples still scratch out a living; in the factories and corporate sweatshops were Shimii and Katarran alike toil invisibly for the Imbrian purse; in the Agri-Spheres where rows and rows of ears and tails work tirelessly to feed the ravenous mouths of the Imbrian people for a pittance that only just allows them to feed themselves; comrades! Throughout Eisental the cries of the dispossessed will become cacophony! They have nothing but their anger! And that anger is fuel awaiting our flint, bracing for the spark that lights the conflagration that will sweep the Volkisch Movement and their complicit treasurers from this Ocean once and for all! Keep in your heart their suffering, but more than that, keep in hand the weapon you will give them!”

	In the height of her passion, Erika saluted the crew; and swept up in it, many of them saluted back.

	“We are the invincible guard of liberation! The Nationale Volksarmee!”

	Those words, that they had never before heard, stirred the hearts of the Brigand’s crew.

	Clapping, cheering, excitement, a swell of emotion. Tears, grit teeth and pumping fists.

	Suddenly and with a passion that shook them to their core, the Brigand’s next adventure had begun.

	

	

	“Captain, may I have a word?”

	Out in the hall, on the way back to her bedroom, one of the Brigand’s colorful guests walked up to Ulyana as she headed to her room. Long-haired with two horns from her forehead that pushed apart her tidy bangs, a thick tail, and a slim and pale body covered in a haphazardly worn Treasure Box Transports uniform. It was the Brigand’s own ‘special navigator’: Arbitrator I.

	“Of course. I’m a little out of it, so perhaps not too many words.” Ulyana said.

	She smiled awkwardly. Arbitrator I smiled cheerily back.

	Glib and carefree as usual, Arbitrator I had wanted to discuss with the Captain the possibility of securing at least a small supply of meat, even the worst quality meat, so as long as it was the meat of a mammal it would suffice. 

	Anything to give her lovely Braya a bit of a reprieve from the–

	Arbitrator I’s eyes widened suddenly. Her pupils dilated, her hand began to shake in Ulyana’s presence.

	“Hey. Are you okay?” Ulyana asked.

	In that instant, Arbitrator I’s body was responding to the threat she felt–

	–from Ulyana’s scent. She reeked of those– those awful things– those beasts swathed in their sin–

	Arbitrator I’s body responded, heat in her chest, tension in her muscles, an edge to her teeth.

	She closed her fists, tried to master herself. It was just the Captain– she could not attack her–

	“You reek, Captain. Please clean yourself. Good night.”

	Without another word, she turned sharply around and started walking away, trying to clear her mind.

	Leaving behind a very confused Captain.

	“Excuse me? Ugh! Whatever!” Ulyana replied, exasperated.

	Arbitrator I swallowed her embarrassment, and the frustration of losing control of her senses.

	More than that, though, she worried about the provenance of that evil scent.

	Did she meet with the Enforcers? Why would she do that? What are they here for?

	Was the station infiltrated? Was the ship infiltrated? Did anyone realize the danger?

	Desperation swelled and spread in her like a cancer.

	Her heart pounded, she began to sweat. She had to calm herself before Braya saw her again.

	She had to calm herself, and to think, to uncover more. She had to do something to protect them.

	Arbitrator I could not afford to fail in the face of the Syzygy. Not again.

	She could not lose another home.

	In a blink of her eyes, as she walked down the empty hall–

	Her irises became a purple hexagon shape, and a change began in her body.

	Lift all locks on STEM.

	Arbitrator I reached deep inside herself for every micrometer of data stored in her biomechanical DNA.

	Her brain would be heavily burdened in the process– but she desperately needed everything back. 

	Even the things she wanted to most forget. Even the things she feared knowing again.

	Reassemble all blocks. Bypass secure parsing method. Skip bad block health check.

	She could not wait anymore, she could not be careful, she could not open the blocks like dainty toys.

	No matter what nightmares exploded out of the forgotten recesses of herself.

	Array all data. Immediately.

	For Braya’s sake– for all their sakes’.

	 


11.7

	Kreuzung’s Tower Two was an enormous supplemental seaport. 

	It was one of Kreuzung’s oldest support towers.

	Even from the exterior one could tell apart the numerous seams for the closed steel doors to its berths. Originally it had been designed to accommodate a dozen cargo super-haulers that had become the Empire’s workhorse transport ships during the colonization period. Each of these vessels was almost the size of a station tier, so an entire tower was needed to accept them, unload their cargo, repair and maintain them, and send them back on their way. 

	Gradually, super-haulers began to disappear from the oceans around Kreuzung. 

	Not only because of the recent turmoil– since the Fueller dynasty took power, the Newtype Tower V station, much smaller and humbler than its predecessors, had become the leading form of architecture in the Imbrium. Any new station was a macro-stitched Newtype Tower V with an adjacent Nautilus II Separated Seaport block attached to the tower by tube trams. Sometimes a few small towers were linked to the seaport block, expanding capacity and creating a station complex. Each of these towers was roughly 2/3 the size of one of Kreuzung’s supporting towers, but depending on the interior configuration, they could squeeze almost as many people in poorer accommodations that were cheaper to maintain.

	Huge stations like Kreuzung would never be built again. Perhaps in time only the rich would afford living in them, with all the poor segregated to smaller towers. At any rate: massive ships with the capacity to carry mind-boggling quantities of materials to a remote worksite were largely unneeded. This shift then led most current high-capacity seaports to convert many of their enormous berths to support the docking of multiple smaller vessels, increasing capacity for cheap to achieve greater profit on space they already had. While this came at the expense of the quality of service and safety at those berths, there was no turning back. Tower Two still hosted much of the Kreuzung Complex’s freight processing, but it was now also the most accessible seaport for private yachts and luxury cruise ships, ambulant resorts, and other kinds of pleasure vessels unwilling to deal with security in the Core Station.

	On the tower’s northeastern side, a berth opened to allow a simple cylindrical vessel to exit the seaport and begin its journey. It was a workhorse private transport craft about fifty meters long and thirty wide, built for endurance and safety over looks, like a metallic-blue crate with hydrojets leaving streams of bubbles and distorted water in its wake. It climbed out of the Kreuzung crater and maintained a stable course close to the ground, over the rocky, sandy surface of the surrounding seafloor. It navigated away, bound north-west.

	On its side, there was a stylized logo, depicted as if long beams and bolts of blue could be seen shining at acute angles across the cursive lettering that read: Raylight Beauty.

	“Once we’re out of Kreuzung’s jurisdiction, set up an encrypted line to Aachen.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	“Use the Gladbach relay, not Kreuzung’s. Monitor the connection closely.”

	“Understood.”

	Kremina Qote left the crew behind and retired to her VIP quarters in the middle of the ship. Like the ship itself, it was not anything too extravagant. But it was private; she had her own bed, a door she could lock, her own desk, her own monitor to work with. She could be reasonably certain that nobody would interfere with her affairs, and she could shut out the world outside. Nobody would hear her. There were no adjacent accommodations.

	She sat down on her bed and looked down at her own shoes.

	Her jaw tense. Fist opening and closing.

	By all rights, she had completed the mission that she had been given.

	She had been sent to Kreuzung to meet with Solarflare LLC, but upon discovering the presence of Nagavanshi’s little guerilla mission, she was instructed to send them to Aachen, to join the United Front against the Volkisch. Redirecting them away from their suicide mission to Buren was necessary and useful, and their mission profile already included helping any resistance movements they found along the way. After all, that originally had been Daksha’s desire which Nagavanshi just twisted out of shape under clauses and subclauses, as she always did. No one could judge Kremina derelict on the basic facts of her mission. Not Gloria; not Daksha herself. Kremina had secured their assistance as instructed.

	However, she had failed in her own personal goal.

	As soon as she heard of the Brigand, she both feared and coveted their assistance.

	She was of two minds approaching them, and she tried her best to navigate it– but–

	Kremina did not account for the stubborn desire of the Brigand’s officers to remain free of Daksha’s command at any cost. Then she was completely blindsided by the nature of their alliance with that upstart Erika Kairos. She was not satisfied with simply putting them on course to Aachen. Kremina had wanted to either control them or sideline them politically. After they made their intentions not to join Kansal clear, diverting them to the Rotfront should have been the end of all her problems. But now Kremina was not sure about the rigor of her previous logic anymore. The Rotfrot was perhaps more ascendant than she thought possible. They had managed not just to ally with the Brigand, but to completely annex them. 

	Ulyana Korabiskaya could introduce new possibilities into the ecosystem at Aachen.

	Erika Kairos could become more than a junior partner in the United Front.

	Daksha Kansal’s influence could be explicitly upset by the Brigand’s actions.

	And in fact– it could even be Ulyana Korabiskaya’s aim to overthrow her entirely.

	“Daksha– what are you thinking–?”

	When Daksha left the Union in the hands of that insipid idealist Ahwalia and that utilitarian brute Jayasankar, Kremina had followed dutifully because she believed in her. She owed her life and allegiance to Daksha Kansal. Only Daksha Kansal had the correct line– only she had the vision to save these troubled seas from themselves. Leaving the Sunlight Foundation had been the right move. Leaving the Union could have been a smart play as well. 

	Now though– Kremina was not so sure what Daksha was trying to do anymore. 

	That doubt, which she was so unfamiliar with, scared her utterly.

	It scared her so much, that it made Ulyana Korabiskaya’s words feel like a threat.

	A threat to an edifice that should have been impregnable, indestructible.

	“Kremina? I’m glad you called. I’ve been worried about you. Gloria’s been saying things.”

	At the appropriate time, the crew connected their vessel via laser to the Gladbach relay. Rhinea had the most developed inter-station network in all of the duchies. In addition to direct connection to the relays, there were many relay buoys that could be used to develop stable connections to the inter-station network even while in transit. Therefore, the ship could continue to travel at a relatively breezy speed, while the picture of Daksha Kansal, speaking in real time, hardly ever shifted in quality on Kremina’s screen.

	She was beautiful– the most beautiful woman Kremina had ever seen.

	Her long brown hair, even as it began gently fading to white; the sharpness of her eyes, even as the crow’s feet began to form in the corners; her easy smile, the warm color of her skin, even as the wrinkles had begun to appear; the figure of an adventurer, broad-shouldered, long-limbed, yet looking professor-like in her mock turtleneck and synthetic jacket. These days she wore bell-bottomed vinyl pants and heeled shoes, perhaps the influence of the fashionista now under her wing. These weren’t visible on the call, but Kremina knew.

	Daksha was always visible in her mind, and in her mind she was always perfect.

	She was beautiful– but she was also aging. Another thing Kremina did not understand.

	Kremina never achieved immortality. She only delayed her own aging by a feeble amount through the use of exotic chemicals she no longer had access to. She was growing old too.

	Daksha Kansal did not have to grow old, like her.

	Daksha Kansal was one of the Immortals, and yet, she threw it all away too.

	“How are you? Gloria is not upset with you, but I’m not happy about what she’s told me.”

	Kremina’s eyes snapped out of the dream-like reverie of seeing her old master once more.

	“I am not here because I value Luxembourg’s esteem.” Kremina replied. “Look, Daksha, I did what you asked. Nagavanshi’s pawns are now on their course to Aachen. Whatever else– was a product of their choices. All I did was give them information and set up contacts for them.”

	Daksha smiled. “You can’t pretend as if that last episode with them didn’t happen.”

	“I lost my temper. It’s irrelevant. They were never going to join us anyway.”

	“I was never concerned about whether or not they would join us.” Daksha said. “I’m happy if it’s just you and me and then our allies. Now I’m afraid they might have the wrong idea and think that we set out to antagonize them. That might lead to unnecessary friction later.”

	“Daksha, they should join you! You should throw your weight around more!”

	Kremina was in a mood– so she let slip a little more than she usually would.

	“Ah. I think I see what’s going on.” Daksha said. “Kremina–”

	She felt like she had been scolded and it embittered her. “I know– I know–”

	“Clearly you don’t.” Daksha said. She was not mad. She was giving Kremina a fond look, like long distance lovers catching each other’s gaze. Despite this, her words were firm. “Kremina. I deeply treasure you. This is why you’re the only person who is indispensable to me and the only person I trust to represent me. But this time, you went out of line– it is my fault, for not giving you a clearer vision of my goals. But the fact remains. You cannot conquer the Ocean for Daksha Kansal by yourself, in my stead– I don’t want you to do anything like that.”

	Despite the soft delivery, Kremina still felt so stung. She couldn’t understand it!

	“Daksha,” she was almost tearing up, “Why– why are you choosing to die?”

	Any foolish or vain action on Daksha’s part was excusable if she was immortal.

	That she was aging, that her time in the world was limited, made everything more urgent.

	Kremina’s conversations with Ulyana Korabiskaya finally laid bare feelings of grief and anxiety that she had been burying for so long. Ulyana dared to say she could challenge Daksha Kansal. Because Daksha was no longer as powerful and invincible as she once was.

	That open wound the audacious Captain unknowingly ripped open, now bled profusely.

	Onto that room on the UNX Brigand, onto this ship and onto the screen.

	“So that’s what this is about then.” Daksha said.

	“Of course it is. Nothing makes sense because of that.” Kremina replied.

	Daksha smiled again and took the tone of a professor delivering a lecture.

	Kremina was left so speechless by the sudden turn in their discussion, she did not interrupt.

	“Do you really know about the Immortals, Kremina? You never were allowed to be part of the inner circle, even though you were so devoted to me. You don’t know how each of them found their own immortality. Yangtze, Euphrates, Tigris, Nile, Potomac, Hudson and myself, formerly, Ganges. All of us are esteemed as geniuses who defeated death, but that is entirely empty techno-utopianist rhetoric. You don’t know the truths; I’ll tell you.”

	When she spoke of them, Daksha betrayed a certain fondness as if telling old war stories.

	“Yangtze cheated death by combining biomechanics with the Pelagis Process, allowing her to grow backup bodies in vats which receive a digitized education in the form of her memories, implanted into the biomechanoid brain of the new body. When I saw the results, as much as I wanted to work with her– seeing a new Yangtze born– it horrified me so much.”

	She averted her gaze. “Meanwhile Potomac keeps herself eternally youthful and alive through her discoveries in pluripotent stem cell therapy and surgery. She grows and discards organs as needed. I can’t fault her for it– but it did make me question things. Same with Hudson. Hudson doesn’t purge her body of unwanted organs with new ones; rather, she has replaced her entire body with immortal cybernetics. And yet, she still longs for even more.”

	Kremina continued to listen, her heart shaken and reeling with the weight of those words.

	“Nile is infected with a cocktail of horrific and rare diseases. She did not choose to be infected with them, but the end result has kept her body alive for over a hundred years and counting; but if they are not controlled, she is a living apocalypse waiting to happen. Being infected with one of the diseases and not all would result in excruciating death, not immortality. She knows this and is ready– to take steps– should it ever be required.” 

	A dire and clumsily put insinuation.

	“As for Euphrates herself,” upon mentioning her, Daksha sighed openly, “Euphrates is the only really Immortal person out of all of us. But she didn’t ask to be that way, Kremina. She was never so power-hungry. She was just born with some kind of condition. People, when she was born, where she grew up– they didn’t understand it. She was a medical guinea pig. It took the collapse of the surface world for her exploitation to end. That’s the only time I’ve ever seen her really vulnerable– I saw it when she baptized me with aether– an insinuation of the things they did to her.” Daksha kept pausing every so often and kept hanging on her words. Kremina knew this was all difficult for her to say. She sat astonished by it.

	“Because of what I saw, I never asked her about the surface and I never will. Meanwhile, Tigris, she was a miracle for Euphrates. She imperfectly inherited Euphrates’ disorder through a spinal fluid transfusion. Her regeneration was enough to save her life. It was also the only time I have seen Euphrates so quickly disavow her own ethics. She must have really been madly in love. I thought, back then, we needed Immortality to safeguard our goals.”

	Daksha shut her eyes. “So finally, there is me. You’ve extended your life a little bit, Kremina, but never found immortality. You don’t have Potomac or Yangtze’s technology, so all you could do is make yourself a little healthier. I don’t judge you for that– we influenced you after all. I influenced you. I was an Immortal. I found a way to prolong my life.”

	Kremina hung on every word, eyes drawn wide, lips shut tightly together.

	“Kremina, pay attention to the wages of my sin, and my greatest shame.”

	She watched Daksha Kansal raise her hand in front of the screen, palm up.

	“King’s Chalice.”

	With trained precision, Kremina reacted, faster than thought.

	Oracle’s Voice.

	Red rings around both their eyes, as Kremina began to see in terms of auras, vectors, and other psionic phenomena in response to Daksha’s invocation. Kremina had never achieved the second and third gifts, but she knew about psionics and knew enough to protect herself as best as she could and dissect attempts to influence her. She could see that Daksha’s palm was not barren as it would be to the eye of an untrained person. 

	Instead, there was a flame dancing on her palm.

	White and black flame that flickered with an eerie warmth.

	From multiple directions as if drawn out of the walls, the little flame coalesced in her hand.

	It had a soft texture, to Kremina’s eyes, and it gave her an almost nostalgic feeling, as if it was a pitiable little thing that deserved coddling. For Daksha to hold it, she had to focus black and white aura in halves over her own palm. Manipulating these types of aura was a skill that required a lot of emotional control. Black aura was the aura of death, the despair of mortality or the desire to kill, and trying to deliberately channel it could cause the user to lose control or succumb to perverse intentions. Meanwhile, White aura was often associated with the sublime, or the eldritch, or even with pure insanity. It was a sight beyond human that very few could actually experience. Daksha was unequaled when it came to Aetherics.

	As Kremina observed the little flame, she also thought that she heard–

	–voices, voices that sang of memories, and a glow in which Kremina could see figures,

	and Daksha’s skin, illuminated by the ghosts,

	lightening, hair brightening, crow’s feet softening, appearing as herself of yesteryear

	beautiful, angelic until

	her palm closed snuffing out the little life

	aging and weakening again before shock-wide eyes–

	Kremina teared up, her voice trembled. “Daksha. That is– is that–”

	“It’s human life, Kremina. I used Aetherics to steal life from others for myself.”

	When Daksha’s psionics dispelled, Kremina watched as the little flame of humanity she had gathered, presumably from people outside the room she was in, from people in the halls, maybe even from Gloria somewhere in the distance– all of it dissipated and began to trail back to where it was taken. Daksha had refused to absorb it into her own aura, and therefore she aged again, and again lost the gift of immortality, those black and white traces of life.

	“Do you understand now, Kremina? Do you understand my change of heart, why I had to let go of the Union, of my power? Do you understand why, for my convictions, for the things I want others to believe, it is necessary that I became mortal? That I stop pursuing the same path that Yangtze and Potomac are on? That I age and die? It is important to me, Kremina, to be humble now. To lower my head to others. I became mortal because I must die. Clinging to the world has had perverse effects on my life. I have to let go in order to let others rise up.”

	Kremina laid a hand over her mouth and shut her eyes, weeping.

	“I know that this is galling to you. I’m sorry that I can’t be all-powerful for you.”

	“No, Daksha.”

	She stared into the eyes of her mentor, her lover, the colossal figure of all she believed in.

	“I’m sorry.” She said. She didn’t try to equivocate it. She didn’t say anything more.

	She was sorry. She understood. She had been wrong. She had been completely wrong.

	All this time Daksha had carried such a horrendous burden, and Kremina never knew.

	“We’ll talk more when you come back.” Daksha said. “I esteem you greatly, Kremina.”

	Kremina nodded silently. She felt unbearably foolish and short-sighted.

	“I’ll smooth things over with Ulyana Korabiskaya and her crew, and with the Rotfront. Don’t worry about that now. Please think about what I told you and reflect.” Daksha said.

	“I will. Thank you. Please take care, Daksha.”

	“Of course. I will be here for you.”

	Daksha disappeared from Kremina’s screen, leaving a void reflecting Kremina’s face.

	She stared into her own darkened eyes, feeling like a storm had swept by her.

	Daksha–

	More than ever, she needed Kremina’s protection, even if she didn’t realize it.

	She needed Kremina to be smarter; to be craftier; and to fight harder than ever before.

	Daksha Kansal was mortal and vulnerable. She could never be an Immortal again.

	In her finite time in the world, it was her work that had to become immortal.

	Kremina had to do everything in her power for Daksha’s revolution to succeed and spread.

	For now, that meant that Gloria Luxembourg’s social-democrats had to either control the United Front or be the ultimate survivors of its near-inevitable breakdown. 

	Those upstarts with the Rotfront and their Jayasankarist allies could not be allowed to derail everything. Daksha would disapprove of this line of thinking, but Kremina was not going to openly act against anybody. Yet. For now she would be well behaved and demure.

	She just had to control her temper; bide her time; and await the opportunity to intervene.

	

	

	“Oh my! Such a fantastic cup of coffee. This is starting to feel like a vacation!”

	Erika Kairos raised her plastic mug and cheered. The mug was full of plain, black coffee.

	“Might a lovely maiden dream of a sweetener? Perhaps even creamer?” She asked.

	“Let’s not get too greedy!” Ulyana Korabiskaya replied, smiling. Erika’s eyes drew wide from behind the steam coming from her mug. “I’m joking! Of course we can get you some.”

	Olga took a sip of the coffee herself and nodded her head in approval.

	“It’s a sight better than the cheap stuff in our rations. The grounds were not adulterated.”

	Aaliyah looked down at her own mug, the coffee having been brewed by a very standard Union Soyuzkofe machine in the cafeteria. Her furry ears twitched slightly, and she took a sip.

	“I knew living in the Empire was harsh; but I’m surprised in the ways that manifests.”

	Erika smiled. “Well, we have to take what we can get, you know? When it comes to food, we usually have to either steal it, or go to smugglers whose products are usually low quality, or go to cottage industries that don’t have the means to make quality products.”

	“Turning over an Imperial cargo ship is practically a holiday feast for us.” Olga added.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah laughed gently with Olga and Erika.

	On that morning, the meeting room Ulyana and Aaliyah were working out of lately, had instead become a little conference room for their first command meeting with Erika Kairos. They had formally agreed to become part of Erika’s Nationale Volksarmee, and swore to follow her political command as their new Premier. This was something of a shield against other political influences on the crew– but it was not a game to anyone in that room. It was a serious endeavor, and it required the establishment of a solid working relationship in all of its various particulars. They weren’t playing pretend– they wanted Erika to lead them.

	Ulyana thought well of Erika and envisioned they would have a good relationship, but nevertheless, they needed to lay out how both sides typically operated. How Erika hoped to rule them; what the capabilities of each side were and how they could work together when combined; and other such things. For her part, Erika was treating the whole thing very casually and breezily. Ulyana imagined it would be so. She had not met all that many Katarran mercenaries, but she felt they must have operated a few steps below military standard in formalities, in order to work at all. But at least she knew Erika took theory very seriously.

	As she requested, Erika soon received a little tray with cubes of creamer and sweetener.

	These had been powdered and compressed for ease of storage. 

	She picked up a few of each cube and dropped them into her coffee, stirred, and drank. She smiled from ear to ear, flushing, even her horns looked a little brighter than before. 

	“C’est magnifique!” She said, giggling a bit.

	She quietly passed the coffee condiments tray forward. Ulyana and Aaliyah both partook.

	Olga smiled and looked at the Premier fondly; but continued to have her coffee black.

	“Alright. I greatly value the hospitality. But, back to business!” Erika said cheerfully. “I am planning to transfer my flag from the Rostock to the Brigand. I think that will help smooth out the early stages of our cooperation. Daphne, my captain on the Rostock, is well-respected and settled on that vessel, so I have no worries that she can handle everything there while I am away. I hope I can settle in here, and observe operations first-hand.”

	“Understood. I have no objections. That will simplify our operational coordination a lot, actually.” Ulyana said. “I’ll have the lads stitch you a chair while they turn over the Bridge.”

	“That would be lovely. Though, worse comes to worse, I can stand.” Erika said.

	“Can you provide us information on your fleet and its operations?” Aaliyah asked.

	“I could do so verbally, but I did not come prepared for a detailed onboarding.” Erika said. “I’m afraid I wasn’t expecting to gain a new ship. However, as soon as we get out to sea, we can connect to the Rostock and you can sync all of its data over at your convenience.”

	“That sounds more efficient. We’ll talk about fleet integration at that point.” Aaliyah said.

	“That can also be when you give us some of your data in return.” Olga said.

	Aaliyah bristled a little, but Erika quickly dispelled those suddenly risen fears.

	“We’re not after any classified information from the Union.” Erika said.

	Olga crossed her arms. “We could at least use your stitcher blueprints though. Our lives would be so much easier if we didn’t have to free-stitch small parts to repair our stuff. It’s like rolling dice every time something breaks. You can help our capabilities long term.”

	“Aaliyah, I want to be open with them. Do you have any specific qualms?” Ulyana said.

	She looked at her Commissar, sitting beside her, compassionately but firmly.

	In turn, Aaliyah briefly avoided her gaze. She composed herself quickly.

	“Old habits die hard. You’re right, there isn’t really any reason not to share our data.”

	“Thank you.” Erika said. “I understand, security backgrounds require caution above all.”

	“We appreciate your cooperation, and we will follow all of your data security protocols. Access will be limited; we have all the hardware controls needed to insure that.” Olga said.

	Aaliyah nodded her head in acquiescence.

	Ulyana was glad everything was going smoothly. Olga and Erika were professionals.

	“We don’t want to overturn your existing structure. I believe we can learn a lot from each other and slowly improve our doctrine together.” Erika said. “We should do the bare minimum we need to have cohesion between the existing Volksarmee forces and your own. I want to preserve the chain of command aboard the Brigand as much as possible, but only with myself at the top. I also respect that this is probably a contentious decision for you because of your extended chain of command to the Union. I do not want to imperil your relationship to your home country. So if there’s anything you need from me, please tell me.”

	“I’m sure Nagavanshi will understand when she reads my report however many months or years from now after all of this is over.” Ulyana said, with a smile. “If we live that long.”

	Erika laughed. “I fully intend to live that long, Captain. But of course, I understand.”

	Aaliyah finally smiled a little too. “I’m quite happy with your proposal, Premier.”

	“In terms of Volksarmee personnel aboard the Brigand, Olga and I require private lodging.” Erika said. Olga’s eyes popped for a moment. “I will be up front: we are lovers. It has never been a problem, and in fact has been a psychological aid for both of us. If the Brigand has an exceptionally strict rule against fraternizing, it will have to be waived for me.”

	“Um, ma’am–” Olga began, but a sharp look from Erika cut her off and silenced her.

	“As you can see, I still retain authority over her.” Erika smiled with forced innocence.

	Ulyana grinned a little. Aaliyah glanced askance at Ulyana.

	“Oh there’s probably tons of sex going on in this ship.” Ulyana said. “I won’t stop you.”

	Aaliyah narrowed her eyes. She raised her voice above the room–

	“Strictly speaking– to the regulation– ugh, whatever.” She shrugged and gave up instantly.

	Olga averted her eyes, a little bit embarrassed.

	One more smiling glance from Erika got her to sigh and recompose herself.

	“I’m not used to her being so forward about it, especially like this.” Olga admitted. “But like– yes, when we can die at any moment, and we’re crammed in these metal cans. You really can’t expect ship crews not to get each other off a bit, every once in a while.”

	“It’s maybe more common among Katarrans than in the broader world.” Erika said.

	“We’ll get you a room.” Aaliyah said. “Let’s move the conversation past this please.”

	Ulyana noticed the insides of her ears had flushed a very bright red.

	She tried not to smile. It would have definitely upset her charmingly uptight Commissar.

	Erika was not troubled at all by the atmosphere in the room.

	She had an uncanny ability to look cheerful or at least centered in any situation.

	Even when Kremina had been berating her openly, she was still smiling just like this.

	After Aaliyah’s request, the conversation returned to matters of organization.

	“Besides Olga and I, Kalika Loukia will also remain aboard. She has many skills and is someone I know I can depend on to do almost anything. I think she is all the direct support I will need on the ship aside from Olga, and you will benefit from her as well.” Erika said. “There are a few other officers of mine whom I’m used to having at my disposal, but I think they can operate from the Rostock, maybe switching in and out as needed.”

	“Alright. Kalika already helped us out quite a bit. We’ll be glad to have her.” Ulyana said.

	“I believe next on the agenda we wanted to lay some groundwork on logistics.” Olga said.

	“We were planning to restock at Aachen.” Aaliyah said. “Are you not also?”

	“I’m afraid we can’t make use of the traditional markets for ship supply.” Erika said. “Victualing and replenishment markets are off-limits. We are forced to make use of smugglers or secondary markets, as I said. We also buy raw materials and stitch needed goods ourselves. But don’t worry about us– we want to know about your supplies.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana exchanged glances, worried.

	“Can you tell us more about the situation in Aachen?” Ulyana said.

	“We were under the impression it would at least be neutral ground for you.” Aaliyah said.

	“Aachen is quite a bit nicer to non-Imbrian persons than Kreuzung.” Erika said. “However, there are still prejudices they must abide by. There are legal prohibitions against the replenishment of ‘cartels’, ‘bandits’ or ‘privateers’. Katarrans are targeted by these laws pseudonymously. And there isn’t a Katarran ship Captain alive who can fight a legal case arguing for her innocence. Aachen follows these laws, and we’re no exception.”

	“Wait– they’re following Imperial law?” Ulyana asked, rhetorically. She was baffled by this.

	She had thought Aachen was open to rebellion since the United Front was convening there.

	“What is Aachen’s relationship to the Volkisch movement right now?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Aachen, the city, is just trying to maintain a status quo.” Erika said. “It is governed by liberals and resists the Volkisch only insofar as to maintain the liberal line. Kreuzung itself makes that sort of argument about its own rule of law– it is a purely bureaucratic argument. So you can’t take for granted that Aachen will be completely safe or revolutionary. However, Aachen’s people have a strong organized laborer movement, and it is among them that the United Front’s insurrectionists have found a sanctuary. It is a complex situation.”

	“What if we purchased the goods for you? We don’t care about the law.” Aaliyah said.

	Erika smiled, this time a lot brighter than before. She seemed touched by the gesture.

	“I appreciate your generosity greatly, my comrades. But I must decline. The Rostock is stocked up, and the rest of our fleet is in good order as well. We shouldn’t draw suspicion at Aachen. There will be time for us to teach you the Katarran way of getting goods.” Erika said. “For now, focus on procuring your own needs. After the meeting of the United Front, we may get access to Gloria Luxembourg’s purchasing power which would solve our problems.”

	“Acknowledged. I have to say, though, I’m now a bit nervous about Aachen.” Aaliyah said.

	“It’s easier to lay low in Aachen than here.” Erika replied. “Right now, all of us are violating the law here in Kreuzung. If we can take measures to protect ourselves in here, by comparison Aachen is a picnic. The United Front is assembling there with confidence.”

	“If you say so. I will trust your judgment, Premier.” Aaliyah said.

	Ulyana could still see a shadow of her worries on her expression. She knew her too well.

	“It’s not on the agenda, but since we’re on a similar subject, I want to ask about you yourself. We were not aware of an ‘Erika Kairos’ prior to our arrival here, though that is for the best overall. Can you give us more details about you?” Ulyana said, as cordially as possible.

	“I’m open to it.” Erika said. She drew in a deep breath and straightend her chest. “My name is Erika Kairos, I’m 33 years old, I have heterochromia, my three sizes are 120 cm bust–”

	“Premier, you can skip the ‘vital statistics’.” Aaliyah sighed.

	“I suppose my request was a bit vague.” Ulyana said, smiling.

	Her eyes slightly drifting to the new Premier’s chest and having to be wrung back.

	“Oh! Okay. Well– I am a voracious reader! I like philosophy, and science, but I also like to read storybooks, and comics; I like films too! My favorite genre is actually hard-boiled detective mysteries! My favorite food is spanakopita. My likes and dislikes are communism and–”

	“Thanks, Premier.” Ulyana said. This was so cute she almost didn’t want her to stop.

	“Was that really what you were asking about, Captain?” Aaliyah replied, exasperated.

	Erika looked a little bit flustered. “Huh? Is there anything you want to know specifically?”

	“I guess I was more concerned with whether you’ve made any enemies?” Ulyana asked.

	Olga answered in Erika’s place. “Everyone hates her. She’s an avowed communist.”

	She sounded a bit frustrated by the question, as if everyone should have known this.

	“Everyone?” Aaliyah asked. Erika looked flustered again.

	“Saying everyone is a bit–” Erika began, and almost stuttered–

	Olga sighed. 

	“Katarran mercs don’t like philosophers. They like to pretend they have no beliefs and will do anything for money. So they end up falling into a really conservative outlook and that’s what I mean. Mercenaries know about Erika and the majority of them dislike her for it.”

	“They’ll still take my money when it’s on offer.” Erika said. She grumbled a little bit.

	“As long as that holds true, I think we can accept the situation for now.” Aaliyah said.

	“So no rivals or blood oaths or anything like that?” Ulyana asked, in a jovial tone of voice.

	Erika crossed her arms. 

	“No names you would recognize. Yes, among the mercenaries in Eisental, I’ve crossed a few paths in my life. But nobody that is going to go out of their way to excoriate or attack me. Anyone with that level of animosity has already been killed by their own predilections.”

	Ulyana whistled. “Has your vibrosword aided anyone’s predilections in the act?”

	“We’ve had some episodes.” Olga laughing a bit. “There’s nothing to worry about there.”

	“I can take care of myself and my debts, Captain. And I have.” Erika grinned.

	“Fair enough. I understand. Thank you, Premier.” Ulyana said.

	Erika nodded her head. 

	Her eyes wandered a bit– she seemed to quiet and think for a moment.

	“How much do you know about the present situation in Eisental?” Erika asked.

	“We’ve been keeping up with events as much as we can.” Aaliyah said. “We know there is a worker strike in one of the towers here, which is owned by the Rhineametalle corporation. The Volkisch are afraid of it spreading, so they’re manipulating the markets in Kreuzung to turn people against the strikers by blaming them for price hikes and erratic supply.”

	“We thought of helping out the workers here, but when we learned of the United Front, we felt our focus could be best served there.” Ulyana said. “It’s horrible to have to pick and choose who to fight alongside, but we don’t know how the workers here would respond to communist assistance. We know the United Front is like-minded, and they’re also armed.”

	“I agree with your choice.” Erika said. “You don’t have to justify it to me.” She settled back into her chair and began to explain the situation in greater detail. She sounded confident and spoke clearly and precisely. “You see, the workers in Tower Nine are trying to toe the line. They are part of the liberal current and they do not want to be seen as too radical. They fear the reprisals that the Volkisch are capable of; but they can’t bear the working conditions that have been imposed on them because of the civil war. They are trying to do something, but they can’t be seen as doing too much to a vulnerable Rhinea, so they went on strike.”

	She continued promptly, never losing her pace. “But Rhineametalle has gotten a new hand of cards to play because of this situation. They don’t want the strike to be broken up too quickly. Rhineametalle is facing down the possibility of the Volkisch forcing them to produce more gear and sell it for less money to support the failing war efforts in the south. The Volkisch believe Rhineametalle’s profiteering is sabotaging their war effort. With the strike, Rhineametalle can just watch the Volkisch squirm, and remind them of who needs who. Lehner, their so-called Fuhrer, doesn’t have the ability to crack down on the workers any more than he is, without risking his influence over his own war industry if Rhineametalle reacts adversely to his actions, or the collapse of his front from diverting more troops.”

	“So they’re all at a standstill right now.” Ulyana said, after a moment contemplating the Premier’s description. “Something has to give eventually, doesn’t it? The strikers do not have infinite supplies, so they won’t be able to physically hold on to their barricades forever. And with enough time, Lehner will find the troops he needs somewhere; or maybe even an innovative Volkisch commander in Kreuzung will find a weakness or undertake some daring raid that breaks through. It’s unlikely that Rhineametalle will fold to their demands too.”

	“You’re right, Captain. There is only one thing that can save them, but it’s ancient history they dare not speak about. They should have prepared a ‘General Strike.’” Erika said. Ulyana nodded solemnly. That phrase meant something for someone who had been young during the mass deportations and enslavement that presaged the Revolution.

	“Ironically, it’s the ghost of the ‘General Strike’ panicking the Volkisch now, isn’t it?”

	“Right again Captain. It’s one powerful reason for the Volkisch to make soft moves.”

	Everyone in that room knew the history. Prior to the Revolution, the most critical moment in the reign of the Fueller dynasty was the attempt, begun by Bosparan and Volgian activists, to stage a ‘General Strike’ across all productive industry in the Empire. Connections across the Empire, established by activists like the Nakaras, Daksha Kansal, Elias Ahwalia and Bhavani Jayasankar, threatened to link together and coordinate devastating work stoppages that would have ground the vulnerable machinery of the Empire to a halt at a critical juncture. Imbrian industry was overstretched in development of the colonial machine, overly dependent on slave labor conditions to make up the massive expenses that had been incurred moving civilization ever southward to the extreme ends of the hemisphere. With the incorporation of Veka being largely seen as a financial failure across the Empire, the Nectaris colonies had to be absolutely successful, ruthlessly efficient, maximally extractive.

	But the General Strike never came to pass. Its actors were suppressed, one by one.

	Enslavement in the colonies should have been a fate worse than death for them.

	However, the failure of the General Strike led to the success of the Revolution.

	And thus, ultimately, to the creation of the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice.

	Ulyana could almost understand not wanting to casually speak those words, which were so dense with violent history. She believed Erika Kairos was correct in her assessment. The Volkisch must have been terrified of the possibility of the strikes spreading, so they had to play propaganda and not respond too brutally and too soon to the strikers. But the strikers were not planning to spread the strikes; ultimately, the Volkisch would win the standoff.

	“There’s more too.” Erika said. “Eisental is a powder keg for other reasons. It’s the most productive region of Rhinea, with most of its mining, and production of primary parts and products for Rhinea’s corporations. It has a significant agricultural belt too. It is primarily a site of extraction. That also means it’s the most proletarian of Rhinea’s provinces. It has the most disenfranchised people, and the most poverty, but it has the smallest Volkisch presence. The Volkisch’s Stabswache political troops have been largely deployed to the interior and south of Rhinea to secure their power over the middle and affluent classes and to purge the intellectual and political liberals. That’s where their immediate priorities lay.”

	“Interesting. I was wondering why we didn’t see more Volkisch day to day.” Aaliyah said. “They overestimated the value that the Volkisch’s ideological message would have among the poor in the industrial north. Popular opinion has not swelled massively in their favor.”

	“Certainly they have their supporters in the so-called ‘National Proletariat’.” Erika said. “But Rhinea’s last election had a very low voter turnout– and this election was cast as being apocalyptic for burgeoning Rhinean democracy. Most people don’t trust in the government and are just keeping their heads down one way or another. The Volkisch miscalculated the level of local fervor in the north, so Eisental remains in tenuous liberal control.”

	“That also means we will absolutely see a Volkisch military response here.” Ulyana said.

	They had to be coming, and soon. Eisental wouldn’t remain an idyllic valley for long.

	“I predict we will see quickly raised, ill equipped and poorly trained Volkisch militias from the south, at least at first.” Erika said. “I am hopeful we won’t see a Stabswache fleet. That would be the worst case scenario. The Stabswache are elite political troops, you see; but six of those fleets are already heavily committed, and the seventh is far from ready to mobilize.”

	“Anything they raise will have to travel here too. We will have time.” Ulyana said.

	“Right. And if these militias are anything like patrol fleets we can best them.” Aaliyah said.

	“Volkisch militias are even less organized.” Erika said. “I sense an early advantage for us!”

	“We shouldn’t toot our own horns too much.” Olga said. “Any enemy is a dangerous one.”

	“But we musn’t be too careful either.” Erika said. “We can’t lose the opportunity they’re giving us to muster before their real strength can respond. It’s why the United Front has elected this time to get together and to begin our activities. It may allow us to push Eisental over the edge in a way that will destabilize all of Rhinea, before the big guns see the field.”

	Aaliyah nodded her head. She seemed impressed with Erika’s casual ease with big topics.

	Ulyana, meanwhile, couldn’t help but compare Olga and Erika to herself and Aaliyah.

	They had a similar conversation themselves before ever setting foot in Eisental.

	That thought warmed her heart– but she could not linger on those little fantasies too long.

	“There is one more thing I need to touch on about Eisental– and myself.” Erika said.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana nodded along in acknowledgment, interests piqued.

	Erika took in and dispelled a breath. “There are two other factions in Eisental who could become involved. I’m sure you must be aware of Khaybar– a so-called mountain range so tall and winding that it splits the Imbrium. Eisental abuts Khaybar to the east. It is not well known to the public at large, but I have heard stories that there is an ancient Shimii abode within Khaybar. There have been sightings of pirate activity in the area as well. According to the mercenaries here, the pirates learned to employ the heavy Katov mass events in the area to intercept and loot Imperial cargo and convoys. The Fueller dynasty silently buried any official reports about the pirates, while also decreeing Khaybar off-limits to all commercial traffic. They hoped to starve the pirates of loot and bury them; but it didn’t work.”

	“Of course it wouldn’t work. If you can cross the pass, it takes you half the time to get to Bosporus or Veka, than going around it.” Ulyana said. “Those pirates may not have as many victims, but they may still see a good business. It’s just too tempting to make that run.”

	“Precisely.” Erika said. “Khaybar continues to see unregulated traffic to this day. I believe there are still fighters operating out of that mountain. I would like to reach out to Khaybar, and I think we can start by developing contacts with the Shimii communities in Eisental.”

	“How do you figure the two sides are affiliated? Do they have exchange?” Aaliyah asked.

	Erika smiled knowingly. 

	“I can’t say that conclusively, Commissar. But people that the Imbrium Empire has deemed outlaws are not always motivated by greed. This applies to you too, doesn’t it? Think about it: there are no lavish creature comforts the pirates could possibly be cultivating within their grim little mountain hideout– they are there because they are desperate, because the Empire gave them no choice. I have a hunch the ‘pirates’ are probably a Mahdist remnant. It squares with the legends people tell about Khaybar. And Mahdist Shimii are known to have very tight and lasting communal and familial bonds. Isn’t that right, Commissar?”

	“I am not a Mahdist. I’m a secular Shimii. But I can see your logic now.” Aaliyah said.

	“Was your family Rashidun?” Ulyana asked, suddenly curious.

	“My family was secular.” Aaliyah replied sharply. Clearly this was a touchy subject.

	Ulyana felt like she was leaning her foot over an industrial grinder and decided to back up.

	“I apologize for my assumption.” Erika said, looking worried.

	Aaliyah moderated her tone again.

	“No offense taken. If I’m following your logic right, you think there must still be some Shimii out here who have contact with the Shimii in Khaybar. And it would be safer to make those contacts through them than trying to barge into Khaybar and causing a scene.”

	Erika was clearly relieved to hear that ‘no offense taken.’

	“Precisely. It’s nice to work with professionals. I feel afraid sometimes that I’m not being properly understood when I speak, but all of you seem to have no problem with my rhetoric.”

	“We’ve had a lot of practice with rhetoric lately.” Aaliyah sighed deeply.

	Ulyana smiled nervously. “So, we have Khaybar– what is the remaining faction?”

	When the conversation started, Erika had led off by saying there were two factions left.

	Erika’s tone turned a little more serious as she acknowledged Ulyana’s question.

	“The Mycenae Military Commission.” She said. Her expression darkening.

	“Wait, a Katarran warlord faction is operating in Eisental?” Aaliyah asked suddenly.

	“I’m afraid so.” Erika said, solemnly. “We have Tagmata sipping tea in Stralsund.”

	Ulyana felt, for the first time in the conversation, a sense of alarm.

	“How did that happen? This is the first we’re hearing of this.” Ulyana said.

	“The Volkisch have stopped publicizing anything about it.” Olga said.

	“They were invited six months ago and arrived before the Volkisch takeover.” Erika said. “By blessing of the liberal parliament and as guests of the Rhineametalle corporation.”

	“A Katarran warlord is openly purchasing Imperial arms?” Aaliyah said, scandalized.

	“It’s Rhineametalle’s newest growth market.” Erika said. “Katarrans in our homeland mainly use either Republican weapons or smuggled Union weapons to fight in the warlord conflicts, but the Empire would be easier to buy from, if they started selling. Since the fall of the Palaiologoi, the Empire feared having anything to do with Katarre. But Rhinea liberalized; the all-mighty mark bill superseded the failing authority of the Fueller dynasty. With the retreat of the Emperor from politics it was only a matter of time before the Imbrians intervened.”

	“There is a gargantuan amount of ocean between Mycenae and Rhinea.” Aaliyah said. “You’re telling me that all this time, the Emperor’s authority has been so weak as to allow this?”

	Erika smiled. “It’s more like, the economic incentive, and Rhineametalle’s financial pull, was just that strong. Obeying the Emperor makes you zero profit, but looking the other way or assisting Rhineametalle and Myceanae directly, that confers money and favors.”

	“But why invite them into Rhinea itself? It makes no sense to me.” Aaliyah asked.

	“Publicity, Commissar. Rhineametalle gets to show off all their high-end gear in the hands of a foreign client, legitimating their clout as the largest corporate power and a player in the broader world. Mycenae gets legitimacy.” Erika said. “Mycenae gets to be the only warlord power ever formally invited into the Empire, and invited into their trendy, rising financial center to make big money deals for advanced weapons. It makes them out to be the only warlord state that is actually functioning as a state on a national, political scale.”

	“How strong is the Mycenae Military Commission here?” Ulyana asked.

	“Something like a Union fleet combat group: a few big ships and their escorts.” Erika said.

	“Their few big ships are Mycenaean dreadnoughts though.” Olga said with a grim tone.

	Ulyana’s heart was rushing a bit. 

	Aaliyah was doing most of the talking– but even she looked nervous. 

	The Union was well aware of the status of Katarre. 

	They didn’t have all the details, but the Republic, who were deeply involved in Katarre, shared a lot of their information as a sign of goodwill. Out of all the Katarran factions, the Mycenae Military Commission was one of the most fearsome. Their regulars, the Tagmata, combined the ferociousness Katarrans were known for with sound military training and even a burgeoning research and development capacity for new weapons, not just war profiteer stock. It was possible that they had even developed a second generation Diver already, to match the Empire’s own R&D pace. Ideologically, they were retrograde nationalists, calling for the revival of the old Katarran kingdom– a message that inspired not faith in any of the flash in the pan warlord states, but in Katarran reunification— a nightmare for the Republic.

	Mycenae’s presence was a massive and volatile factor they had to account for now.

	“How likely is it that the Tagmata will intervene if we start taking action?” Ulyana asked.

	“Completely unknown.” Erika said. “I have very little intelligence on their intentions.”

	“We know the Volkisch are committed racists. Diplomacy between them and Mycenae will be complicated.” Aaliyah said. “We might have an opportunity– except, I assume that Mycenae will try to contact the Katarran mercenaries in this region. So they might learn about Erika; and if the mercenaries don’t like Erika’s program, I’m sure the Tagmata like it much less.”

	Olga averted her gaze.

	Erika breathed out a heavy sigh.

	“It does feel like a confrontation with the Tagmata is unavoidable for me.” Erika said.

	For once, she looked somber and downcast.

	That shift in her cheerfulness made Ulyana want to support her– to protect her feelings.

	“Nothing is unavoidable.” Ulyana said. “We’ll be smart and keep our eyes out. We’ll gather intelligence and examine the situation we’re in at each juncture. If we have to fight, we’ll fight; if we have to run, we’ll run; but if there’s a chance, we make peace. That’s all we can do, but Premier, the Brigand will support you. Aaliyah and I will be here to protect you.”

	Ulyana extended her hand. Erika reached out her own and gave her a soft, girlish shake.

	As a Katarran, she probably had to keep her strength in check for Ulyana’s sake.

	“I had high expectations, and they have been thoroughly met.” Erika said. “I can see how the Union won its revolution, if there are more officers as sharp as you in their waters.”

	“I’ve come away quite pleased with your character as well, Premier.” Ulyana said.

	After they shook, Erika extended her arm again, to Aaliyah, who shook it as well.

	“I already said as much, but I am impressed with the Premier’s assessments. I’m sure we’ll have our disagreements in due time, but if having the Tagmata on our backs is the price we pay for your stewardship, I would fight through a thousand Katarrans for it, Erika Kairos.”

	“Thank you, Commissar! Those are such high praises. I will endeavor to sustain them.”

	Erika looked to be almost glowing under all of the praise she was receiving.

	She looked so young; smiling with a shining light of hope and idealism.

	Ulyana had been too young and too hurt in the Revolution to pay attention to people’s characters too closely. She had been surrounded by all of the titans of communism in the Imbrium, once upon a time. And she wondered whether Bhavani Jayasankar had once smiled like this. Whether Daksha Kansal had ever looked this young. Before the falling outs, the splits, the backstabbings and blood. She hoped that Erika would be able to continue smiling, with a stout but gentle heart, even as the waters around Eisental turned murkier.

	Erika had the right ideas. She had a sober outlook, and she was thinking ahead. 

	However, that look in her eyes, when she appeared so defeated at the prospect of having to fight the Tagmata, suggested that for all her clandestine maneuvering, she had yet to be tested in the hellish nightmare of outright war. She was daunted by a powerful enemy.

	Ulyana would be at her side; she hoped she wouldn’t bear witness to a tragedy.

	

	

	“Illya, I need you to sign this. It’s nothing bad. Just do it, okay?”

	Shalikova laid a piece of synthestitched stone paper and a scratcher on the table.

	Illya Rostova looked away from a surveillance monitor with a skeptical look on her face.

	She glanced down at the paper, and back up at Shalikova, who stood stiffly opposite her.

	“Huh?” Illya turned fully around, looked at the paper and the scratcher with which to write.

	Shalikova’s keen indigo eyes wandered, briefly breaking her disinterested façade.

	The Surveillance Room was close to the Bridge, and constituted one half of the security room, with its own door. It was also where they kept the locker for the security division’s guns, but Illya and Valeriya hardly ever respected the lockup process. In the middle of the room, a three section desk surrounded two chairs, with a tiny gap allowing the occupants to exit. On each wall faced by a section of the desk, there was a large multi-section monitor with a camera feed. Valeriya and Illya, of course, sat side to side or back to back in the middle of those desks, their faces lit up in blue in the dim room by the monitors.

	On Valeriya’s desk section there was a partially stripped AK assault rifle. 

	Every so often, between watching the monitors, twiddling her fingers, and playing with locks of Illya’s hair, Valeriya would strip or put the rifle back together, expertly reassembling the firing mechanism, affixing the barrel, pushing the receiver cover into place. Union assault rifles used a small amount of pieces to be easier to manufacture, and Valeriya’s hands looked almost mesmerizing in their quick work. She had clearly done this a million times.

	When she noticed Shalikova watching, Valeriya lifted her mask over her face and stopped playing with the rifle, or Illya’s hair. She just sat sadly behind Illya with her gaze averted.

	Illya, meanwhile, also had her own assault rifle out of the locker and laid on the desk.

	“Nope.” Illya said. “I am not signing this for you, sorry kid.”

	Shalikova rolled her eyes, grunting.

	“C’mon, it took you that long to read it, and you’re saying no?”

	Illya turned the paper around for her to see it, pointing at the bar code near the top.

	“Form 56A, Request Authority For Shore Leave, Location Approval.” Illya said. “This form has to be signed by your direct superior. I can’t believe you’re still trying to avoid the Lieutenant. I’m not going to lie to cover up for your cowardice. By the way, the Captain will also look at this, so you know, even if I could sign this for you it isn’t a done deal by any means.”

	Shalikova felt both mildly embarrassed but still wanted to resist Illya nonetheless.

	“I’m an Ensign! You’re a Lieutenant-Commander! You– you outrank Murati!” She cried.

	“Direct superior.” Valeriya mumbled from behind Illya.

	“She’s right. Besides, I’m a Marine and you’re a Pilot, our ranks are different.” Illya said.

	Annoyed, Shalikova snatched the form from Illya’s hands and looked it over again herself.

	“I’m rated Chief Petty Officer.” Valeriya mumbled. “Illya is a Master Petty Officer.”

	“Right. We have ratings in the ship’s chain of command, our Marine ranks don’t matter.”

	In the fog of her newfound distress, Shalikova was barely listening.

	Form 56whatever–

	Shalikova had only filled it because she wanted to take Maryam out on a date.

	She had overheard some gossipy sailor girls that people were planning dates to the next nearest blocks in the Tower. This gave Shalikova the idea to try to do the same, and she asked the sailors about the proper procedure for doing so– which entailed stitching out this form or filling it digitally. Almost all of the time the latter was preferable– but Shalikova did not want a paper trail to get to Murati, so she thought of having Illya sign a physical form on the sly. Clearly that had not worked– and her carnival date with Maryam seemed impossible now.

	“Quit moping around and go talk to Lieutenant Nakara already.” Illya said.

	Behind Illya, Valeriya nodded her head lightly as if to back up what she was saying.

	Shalikova shut her eyes and grit her teeth.

	She was paralyzed with frustration and indecision.

	Maryam deserved to get out of the ship and have a good time.

	Shalikova really wanted to do something for her, after everything they had been through.

	But– there was just something–

	–something in the way of talking to Murati– it felt so difficult–

	“Listen, Sonya.” Illya said. “You have to learn to confront your officers if something is wrong and you want it right. You also need to have the courage to get scolded if you are wrong and they are right. But you have to hash it out. What you’re doing right now, I called it cowardly, and I stand by it. You’ll have to talk to this woman, it is unavoidable. So go do it on your terms, or you’re going to get it done to you and you’ll have no control and no leverage.”

	Shalikova’s hand closed into a fist. She still felt stubborn about the situation with Murati.

	“I know. I know.” She mumbled. A shudder ran its way through her body.

	Illya looked at her for a moment, bowed her head and let out a low grunt.

	“I’ll go with you. Okay? Stop moping. If Murati gets out of hand I’ll deal with her.”

	Valeriya stared at Illya quizzically, playing with her mask as if trying to stay out of this.

	Shalikova stood bolt upright. “No, no, no. That’s– that’s the last thing I want.”

	“Okay, what’s really going on?” Illya said brusquely. “Do I need to go talk to Murati?”

	A disaster, an unmitigated and complete disaster! Shalikova’s eyes couldn’t meet Illya’s!

	Oh my GOD I’ve made everything so much worse! So much worse!

	She had really done it– she had triggered this insane woman’s motherly instincts.

	“It’s really nothing. I just don’t like talking to my boss.” Shalikova said in a shaky voice.

	“What is that guilty face you’ve got on?” Illya said. “Sonya, talk to me.”

	“You’re projecting! Look, you’re not my mom, you don’t need–”

	“I told Zasha I’d look out for you. Did Murati do something to you?” Illya asked.

	Shalikova couldn’t help but notice Illya’s fingers seemed to subconsciously play over the sleek, black carbon-fiber body of the AK rifle as she was speaking. Zasha had once likened Illya to a wolf in order to describe her to Shalikova, who had been learning about animals in school and was going to meet Zasha’s dear friends for the first time. 

	Illya was tall and gallant and very loyal and protective, Zasha said. By then, Illya was already a star student when it came to not just civics and basic sciences, but particularly in combat. Best shooter in her class, best hand to hand fighter. She, Valeriya and Zasha, as young adults, participated in exercises with older people and defeated them. They became Nagavanshi’s own hunting hounds– and Illya led the pack. Shalikova knew this as soon as she saw Illya’s steel eyes and silver hair, the confident little smirk she always had–

	–and now, the restrained bloodthirst, the territorial barking, the alertness in her body.

	It wasn’t as if Shalikova didn’t love her– but she didn’t love this, this way that she acted–

	“Illya, what the hell are you thinking? Stop imagining whatever gross thing you’ve got in your head!” Shalikova shouted back in Illya’s face. “You need to trust me. Zasha is gone! I’m in my twenties, I’m grown! I’m a soldier! You don’t have to threaten anyone on my behalf! If you do anything to Murati for no reason– I’m going to hate you forever!”

	Illya suddenly smirked at Shalikova. All of her dark presence washed away instantly.

	“Good. Then go have a nice chat with Murati yourself and have fun on your date.”

	She poked the monitor next to her on the desk–

	her finger covering the head of a woman using a portable computer in the social area.

	“I’ll know if you didn’t.” She added. This seemed to amuse her greatly.

	Shalikova had been expecting the worst, so to see Illya bring herself back down so easily, perhaps she had misjudged this woman. Maybe it was not only Shalikova who had grown but Illya, too, had matured. Hell– maybe Shalikova was still just a stupid child and Illya was really the only adult in the room. She let out a breath that had been held in her chest for so long she thought it would turn into a stone. In front of her, Illya was completely calm again.

	Talking to Murati did not seem so scary after all of this nonsense.

	“Fine. Fine! You’re the absolute worst.” Shalikova said.

	“Uh huh. If your date gets approved, come to our quarters. I’ve got something for you.”

	“Huh? Why don’t you just give it to me–?”

	Illya made a ‘shoo’ motion with her hands, dismissing Shalikova without another word.

	She returned her attention to the monitors with something of a little sigh.

	Behind her, Valeriya started to absentmindedly strip her own AK rifle one more time.

	Exasperated with them, Shalikova stormed out of the security room and slammed the door.

	“BLYAT! How did Zasha put up with these bitches!” Shalikova grumbled.

	It was uncharacteristic of her to swear aloud, so in order to recompose herself she waited in the other half of the security room for a few minutes so nobody would see her so annoyed in public. Thankfully, the security team medic Syracuse had been drawn away from her usual spot near the security team armor lockup. Shalikova could be alone for a few minutes.

	Certainly, talking to Murati felt just a little more possible after this fiasco.

	Thanks, Illya, Valeriya, Shalikova thought sarcastically.

	And perhaps also– a bit sincerely, too.

	Shalikova found Murati sitting down in a booth seat on the left-hand wall of the social area by herself, like she had seen in Illya’s monitor. Murati had a portable computer and looked to be flipping through pages on the touchscreen. She was quite engrossed in the activity and did not notice Shalikova approaching. Shalikova scanned her aura– green and blue.

	For a few moments, Shalikova stood ghost-like at Murati’s side. She observed that the lieutenant was searching on Kreuzung’s internet for things like ‘breath-taking places for an adult date,’ ‘most romantic destinations to bring your fiancé,’ ‘popular date ideas among young women.’ None of those really felt like they would be effective search terms. For one, she was not even specifying Kreuzung and so the search kept showing her other stations like Bremen and Thuringia and even the Imperial Capital of Heitzing. Her queries were also extremely literally written which Shalikova attributed to the Lieutenant having an–

	extremely stupid and literal brain—

	“Lieutenant, please just search something like ‘Kreuzung date spots’.” Shalikova hissed.

	Murati raised her head sharply from the portable computer’s screen.

	As soon as her eyes met Shalikova’s a pair of red rings reflexively appeared around her irises.

	Shalikova, in turn, also activated her psionics and nearly jumped as well from the shock.

	“Oh! Ensign Shalikova! I’m sorry, you startled me!” Murati said.

	“It’s fine! It’s fine!” Shalikova cried out. “Just be quiet and shove off to the side.”

	For a moment people were staring. 

	There weren’t that many sailors, because most of them were working, but there were a handful, enough to constitute a scene– and Alex Geninov was at the pinball table with a smirk on her face, which was absolutely mortifying to witness. Thankfully, Murati slid deeper into the booth and allowed Shalikova to sit next to her, mostly out of sight.

	Shalikova took in a deep breath. Murati looked completely taken by surprise.

	“What the hell happened with your eyes, Lieutenant? How can I trust you now?”

	Her tone came out extremely accusatory. So much so that Murati looked startled anew.

	This was truly the best that Shalikova could think to say in order to breach the topic.

	She thought of Illya’s demeanor on the way to talking to Murati and felt inspired.

	Instead of confessing to anything, it was time to act like she was not guilty of anything.

	For all she knew, Murati could have been going rogue and nobody else would know!

	(Given Murati’s character, such a thing was outright impossible, but she could pretend.)

	“Ensign! It’s not what you think!” Murati said. She held her hands up. “Captain Korabiskaya knows about it and trusts me. And I want to say, we both trust you too! I’m not even going to ask where you got the same ability. Really– all I want is to help and support you.”

	Shalikova felt that kind of guilt she always felt talking to Murati.

	Like she was being a burden to her stupidly earnest and overtly concerned Lieutenant.

	“Why are you always like this? I don’t need your support.” Shalikova mumbled.

	“It’s fine if you don’t. But you shouldn’t have to navigate all this alone.” Murati said.

	“What’s all this? We don’t even have the same vocabulary to talk about this, do we?”

	“Um,” Murati said, “Do you call it psionic powers? Or maybe omenseeing?”

	“Omenseeing? Are you just making stuff up now? I don’t call it anything like that.”

	It would help if she could successfully pretend she had always had psionic abilities.

	And that the shock of seeing Murati had been exclusively from seeing another psionic.

	Murati blinked. 

	“I’m sorry– I had no idea you were dealing with something like this. Look, I received this power from– Euphemia and Teresa. But you musn’t tell anyone else. Right now, its existence is on a need-to-know basis, until we can understand it better. I volunteered to be given the power, to see if we could trust Euphemia and Teresa. Once I know more about it, whether it is safe, how difficult it is to learn, how dangerous it is, I’ll debrief the other officers.”

	Shalikova almost felt bad about lying to Murati. She really trusted her so fully and easily.

	She had thought this conversation would be way worse. In her mind, Murati was yelling.

	A version of Murati existed in her head who was so far from reality that it was shameful.

	It made her feel guilty. But at least the current situation was not so volatile at all.

	“What will you do with me then, Lieutenant?” Shalikova said, meeting Murati’s gaze.

	She tried her best to make a pathetic sort of expression, like a cat that got kicked in the ribs.

	Though she was very poorly versed in manipulating anyone, Murati was an easy mark.

	Her own expression responded to Shalikova’s with an upswell of pity and reassurance.

	“Ensign, it’s not just my job to correct your behavior, but also to make sure that you are okay, and that you can meet the demands of the mission.” Murati said. She reached out and patted Shalikova on the shoulder. Shalikova allowed it. “I never wanted to antagonize and drive you away. I apologize for that. I’m still new to commanding and I haven’t risen to the challenges yet, but I’m trying. I know I’ve been misreading you. I want to reassure you; you won’t have to answer to anyone. I’ll take responsibility. I’m not going to force you to do anything. I just want information on psionics– on our powers– to stay as contained as possible.”

	Murati, you’re making this painful in such a different way than I thought it would be.

	Shalikova would not crack and tell Murati the whole truth.

	Not yet.

	But her heart was bleeding– she really wanted to confess to her stupid, earnest Lieutenant.

	I’m in the wrong here. But at least, for now, it’s a harmless lie, for Maryam’s sake.

	“Thank you, Lieutenant. Are there any specific conditions I should abide by?”

	Murati smiled brightly. Shalikova was taken aback by her sudden and open cheer.

	“All I ask Ensign, is that you continue to use all of your abilities in defense of communism.”

	Shalikova’s eyes drew wide, and her brain filled with a cyclone of shapeless debris.

	Idiot! You corny idiot! Don’t smile saying something so dumb! I hate you so much! UGH!

	It took all of the strength in her body to lift up the corners of her lips in response to that.

	“Acknowledged.” Shalikova smiled. In her mind’s eye, her smile was demented as Illya’s.

	Murati continued to smile back. She looked so bright, so charmed and happy– UGH!

	She let out a breath and put her hands over her heart. “I’m so glad we could fix things.”

	“Uh huh. Anyway– I have stuff to do. Here, sign this for me and give it to the Captain.”

	Shalikova deposited the crumpled-up Form 56A on the table and stormed off.

	“Huh? Ensign? What happened to this form? Where are you going so suddenly?”

	Leaving Murati behind by herself to uncrumple the paper as best she could and read it.

	Murati didn’t have a writing implement but that was her problem to figure out now.

	Shalikova’s face and ears were turning as tomato red as Maryam’s became sometimes.

	

	

	Several hours after their meeting with Erika Kairos, Ulyana and Aaliyah found themselves burning the midnight oil in the exact same meeting room they had been so frequently occupying. They were metaphorically buried in paperwork, even though on the desk there were only two portable computers and a small stack of actual physical stone-paper forms.

	“Everyone is asking for shore leave outside the block.” Ulyana said with concern.

	“Maybe there is a problem on this ship.” Aaliyah said sharply.

	“You know what Nagavanshi once told me about military relationships?”

	Aaliyah returned a skeptical gaze. The insides of her ears were flushed again.

	Ulyana smiled. She found her Commissar’s uptight attitude to be very cute.

	“She told me the story of a Katarran brigade called the ‘Sacred Band’. They were organized in pairs of homosexual lovers. Their sexual and emotional bond was a prize for them, something worth protecting and fighting for. Something more than the glory and profit of the warlord who hired or enslaved them. They were apparently very effective fighters.”

	Aaliyah’s eyes narrowed further. 

	“So you’re telling me we should encourage this behavior because codependency might increase morale. Is that seriously what you are suggesting, Captain?”

	“I am not suggesting anything.” Ulyana shrugged with a delighted expression, eager and happy to be teasing her cute Commissar. “I was just telling you a story Nagavanshi told me about these sorts of situations. But think of this, if the now Commissar-General, back then, didn’t really care about enforcing this rule, then why should we go out of our way?”

	“For the sake of order? To avoid unnecessary problems down the line?” Aaliyah said.

	“Did you know– I’ve always suspected Nagavanshi is Premier Jayasankar’s lover.”

	“What?” Aaliyah turned fiercely red. “What do you mean? How do you figure?”

	Ulyana continued to smile, and a baffled Aaliyah stared at her and seemed to take the hint.

	Aaliyah would have been six or seven years old during the Revolution, but Ulyana had fought alongside all of these characters and was part of their circles for some time. She would have known better than her who Nagavanshi was fucking and what attitude she had towards it. Their potential HR-level problems with sailors in love did not nearly reach the level of a problem that Nagavanshi and Jayasankar’s relationship would constitute if it was true.

	But also– Nagavanshi wielded massive power with the full confidence of the Premier.

	That type of loyalty perhaps arose– because perhaps she loved her, maybe even physically.

	“We’re not rubberstamping these, Ulyana Korabiskaya.” Aaliyah said, pulling out the full name with a venomous tone. “I refuse to approve dozens of potential sexual excursions based on your uncritical ideas. If we’re allowing this, we’re taking full responsibility for every one. We’re going to research every location, every time frame; evaluating each of the people involved, whether we trust their judgment; and approve or reject them case-by-case.”

	A grim shadow settled over Ulyana’s once placid smile. “Well– It’s only right, I suppose.”

	“Furthermore– I refuse to be anyone’s relationship counselor!” Aaliyah whined.

	“I– I was never planning on that. Commissar, they’re adults, they can make decisions–”

	“They better be able to! If their love problems interfere with their work, I’ll be quite cross!”

	Ulyana stared at the almost childish consternation on display, and she wondered if there was some projection happening. Of course, she said nothing of the sort for fear of taking a hundred steps back in her own love problems with her dear Commissar. She simply kept smiling and promising to support her just as she had loyally supported her throughout.

	On that night, they each grabbed a portable computer and set to work.

	First they used the cameras on the back of the portables to digitize the paper forms.

	Then the real work of going through each of the forms began.

	“Look at this, Captain! The nerve of some of these sailors! These two want to go A-block? Imagine the Volkisch staring at two gigantic men holding hands in the middle of the most affluent district in the city! We would be all be crucified! These people have no sense!”

	Ulyana could disagree with Aaliyah’s tone but not her intentions.

	Looking through the forms, the sailors in particularly had very fanciful ideas of where they could be allowed to roam. Each form had a location, time frame for the leave, as well as guests that the requester would be responsible for. Because the sailors and officers did not know anyone but each other, each requester usually had one other member of the Brigand’s crew as a ‘guest’ on the forms– easily construed as their ‘date.’ Several people wanted to see the gardens at A-block, which were reserved for the affluent families that lived there. 

	Ulyana would never support the social hierarchy of Kreuzung, but the fact remained she had to abide by it to avoid suspicion and safeguard the mission. All requests to go to A-block were discarded outright, with messages prepared to inform the requesters they would be approved to go to the Alcor campus or Solarflare LLC and nowhere else. These were easiest requests to work through. By far the most complex were the ones that seemed reasonable.

	“Alexandra Geninov wants to go to a seasonal street market on C-block.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah looked up the venue and event online. “Seems reasonable. It’s not that far.”

	“Alex is annoying sometimes, but I think she can behave herself in public.” Ulyana said.

	“Fernanda Santapena-De-La-Rosa is going to the same place.” Aaliyah said with a sigh.

	“So they filed separately, but are going to the same place at the same time?” Ulyana asked.

	“Yes. It’s very like them, isn’t it.” Aaliyah said. “Have they matured even a little lately?”

	“Well, they’ve been living together for a few weeks without incident.” Ulyana said.

	“Alright. We’ll approve them, and hopefully they won’t cause a public disturbance.”

	For everyone, the forms required two signatures. First was the direct superior’s signature and then the captain’s signature for final approval. For Bridge crew, Aaliyah acted as direct superior, and the Captain then signed. For sailors, it depended on their section, but so far, it seemed that Lebedova and Cohen had signed everything without really looking at it– or maybe they were as lacking in sense as some of the requests Ulyana was seeing.

	Murati was the superior officer for requests from the pilots.

	“Murati commented every single form submitted by a pilot.” Aaliyah said, impressed with the work ethic. “It looks like she already took a look at the places her people were requesting. She suspects Khadija just wants to go drink alcohol even though she’s technically not supposed to; and she is afraid Aiden is requesting leave so he can run away somewhere.”

	“Murati’s such a treasure.” Ulyana said, looking at the digitized version of the form for Sonya Shalikova’s leave request. It had been heavily crumpled up, but Murati had pressed it flat again. Comments on the form urged the approval of Shalikova’s request as a gesture of good will and reward for ‘coming forward about her problems.’ “I’m going to approve this one.”

	About halfway through the endeavor, they began to see more complicated requests. 

	People with the audacity to request to stay in hotel rooms, and who wanted multi-day time frames with multiple locations involved, who requested additional Imbrian funds than their shore leave stipend for expensive requests, or other such things that warranted even closer and more involved research than previous requests. Aaliyah’s ears folded against her head with exhaustion and Ulyana had begun to yawn with increasing frequency. 

	Soon Ulyana was seeing double and had to put down her portable.

	“We need to take a break, Commissar.” She said.

	“No complaints here.” Aaliyah replied with a groan.

	“Care for a drink? Alcor gifted me a bottle of liquor on my last visit there.”

	“How will that make us any less sleepy?”

	“It won’t, but it will be fun. I think we could use a little bit of fun.”

	“I’d be lying if I said I disagree. Fine. Bring out the booze.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah exchanged sympathetic gazes, and Ulyana opened a small box that she had set on a chair in a corner of the room. Inside was a bottle of beet-sugar rum, Tuzemak, called Struh in the Imbrium. She had two drinking glasses as well, though both were made of plastic. Setting them down on the table, she poured the clear reddish liquor into the glasses. She pushed one toward Aaliyah, who took it in hand. They tipped their glasses together, cheered for health and the safety of the mission, and downed a shot at the same time.

	Aaliyah’s ears wiggled rapidly, and she shut her eyes briefly. It was a strong spirit.

	Ulyana was untroubled. She considered herself a champ when it came to liquor.

	“I’m still surprised at how sweet it is for liquor.” Aaliyah said.

	“Completely trounces the potato stuff doesn’t it? Want another shot?”

	“Hmm. Oh– whatever. Sure. Hit me. We’re already breaking all kinds of rules anyway.”

	Two more shots; down the hatch. Aaliyah’s tail stood up briefly stiff and straight.

	Ulyana sat back down with the bottle on the table.

	“It’s so good. Fuck. I’m having another.” She said.

	“Hit me too.” Aaliyah said.

	Third shot; and there it went. Ulyana and Aaliyah laughed and relaxed on their chairs.

	Smiling placidly, the Captain turned her slightly wavering vision on her Commissar.

	Aaliyah was such an appealing girl. Her medium skin tone, her shiny dark hair, the natural pinkness and suppleness of her thin lips. Her jewel-like eyes and the elegant curve in the shape of her cat-like ears. Her slender tail, and the slenderness of her body too. Ulyana could not help in that moment but to think of the height gap between them too– she could have bent forward and loomed a little bit– her body would have fit so perfectly nestled with her back to Ulyana in bed– she would have been so warm and soft, such a sweet little morsel–

	A sharp sound– a drinking glass striking the table.

	“Ulyana, another shot. I want to feel the fire in me.” Aaliyah said suddenly.

	Her eyes were looking a bit cloudy, and her cheeks were beginning to redden.

	Ulyana, with a little laugh, filled Aaliyah’s glass again, as well as her own.

	The Captain downed another shot; her Commissar was slowly sipping hers, however.

	“It’s unfair.” Aaliyah mumbled. One of her ears was upright, but the other had folded.

	“What’s unfair?” Ulyana said, her voice starting to drawl just a bit.

	Without prompting, she refilled the Commissar’s glass, and they both drank again.

	Fifth round!

	“We have to do all this work, and they can go out to play.” Aaliyah said.

	“True, true. They don’t know how much we sacrifice for them.”

	“They don’t! We just endure silently, there is no one to take care of us.”

	“Right. It’s fucked. Commissar, if it weren’t for you, I would go insane.”

	“Indeed, indeed, Captain. We are the only ones for each other.”

	“To hell with the sailors!” Ulyana cheered, taking another shot and topping up Aaliyah.

	Sixth round!

	“To hell with the sailors!” Aaliyah paused, drank. “I’m gonna– I’m gonna deny, deny, deny!”

	With each ‘deny’ Aaliyah tapped her glass on the table like a gavel.

	“Hell yeah! That’s the spirit! That’s that Ashura brutality we all love!” Ulyana cheered.

	She refilled their glasses. Aaliyah tucked the shot in quickly this time, shutting her eyes.

	They broke out into laughter together, tapping their quickly glasses on the table.

	Then, topping up once more–

	Seventh round!

	“We deserve a vacation too. Captain– I’m– I’m taking you out!” Aaliyah declared.

	“That’s dangerous talk soldier! You really ready to ‘take out’ the Captain?” Ulyana said.

	Both of them cracked up amid the slurred words. 

	Eighth round– Ninth Round– Tenth– 

	floating velvet colors– soft giggling in a gently swaying room– paradise–

	“Don’t believe me? I’ll show you– Captain–”

	Aaliyah stood suddenly, and made her way around the table–

	However, she stumbled over one of the chairs on the table’s side and tripped.

	This led her to fall on Ulyana, who had been sitting quite back on her chair. Both of them fell backwards together and ended up entangled on the floor. Ulyana had hit her flank and Aaliyah her gut, but between the shocked gasping for air after falling, they began to giggle airily at one another, embraced. They brought their faces close and rubbed noses together. 

	Ulyana stroked Aaliyah’s hair.

	Even their legs had entwined as they laid on the floor, staring into each other’s eyes intensely with drunken euphoria. Ulyana had been right. Aaliyah was so soft– so warm–

	Unfortunately for the two of them, those gazes wavered far too quickly for their intimacy.

	And the most that happened was that they fell asleep in each other’s arms on the floor.

	Lips just millimeters short of a kiss, sleeping gazes still held tightly together.

	Overlooking them on the floor, a metaphorical pile of work on the table still undone.

	All of the officers, at least, had had their forms looked through and approved.

	 


11.8

	“Now, listen up, and listen well. I’m only doing this to give you a chance to repay me.”

	“Of course. I have no illusions otherwise, my fair lady.”

	“Okay. I am going to take your arm now. Don’t mistake it for anything serious.”

	“Absolutely. I am all yours– in a non-serious, purely transactional way of course.”

	“Hmph.”

	Dominika clung close to Sameera’s arm while they walked. 

	“And I’ll have you know, I truly won’t accept being taken somewhere corny.”

	“What about somewhere trendy?”

	“Trendy is acceptable.”

	“Phew! I almost had to turn us right back around.”

	“That’s– don’t be silly. I’m just saying– after all the trouble, I expect to be treated nicely.”

	Sameera al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun was all smiles, while her date Dominika Rybolovskaya had a mix of disgruntled expression and needy body language that must have confused onlookers. In fact, to everyone else, they must have looked like a strange couple. 

	Sameera was tall and gallant with dexterous limbs, a solid trunk and an ample bosom, a pretty face with sharp eyes and a sleek jaw, long silky brown hair tied into a ponytail; but she was difficult to place, always ambiguous. Clearly a woman, but with a style and swagger that seemed more solidly masculine; her ears and tail marking her as a Shimii or perhaps a Loup– yet never more than ‘perhaps’ either; with a city-girl style and yet a rural easiness.

	Meanwhile, Dominika was clearly a Katarran, and yet shorter and more waifish than her companion. Her long, voluminous red hair had brown streaks, both colors dyed, and interspersed inside it were black-striped red strands that were actually long, thin fins coming down the sides and back of her head, rather than hair. Her skin was a flat pink color, and visible on exposed parts of her body were bumps that looked slightly inflamed — but which were actually photophores, bioluminescent structures on her skin. Her eyes were also quite striking, bright pink irises with a blue limbal ring, falling sharply upon any target of her gaze.

	A Katarran was an uncommon sight, but a Katarran being so openly Katarran? 

	Clinging to a Shimii/Loup of some kind like lovers?

	“So, what’s the big surprise?” Dominika asked.

	“You’ll see soon.” Sameera said, smiling gently. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing extravagant.”

	“It wouldn’t make a difference. We’ll stick out like albino fish in the school regardless.”

	“Well then. I promise it won’t be corny.”

	“Oh enough. I’m just trying to make you aware. I’m not so easily pleased.”

	“I know that for a fact, milady. And yet, I can’t run away from a challenge.”

	Both of them were wearing clothes they had brought in from the Union. 

	Their fits were not especially fancy and were generic enough to betray nothing of their origin, while still communicating their styles. Sameera wore a simple black tanktop that exposed a bit of her well-defined midriff, along with workout pants and a green jacket. Dominika wore a backless, sleeveless dark red dress that was rendered a bit less revealing by a long blue jacket. Her jacket had diamond cutouts on the sides and sleeves that unveiled several photophores on her skin. It was too bright in C-block for them to glow, however.

	“I can almost feel the staring. If any of them linger for too long and cause a problem–”

	“It’s fine. We have our IDs– and you look stunning. Anyone would look.” Sameera said.

	“You’re a bit more of a showoff than I took you for.” Dominika said. “Proud of your abs?”

	“What’s the point in working so hard if I can’t show off every once in a while?”

	Sameera winked, and Dominika averted her gaze, a bit redder in the face than before.

	“You look– worthy of my company.” She said. “I’m not embarrassed to be seen with you.”

	Sameera wagged her tail and acknowledged the compliment silently.

	She was a bit surprised that her invitation wasn’t turned down entirely. 

	An invitation to a date at a mystery location, so that the crux of the afternoon would be a pleasant surprise. To find herself with Dominika clinging to her arm and playing the needy femme, walking together flanked by two-story plastic buildings along a fake cobblestone road, under the sunlamps and grey steel sky of Kreuzung. It had been a longshot. 

	Thankfully, Dominika accepted the framing that it was a gift, to repay her for all the worry.

	Sameera was elated. She really wanted to go out with Dominika; the hard-to-get act only made her more curious and excited about the soft underbelly of her squadmate.

	Some part of her suspected, however, that Dominika really wanted to be spoiled a bit.

	So she had the perfect idea of where to take the acerbic Katarran on a date.

	“What do you think of this district? Oddly quaint isn’t it?” Sameera asked.

	“It’s all too fake. I see the defects too clearly to appreciate the effort.” Dominika replied.

	Sameera was trying to immerse herself in the little fantasy of the place– but she guessed Dominika was simply less of a romantic than she was. Not that she would ever begrudge her the difficulty. Those plastic buildings all around them were gussied up with fake brick textures and false slanted ceilings of curved tiles, the cobblestone beneath them too smooth to be real, the sky above too unconvincing with its flat and even LED cluster placements. It was trying to cultivate an old-world appeal, but the artifice was too evident.

	She wondered if perhaps, a version of this that was closer to the truth existed in a more affluent place. After all, this was still only C-block, the second-largest block in the core station in terms of space, but still a middling place in terms of wealth and exclusivity. Perhaps up in A-block there was real brick, real cobblestone, a real blue sky– maybe even a captive sun, performing an ancient dance in the sky for the rich inhabitants. Who knew? 

	Someone like her was born inexorably barred from such sights.

	“Hey, prince charming? You okay? What’s got you grimacing?”

	Sameera looked down at Dominika clinging even tighter to her side. She smiled.

	“Ah, I was just thinking that I prefer the kitschy fakeness of all of this.”

	“Really?”

	Sameera glanced up at briefly at the ceiling, shading her eyes.

	Up above them, far above, was the affluent A-block of Kreuzung. She nodded towards it.      

	“I think it’d be too absurd to see the real thing. I’d question why it’s even there.” She said.

	Dominika blinked, in her eyes a gently dawning realization. “Huh. You’ve got a point.”

	“But hey. Less socially conscious talk. We’re greedy mercs after all.”

	“I’m not a greedy merc.” Dominika said. “I’m a ravishing young beauty out on the town.”

	Sameera got a sense of whiplash from how quickly Dominika’s moods seemed to shift.

	But that only excited her even more. 

	“Then I will play the part of your gentleman without fail.”

	After twenty or thirty minutes of walking from the elevator that dropped them off on the block, Sameera and Dominika rounded a corner into a circular street in which there were several shops with colorful signs. All the fake old world brick gave away to trendy, minimalist storefronts with geometric color patterns and simple facades. Unlike the sparsely populated outer street, these cafes and shops were well-traveled, with their outdoor tables beginning to fill up with brunch guests as the pair arrived. While some of the pedestrians were casually dressed like Sameera and Dominika, most of the guests wore uniforms of various sorts, either the grey business suits that constituted the corporate uniform, or the coats of police, nurses, the fireproof jackets of guild unionized maintenance workers, and so forth.

	Teeming with middle class clientele, the street cast a stronger contrast against them.

	“Here we are, what shop do you want to go to? I was thinking the Patisserie there.”

	For a moment, Dominika looked taken aback by all the people, and the cutesy vibes.

	“Wow. Can we afford this? I thought we were going to a park or something.”

	“I checked the prices, everything is reasonably within my Marks stipend.”

	“Hmm. Well, if it’s your treat, let’s start with the Patisserie then.” Dominika said.

	“Anything that my ravishing young beauty desires.” Sameera cooed.

	“Hmph.”

	All of the little café tables with their green umbrellas were taken up, so the young couple navigated past them and into the shop itself to take up a booth seat, turning heads all throughout. Whether it was their beauty or their ethnicities, Sameera wasn’t about to question. As long as their attention remained confined to gazing from afar, Sameera could enjoy the obvious curiosity of the Imbrians around them. They sat amid the simple and warm salmon pink interior of the shop, their booth across from several long counters with ritzy gold and glass displays filled with a rainbow of sweets, cakes, cookies and breads.

	Sameera thought they would sit across from each other, but Dominika surprised her yet again by following her into the same half of the booth. She continued to cling close to her, a piece of arm candy more delectable than any of the sweets the shop had on display. 

	Inside the windowless shop, the lights were dimmer than outside. Pressed together in their booth seat, Sameera could see the little charming bumps on Dominika’s body glowing a gentle green. The design of her dress played well with these features, her halter plunging into a deep vee that exposed a humble bit of cleavage, and a line of evenly spaced photophores like a little arrow between her collarbones and breasts. Her jacket was starting to fall from her shoulders and did very little now to cover her bioluminescence.

	Or the captivating softness of her round shoulders; the striking curve of her collarbones–

	“What are you so keen on, Miss Gentleman?” Dominika met Sameera’s wandering eyes.

	Her voice was a tiny bit teasing, but her expression was as surly as ever.

	What kind of signals are you sending to me, milady? Much to consider, there…

	Sameera laughed it off. “I’ve just never seen you glow like this. It’s appealing.”

	Dominika averted her gaze, not with a sharp huff, but slowly, with a little grin.

	Was she softening up, or just a different kind of harsh? Either way, it was titillating.

	On their table, there were little pink and gold plastic booklets that had the menu items with pictures, and ordering was done on a touchscreen through a very spartan graphical interface that conflicted with the cheery pink aura of the shop. There were several dozen menu items.

	Up front and with the largest picture in the booklet, was the shop’s special Baumkuchen, a cake composed of three circular, stacked layers of dough completely drowned in chocolate that was then allowed to set. Various colorful syrup drizzles could be ordered, and patterns could be designed around the cake to make it showier and more picturesque. There was also an entire section of the menu devoted to Bossches, large dough balls covered in chocolate that had different sweet, creamy fillings. On the simpler side, they had baked or fried dough items like Franzbrots, which were simply dusted with powdered sugar or cinnamon.

	Ultimately, what caught Sameera’s attention the most was a section titled Exotic Delights.

	In this section, the booklet had a layout with colorful geometric patterns that Sameera thought she recognized as Shimii in origin, or at least inspired by the Shimii’s art. She thought she saw similar patterns on the colors of the shop buildings too. At the top of a two-page spread a note let the reader know these were featured in a trendy Imbrian TV show. 

	Central within the spread was a multicolored array of flavored Halwas, a soft dessert with a base of sesame paste, mixed with sweeteners, fruits, other nuts and set. Rashidun halwas were often simple shapes, like crumbly squares that were topped simply. However, the shop’s centerpiece halwa, bright orange, looser in consistency, heavily garnished and spread in the shape of a crescent, was much more Mahdist in nature. There were also numerous Sahlab on offer, a creamy pudding that could also be colorfully decorated. It seemed that the colors and decorations were part of the draw of these Shimii-inspired desserts.

	And part of the business plan. 

	These exotic desserts carried the highest prices on the menu by far.

	Dubbed “Parsa’s Delight” by the shop, the Mahdist Halwa was 30 marks a serving.

	Her fingers gripped the booklet tighter as she ran down the offerings and their prices.

	She grit her teeth and her muscles tensed up. Her heartbeat hammered in her chest.

	“So we’re not wanted here, but our food is a trendy treat.”

	Looking at them made Sameera furious. She shot a nasty sidelong glance at the counter.

	“Hmm? Are you looking? What are you thinking of getting?”

	From her side, Sameera noticed Dominika looking at her again.

	Her expression was soft and nonchalant. She looked a bit less standoffish than before.

	Sameera’s muscles loosened up, her fists unclenched. 

	She restrained her tone of voice.

	This is her day. Don’t fuck it up, gentleman.

	“Still looking.” Sameera said. “They have a lot of weird little variations of fried dough.”

	It was pointless to get too angry. She wanted Dominika to make some good memories.

	Eyes on the prize. Let the revolutionary fervor out some other day.

	“Honestly, I’m tempted to be boring and just get a coffee.” Dominika said.

	“Ah, yeah, they do beverages too, don’t they?” Sameera replied.

	“Coffee, milkshakes with syrups– they have these pudding things in mugs too.”

	“Hmm. That alters the calculus a little bit.”

	“The calculus?”

	“It makes the dryer desserts more appealing if you can get a nice beverage.”

	“How strategic. I thought you were a meathead that just rushed into things?”

	Dominika cracked a little grin. Sameera laughed.

	“You’re right! What was I thinking? Baumkuchen it is.”

	“That’s a lot of cake! I’m not going to help you eat it, you know.”

	“Oh you’re eating the cake, milady.”

	“Huh?”

	“You need to treat yourself! I demand to spoil you! We’re getting two Baumkuchens!”

	“Sameera!”

	“Two Baumkuchens with all kinds of syrup, and I’m spoon-feeding you too.”

	“Don’t push your luck!”

	“I’m going to push a slice of delicious cake past your pouty lips until you smile.”

	“Hmph!”

	In the end, after Sameera had satisfied herself making sport of Dominika, to the point that Dominika even ended up giggling just a tiny bit herself from the absurdity of it all. 

	Together, they decided on smaller but more indulgent patisserie orders than getting a giant chocolate cake. Dominika had been correct that Sameera preferred the straightforward solutions, and so she got something easy from the very first page: a simple Bismarcken donut ball filled half with chocolate and half with cream, along with a hot mug of cinnamon milk. 

	Dominika meanwhile ordered a bright plate of macarons in a variety of flavors, arrayed in rainbow-hued little pyramid that almost rivaled the color combinations of the booklet’s halwa spreads. Along with the macarons, she did get her coffee, and she got it Vienna-style, covered in whipped cream and with the espresso mixed with a bit of whipped cream as well.

	“Here. Have a taste. There’s too many.”

	Dominika lifted a little pink and red macaron from the plate and raised it to Sameera’s face.

	Sameera briefly stared at the macaron before realizing it was she who was being fed.

	Then, without warning, she took the entire dessert into her mouth in one bite.

	Her lips briefly brushed the tips of Dominika’s fingers, who then jerked them back.

	“Tasty. Really cute colors too. Almost like taking a bite out of you.”

	“Hey–”

	Sameera could complete the intended ‘don’t push your luck’ left in Dominika’s lips.

	Accompanied by the low background noise of romantic Imbrian soft rock coming from the shop’s audio system, the two of them slowly enjoyed their treats. Sameera’s donut was soft and chewy and sweet, and because of the two-tone filling it was quite moist, even without the creamy milk. Every so often she pilfered a macaron from Dominika’s plate, which her Katarran beauty did not dispute. They were quiet at first, but gradually got to talking. 

	Surprisingly, Dominika brought opened conversation first.

	“Sameera– you said you were a Leviathan hunter.”

	Dominika leaned much closer than before and whispered.

	“Where were you stationed?”

	Sameera enjoyed the brief brush of their bodies together.

	She whispered back. “Haryana.”

	Haryana was an agri-complex in Lyser. Not a name that should be said aloud in the Empire.

	“How many did you see?” Dominika asked.

	She was neither whispering nor speaking aloud.

	That private tone would continue throughout the rest of their conversation.

	“I killed a few, but nothing that impressive.”

	“But was it dangerous? I have no idea how often is too often with Leviathan sightings.”

	“It wasn’t like we saw Leviathans every day. It’s just that Agrispheres are really important so they get their own hunter guard. Nothing gets left up to chance and no expense is spared to keep them safe. So most of the time I would just sortie for patrols or for training, or if a buoy picked up some life signs. I was really eager to prove myself, so I’d take like, every mission.”

	“Did you get to cook your own fresh food in a big plaza surrounded by trees?”

	Dominika referenced a quite old Union propaganda poster about Agri-sphere living.

	“Nope. My accommodations were decidedly military.” Sameera said with a chuckle.

	“Did you meet a lot of bright-eyed young farmer’s girls looking innocent of the world?”

	Another old propaganda poster about Lyser. Promoting starting a family in an Agri-sphere.

	Sameera responded a bit awkwardly. “That’s classified information.”

	“Mm-hmm.”

	Dominika grinned a little, as if satisfied at successfully poking at Sameera.

	“Okay, my turn to ask about you. What was the ice frontier like?” Sameera asked.

	“Cold.” Dominika said dismissively.

	“Milady.” Sameera smiled dangerously. “I’m going to steal your macarons.”

	“Hey! Stop! I was just kidding. Anyway. I mainly have bad memories of it, honestly.” Dominika shut her eyes and shuddered, perhaps remembering what it was like. “We were always doing maintenance and repairs, everyone was on edge, food shipments got delayed all the time so our rations kept changing. Climate control could barely keep up with the cold–”

	“Ah, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to dig up bad memories.” Sameera interrupted.

	“It’s fine. Nobody ever asks me about it. There’s a lot I could say, I guess.”

	“If I can poke you for one more thing– why did you decide to go to the ice frontier?”

	“Why did you decide to become a Leviathan Hunter?” Dominika shot back.

	She sounded suddenly annoyed. That was the last thing Sameera wanted.

	Sameera replied in a gentle, patient voice.

	“I just kinda wanted to get out in the world and fill up an unwanted job. Do the dirty work nobody else did. I wanted to feel like I was important somewhere.” She said.

	Dominika looked contrite about the turn in her attitude.

	Perhaps Sameera’s honesty and earnestness had gotten through to her.

	She averted her gaze, but she responded.

	“I wanted to be alone. Nobody wants to work on the ice frontier. So I thought I would have a lot of space to myself, and be more self-directed. I was right; but I regretted it pretty fast.”

	“Well. If you ever need a friend. You’re not alone anymore.”

	From observing Dominika, Sameera thought she might draw a rebuke if she volunteered.

	But she got the gist of what she wanted to say across. It was implied.

	“Thanks.” Dominika whispered simply.

	She reached out for a macaron and shoved it whole into her mouth.

	Sameera lifted her cup of milk to her lips. That was the end of that conversation.

	She liked the small talk, but it was also nice just to be able to sit beside Dominika.

	Back when she had first seen her in the hangar– She was cute, and she was a little withdrawn– maybe she could use a friend? Maybe she was up for some fun? Katarrans were always less stuck up than others, or so Sameera had thought at the time. It was silly to admit it to herself, but she had a crush. If Dominika ended up hating her, at least she wanted to have some fun along the way. She was even cuter when she was all flustered. Maybe Sameera had a chance? For all her swagger– it felt like she always ended up cast aside. 

	Always outside the worlds of others.

	But maybe this time– maybe she wouldn’t be overlooked–

	maybe she would be needed—

	“Sameera. I have something to tell you. It’s important.”

	Dominika spoke up after a long silence, and her lupine, feline prince glanced to her side.

	“I’m all ears.” Sameera said. She playfully folded then raised her ears.

	She was so curious. What would Dominika say?

	Dominika gathered her breath after a brief pause. Shutting her eyes.

	“Look–”

	“Yeah?”

	Dominika withered under Sameera’s gaze. She looked like she would break a sweat.

	“I– I wouldn’t be here without you. I don’t know– I don’t get what compelled you to risk your life for me. It’s hard to accept that you decided to take such risks for my sake. I think– it was reckless, and stupid of you. But– I’m alive now. I’m here, thanks to you. I can’t deny that– Ugh. God damn it. I’ve been trying to think of what to say for weeks. So there you go.”

	She stared down at the plate of macarons in front of her, hands balled into fists at her sides.

	Elated to hear those anxious words, her prince responded with a rapturous smile.           

	Sameera leaned a bit closer to Dominika and quickly laid an indulgent kiss on her cheek.

	Dominika’s entire body quivered, her hair fins standing suddenly up and shining brighter.

	“That’s all I needed in return. Non-seriously and transactionally, of course.”

	Dominika’s hand absently reached up to rub her own cheek, her photophores strobing.

	Once she regained her composure, she sighed and stuffed her mouth with another macaron.

	Sameera, meanwhile, tried to hide her giddy, girlish exuberance and finish her donut.

	That taste of Dominika’s cheek had been sweeter even than the offerings of the Patisserie.

	“I need to tell you one more thing.” Dominika said, still rubbing her cheek.

	“Always listening, milady.” Sameera replied.

	“This is serious. Back then, when you collapsed in the hangar, and then when we were almost attacked by that demonic Diver, I was terrified for you. I– I really don’t want you to be so reckless again. I mean it. You can’t just– I don’t want– you to throw your life away.”

	However she worded it, all Sameera heard, was that Dominika cared about her living.

	For once she felt like she did not have perfectly recited words to say in response.

	Her heart was hot and pounding hard in response.

	“I’ll try. I guess I’ve never been too good at taking care of myself.” Sameera said.

	“Well–” Dominika looked down at her plate, searching for the words–

	She then leaned again, laying her head on Sameera’s shoulder. “You’re not alone either.”

	

	

	In a part of C-block a few streets away from Dominika and Sameera’s sweet shop, the road curved around a small park, and there was a library building and a public school. In the park, library, school and the streets connecting them, a variety of kiosks, tents and other pop-up shops had gone up overnight. It was the seasonal market, a one-week open air festival of small batch textiles and handcrafts; rare collectibles like real, bound books; and fresh food made right on-site; and much more. It was a truly a focal point of station culture.

	“Ahead lies our destiny, gamer–! I mean, Alex! Feast your eyes upon the sum of human endeavor! Treasures heretofore unseen arrayed for us to covet, and if our coin prove sufficient, we may yet lay claim to a king’s ransom of rare finery and culture goods–”

	“–Thanks for calling me Alex every once in a while.”

	Alexandra Geninov couldn’t help but feel blessed by this turn of events, however.

	Her companion, Fernanda Santapena-De-La-Rosa, looked so excited to be here.

	Even if she wasn’t necessarily excited to be with Alex, she hadn’t refused the offer.

	This was clear sign of progress. Alex only wished she could make a save file.

	Out on the town, the two perennial night-shifters of the Pandora’s Box had dressed up in their best, and only, personal outfits for shore leave. Their styles clashed quite sharply. 

	Fernanda had dolled herself up, the shiny purple streaks going through her long, blond hair even more pronounced than before, and the purple lipstick and eyeshadow on her delicate face sparkling with a hint of glitter. Her light figure was wrapped in a black and dark purple synthetic dress, skin-tight from the neck to its long sleeves and filigreed bodice. Diamond-shaped sheer sections on the upper chest and belly whose tips met just under the breasts, added a tasteful amount of risqué flair. Those sheer sections composed of two diamonds of tight mesh fabric, meeting end to end, were also mirrored on Fernanda’s back, on her arms, as well as in the leggings that went with the dress. On the sections of the dress that were not partially see-through, silver faux-occult patterns had been laid over the fabric. These were also present in the dress’ short, flared skirt, worn over as a bottom piece.

	Simply put– she was so fucking hot that it was driving Alex low-key insane.

	Alex was nowhere near the level of Fernanda’s gothic chic. Nevertheless, as she walked the streets, she started to put on a bit of swagger. She liked to think she must have looked handsome, with her tall and gallant figure, wide-shouldered, long-limbed, slender; easily a head over Fernanda; as well as her mysteriously, exotically mixed race skin tone and silky brown hair, messily stuck up in the back of her head with a single claw hair clip. 

	Her fashion was near completely thrown together– just things that felt comfortable if she ever had to wear something other than a uniform. She had a pair of tight blue pants with a few rips on the knees and thighs, and a blue zip-up hoodie with a little 16-bit pixel art model of a ship on the back. She wore her hoodie half-unzipped and well off-shoulder; showing off some cleavage in addition by wearing an over-size, deeply plunging white v-neck underneath the hoodie, also falling off her nice shoulders and exposing tantalizing black bra straps.

	“Is there anything specific you’d like to see?”

	“I shall strategize once I have laid closer look to the goods. What about thine own interest?”

	“Just browsing. But honestly, I just thought you’d like a place like this.”

	“Oh ho! Perhaps a dew-drop of high culture has fallen upon the brows of this gamer?”

	Fernanda made a smug little face and a dramatic little gesture with her hands.

	At first Alex was a little repelled by Fern. She wasn’t going to lie to herself and think she always liked her. When she first saw her she thought she was a weirdo, and their first few shifts were tense. But the more she got to know her, working those long nights on the bridge, she started to think, Fern is kinda cute. Then, they started to live together, saw more of each other outside the bridge, and Alex thought, Fern is kinda hot. 

	Truly, Alex’s imagination had been very limited those few weeks ago.

	Fernanda, as she stood on this day, was like, geothermal event levels hot.

	Alex was hitting herself for fantasizing about everyone but her!

	On the way to the market, in addition to trying to work up a bit of confidence in her own body language, Alex’s eyes examined the way Fern’s dress clung to her every contour and she felt like she had to say something. Everyone loved compliments, right? 

	And damn– Fernada was earning every second of Alex’s lascivious gaze. 

	As far as Alex was concerned, today her life was not a shoot-em-up or simulator, it was a storytelling game– clearly, she was locked into the “Fern” route. This event was her chance to make some moves and score some points with the roomie to turn things romantic.

	She had to nut up and take the initiative. No coward strats— big dick moves only.

	“Hey, Fern,”

	“Uh huh?”

	“You look h– I like your dress.”

	Afraid of the commit, Alex cancelled into a much safer move, like a huge coward.

	Fernanda looked her up and down with a neutral but appraising expression on her face.

	Was it just Alex’s imagination or did Fern’s eyes just linger on her tits?

	“Much appreciated– you have–” Fernanda paused. “You possess a rather easy presence.”

	With twice as many words she said about as much of a compliment as Alex had.

	Not much of one at all. They averted their gazes and got to walking.

	Despite the awkwardness, the two of them headed into the market with smiling faces.

	Fake stone paths dotted with a few synthetic trees made up the park, the turf grass easily exposed by the lack of quality lighting to maintain the illusions. None of the architecture was very impressive, despite its attempts to put on airs. False stucco on the library façade and the false colonnades fading into the walls of the school building, it all failed to impress. 

	It was the streets around these landmarks that now brimmed with life. 

	Hundreds of sellers had arrayed themselves in every open spot along the streets. Some had large tents filled with goods, others were selling out of the trunks of small electric vehicles, yet more had carts or simple plastic table-stands with their goods on offer. 

	There were all kinds of people selling, young and old, men and women.

	All of them were Imbrian though– nobody had even as much skin tone on them as Alex.

	“Gamer– I mean, Alex, prithee, accompany me first to the purveyors of textiles.”

	“None of these strike me as erotic novel type stuff.” Alex said teasingly.

	“I shall prove your insolence wrong in due time! But I wish to see everything on offer!”

	Rather than ignore Alex’s lagging behind, Fernanda grabbed her suddenly by the arm and pulled her toward several stands and tents were shirts, carpets, sheets, and other such goods were on sale. Alex wasn’t just being surly for the sake of it: she had noticed common themes among the textiles on sale that clashed heavily with both her own sense of fashion and quite definitely with Fernanda’s fashion. It seemed the order of the day was geometric patterns, like diamond-shaped waves and squares within circles, or even fractal patterns.

	All of which had either bright flat colors, or psychedelic arrays of many colors at once.

	Upon looking at these tie-dye explosions up close, Fernanda barely restrained a grimace.

	“Looking for a new welcome mat to lighten up your hallway? Or maybe a cute scarf or a drape to add flair to a new look?” A seller called out to them. “Our textiles all have super chic Shimii-inspired patterns! Teen girls love these nowadays! You would be on the cutting edge of the hip new styles no matter how old you are now! C’mon, take a closer look for yourself!”

	Alex wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Shimii textiles with such garish colors before.

	Fernanda and her both ignored the seller and continued walking.

	“Dunno about you, but I’m not that interested in what teens are doing here.” Alex said.

	“Concurred.” Fernanda said with a small sigh.

	There was a decent amount of foot traffic along the streets and into and out of the school and library; a variety of food vendors around the street market were taking advantage of this. Alex kept an eye out for them, as she had begun to feel slightly peckish. 

	However, almost all of them were selling some kind of processed meat. 

	Hamburg steaks, chicken wings, candied bacon; there was meat to eat everywhere she turned, but nothing like Minardo’s cooking. Strictly speaking, they weren’t forbidden from eating meat, but they had been raised to find it wasteful, so it felt odd to do so.

	Both of them stopped in front of a cart with a few things for sale they had never heard of.

	“Pray tell, what form of comestible is ceg kofta?” Fernanda asked.

	From behind the cart, the young woman scooped up a mass of red paste flecked with white and green bits and showed it to the two of them. It smelled strong and herbal, but upon seeing it, there was no denying that it was just meat. “This is raw lamb mashed with onion, garlic, green leek and spices. It’s a Shimii specialty, it’s becoming super popular. Ten marks per, want some? I’ll throw in some rose petal lemonade on the side for free!”

	“Huh? It’s raw?” Alex frowned. “Won’t that just make us sick?”

	The young kofta seller narrowed her eyes. “Of course not! Shimii eat this every day!”

	“Then it shall be left with them, or your impression of them. Let’s depart, gam– Alex.”

	Fernanda tugged Alex’s arm and led her away from the cart quickly.

	She had a grossed-out look on her face.

	Alex was beginning to fear the date venue had been a miscalculation on their part, but it started to turn around when she pointed out the jewelry vendors to Fernanda. Her eyes finally twinkled with delight. There were finally goods that came in purple and black and were much more her style. Hairpins shaped like raven’s feathers, necklaces with star-shaped purple gemstones of both ferristitched and slightly more authentic varieties, brooches and wristlets and earrings in sharp and wicked shapes and designs. 

	It was a bit more romantic than rainbow scarves and raw meat.

	Fernanda drifted from seller to seller, smiling exuberantly at the pieces on display.

	She looked so exceptionally beautiful when she was happy.

	Alex had a corny, stupid, gay thought– she wanted to make Fern happier more often.

	Maybe it’d do everyone some good to see that smile on the regular.

	If I could save right here and just come back to this moment whenever I wanted.

	It was time– Alex had been too passive. She needed to make a gamer move.

	There was an opportunity, and she wasn’t about to let it pass unanswered.

	“Hey, Fern, come look. I found something; try this on. I think it’ll suit you.”

	Working up her courage, Alex picked up a little something from the table of a compliant vendor– a choker, with a lacy, partially see-through black band and a purple decoration in front that was the shape of a broken heart. As soon as she saw the piece, Alex knew she had to grab it. When Fernanda turned to look, she paused and stared, transfixed, at the object.

	Alex thought she saw a bit of a blush on Fernanda’s cheek, and quietly undid the clip in the back of the choker, and presented it, as if to say, ‘want me to put it on you?’

	“I’m surprised,” Fernanda said, after some hesitation. “You– You get it, gamer.”

	“Hmm? I get it?” Alex grinned.

	“I– I mean to suggest, you have demonstrated a refinement in taste hitherto unseen.”

	A few moments’ hesitation, and she lifted her blond hair, shut her eyes and moved closer.

	Alex’s heart began to thrash. 

	She had never seen Fernanda make herself so– vulnerable?

	Basking in the unforeseen triumph, Alex neared, leaned forward, and slowly and gently wound the choker around Fernanda’s slim neck with the utmost care and tenderness and respect. She clipped the choker on the back and adjusted it. Her hands brushed against the soft skin of Fern’s shoulders and neck, felt the silky texture of her hair, and she was close enough to smell the darkly sensuous perfume that her witch had applied for the occasion.

	She could have pounced on her– oh god. Dangerous thoughts. Reel them back in.

	“Oh yeah. I’m buying it.” Alex said to the vendor. She handed them a few bills.

	Fernanda looked she was going to scoff out of habit at this unasked for favor–

	–but she caught sight of herself in the vendor’s mirror and paused to take it in.

	“It– it does look– it flatters my countenance to an acceptable degree. I will wear it.”

	“It’s amazing on you. You’re amazing, Fern.”

	Without thinking, she had found herself saying something far more blatant than before.

	For a moment Alex expected Fern to flinch and kick her shin in disgust, or something.

	“Hah. Never was it in doubt. My nymph-like beauty is without equal among mortals.”

	Instead, Fernanda turned a conceited smile on Alex and walked away with a haughty air.

	There was a second where Alex felt kind of stupid. Like she had been tricked somehow.

	Then her heart felt lighter. She was happy; she was satisfied.

	She loved seeing Fern like this. It wasn’t a contest– it wasn’t a competitive game.

	Fernanda was smiling. She was smiling too. It was nice– it wasn’t perfect, but it was nice.

	They were having a good time, all things considered.

	Three months ago, this would have been unthinkable. But they had been through a lot.

	And now, Alex really felt like– she wanted Fernanda to like her– she felt that–

	there was no one else she wanted to take those night shifts with than Fernanda.

	Even if all they did was argue about dumb, pointless stuff. It was fine; if it was with her.

	But does she like me back? She’s been acting pretty flirty if I think about it.

	Maybe Alex just had to be the sexy biracial gamer chick of her dreams! 

	Maybe it was that easy!

	Alex waved goodbye to the vendor out of sheer personal exuberance and followed along behind Fernanda with a renewed energy. She had never felt this way about anyone, and she thought she liked it. Whatever status ailment she had been inflicted with, she hoped it wouldn’t go away soon. Everything felt so easy now, and she was no longer so anxious about displeasing Fernanda. She thought a successful date was essentially already locked in.

	“Do you think they have any video games here?” Alex asked, with a big, cheery smile.

	Fernanda glanced over her shoulder at her. “Mayhaps you’ll find the rare handicrafted memory card of a departed old matron, boasting bespoke digital entertainments heretofore unseen, lovingly stitched pixel by pixel over a centenary of teacups and porridge bowls.”

	Her voice was thick with sarcasm, and Alex loved it too. Berate me more, princess!

	And what was that she saw? Was that a little smile playing on Fernada’s purple lips?

	There you go! You’re winning, Alexandra Geninov! You’re finally winning!

	Closer to the school and library, there were bigger tents with exactly what Fernanda was looking for. Shelves upon shelves of books– of course, none of them were real hardcover books. Instead, they had very thin screens within a smooth plastic shell containing a microcomputer wafer smaller than an ID card and similar in weight. 

	All it could do was display the book in its attached memory card. Single purpose reader devices were uncommon in the Union; almost all books in the Union were just library files that the station computer served to portables or room computers. In the Imbrium, however, books were bought and sold as limited, physical goods, hence the hardware.

	Alex and Fernanda walked into a big tent, big enough to have a dozen shelves inside.

	Each shelf was marked with the genre of books it contained, and in no time, Fernanda had shuffled over to the “Dark Romance” shelf. Because the books were so thin, there were hundreds and hundreds of them in each shelf. They were poorly labeled on the shelf itself, most of them unmarked, requiring that the book be picked up and booted up with the tiny buttons on the case, to determine what it was. Fernanda began looking through them.

	“So, any steamy lesbian sex?” Alex asked, peering over Fernanda’s shoulder.

	No immediate response.

	And there she went– Fernanda’s eyes scanned across the lines of text one after another.

	Her slender fingers swiped across the screen, turning page after page.

	After a few moments, a slightly hoarse laugh escaped her lips.

	Alex smiled and stood by, eventually picking up a random book herself.

	Perhaps seeing her disengaging, Fernanda’s gaze lifted from her book for a brief moment.

	“Gamer– Alex. You cannot reduce this literary juggernaut to such simplicity. Dark romance works are obsessed with the sadomasochistic relationships that can develop between the same sex. They are characterized by brooding protagonists, dark acts of sexuality, and bitter endings. Indeed, there is the unveiling of the sapphic flesh, but this is hardly the only appeal of these works. In the Union, these works are still largely the domain of enthusiast writing, but they appear to have been broadcast more widely in the Empire.” Fernanda said.

	Indeed, after a few pages into the book Alex had picked up, there was already lesbian sex. A special agent who was infiltrating a Solceanos convent into order to sneak out the woman that she loved, who had been forced to hide there due to her political rivals; and she just couldn’t help but pause and get knuckle deep inside her girl before their escape–

	Fernanda peered at Alex’s book, shut off her own reader and picked up a second sheet.

	“You have come into possession of a future volume of ‘The Death of The Umbran Lilly’.” Fernanda said. “If you desire to assist me, help me collect the rest. I desire to obtain as many volumes as they have available. You’ll be pleased to hear I will allow you to carry them.”

	“Uh huh. Or I guess I should say ‘as thou wisheth, o dark mistress’.”

	“Hmph.”

	Alex shut off the reader in her hands and started flipping through others.

	Due to the lack of good labeling the two of them kept taking and putting back volumes as they looked. It was easy for Alex to think of this as some kind of mission and put her whole head into it. From what Fernanda gathered there were fifteen volumes. 

	“So lesbians aside, what kind of stuff do you look for in a series? Why this one?”

	“Hah! To ask such a simplistic question of me. Of course, what else could I desire but to peer into the deepest depths of human desire and community? To explore the darkest and most enshadowed recesses of the spirit and expose the most turbulent angst contained therein?”

	“I’m sorry but all that still sounds like you just want lesbians in it.”

	“Hmph. Pray tell, what do you seek from your little video games, gamer?”

	“Well, first priority is good gamefeel, like slick controls and mechanics.”

	“Pah! Gamefeel. And you pretend my words mean nothing?”

	Fernanda broke out into laughter. For a second Alex felt rebuked again.

	But Fernanda seemed to be smiling still.

	Alex started to become invested in finding all twenty-something volumes of ‘The Death of the Umbran Lilly’ in order to appease Fernanda, and quickly became absorbed in the task. 

	She would only tear her eyes from a book or shelf if she found one.

	To the point that she did not notice a third individual making their way into the shelf.

	And while being particularly dramatic with snatching a book from the shelf, elbowed them somewhere, and knocked the book they were reading right out of their hands. It felt like the noise of that book hitting ground was louder than any other sound in the entire station, overwhelmingly loud, drowning out Alex’s breathing, heartbeat, thoughts. She was immediately, completely embarrassed to have hit someone else, and crouched to pick up the book without a second to spare. Thankfully, the portable readers had padded corners.

	“Agh! Oh, I’m such an oaf, I’ll get it for you–”

	Crouching on the ground, picking up the portable that had fallen–

	In front of a pair of thick, black boots, out of which long black tights emerged.

	Alex’s eyes followed the tights up a pair of long and well-defined legs.

	To black skirt and coat, worn over a black shirt. Long sleeves with red armbands.

	One emblazoned with a stylized black sun, another with an eagle-like dragon.

	Dark brown eyes looked down at her on the floor.

	A bushy tail swung leisurely behind the figure.

	Peeking out from around a beret were two tall, furry ears.

	“Ah. Thank you. I was surprised too.”

	She reached down a hand. Black gloves with a cuff bearing that same strange sun motif.

	Alex recognized the symbols. The Commissar had made sure everyone knew them.

	The Sonnenrad, a symbol of esoteric fascism; and the Reichsadler, imperial heraldry.

	Judging by the armband, this woman–

	–was an officer of the Volkisch Movement! 

	Alex had stricken a fascist officer!

	I fucked up! I fucked everything up! You did it again you fucking loser Alex Geninov!

	Shocked stupid, not knowing what to do, Alex took her gloved hand. 

	That woman easily pulled Alex back up to a stand, her grip confident and strong. 

	She was a Loup, Alex thought– shorter than her, with long, brown hair with neat, blunt bangs, fluffy ears and a bushy, bristly tail that wagged easily behind her. Her eyes were a dark, deep blue. She had an affable expression, but her gaze was so intense–

	“I’m– I’m really sorry about all this! Really! It won’t happen again!” Alex said.

	She stared straight into that cutting gaze, feeling eviscerated by its depth.

	This woman, whose hand she was holding, could finish everything Alex cared about.

	Her life; the mission; and– the love of her life–

	“Please forgive us.” Alex mumbled.

	At her side, Fernanda froze up, staring wide-eyed with her hands clutching a book.

	“Oh, it’s nothing. Fellow enthusiasts of taboo literature, right?”

	The Volkisch officer smiled and reached out a hand again, this time for a shake.

	Alex, still dumbstruck and anxious, shook it, perhaps a bit too vigorously.

	“Um. Alex.” She said, by way of introduction.

	“My name is Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	Alex handed her back the book that had been dropped. 

	It visibly shook in her nervous grip.

	Aatto caught on and wagged a finger. 

	“Oh I’m so sorry. I understand– please don’t worry. I’m just a paper pusher, I’m not here for the ‘zeal and glory of the National Proletariat.’” She said the slogan in a deeper, mocking voice. “Just pretend like I’m anyone else here. You’ve got a bunch of ‘Umbran Lilly’ right? I can recommend it. Though I prefer stories that have kingdom-building elements.”

	She reached across from Alex and picked up another book from the shelf.

	It was the last volume they were looking for. 

	Aatto handed it to a demure Fernanda.

	“Of course, there’s not much to spoil, the name of the series says it all. Nevertheless, it is a truly intriguing little tale.” Aatto says. “I think the imagination on display can excite both dabbler and connoisseur alike with its audacity. Even though our heroine must die for the sake of the morality laws– her journey takes some incredible turns. I only wish that women such as these were allowed to live out their conquests to the fullest. Anyway. Enjoy it.”

	Alex and Fernanda speechlessly took the books.

	Aatto meanwhile turned back to the shelf and picked up a different book to peruse.

	While periodically staring at Aatto as if she would pounce if they ignored her for too long, they grabbed one of the bags left in the aisles for prospective customers, put all their books in it, and bid silent leave from the Volkisch officer. The entire time Alex was around her, she waited for the other shoe to drop. Would there be someone in one of the shelves closer to the front of the tent, ready to tackle them to the ground? Would there be a tactical team outside that would immediately fill them with lead for buying perverted books?

	Outside the tent, the pair found themselves unmolested in the middle of the street.

	Except by the amount of money it cost to buy 20 volumes of lesbian erotica.

	They both looked back over their shoulders into the tent, to see if Aatto was watching.

	Nothing. She must have still been perusing the dirty books in the back.

	Fernanda and Alex heaved a sigh of relief, leaning into each other.

	“We should seize the march.” Fernanda said. “Before we bequeath opportunities to fate.”

	She thrust the bag of books into Alex’s chest, urging her to carry it.

	They left the open air market, Alex’s breathing still troubled by the fright in the book tent. After stealing away into the wide open streets of C-block, putting several corners between them and the open-air market, the two of them slowly began to take lighter steps. 

	There were no snipers or barricades or armored cars. 

	Alex was the first one to laugh, but Fernanda soon joined her.

	“She was just a paper pusher– dressed like that? What kind of department has a ‘judge, jury and executioner’ style dress code?” Alex said. “And she’s into gay porn? I can’t deal with it.”

	“Envision joining a sapphic reading group only to find that in your meetings.” Fern said.

	Both of them guffawed openly on the street for a moment.

	“God. I’m starving. We should find a place we can actually eat at.” Alex finally said.

	“I’m afraid I must concur. Without replenishment, you’ll soon have to carry me too.”

	Fernanda glanced at Alex as if looking for a response– and smiled when Alex laughed.

	Farther down the street, they found about the only place where they were guaranteed to get something vegetarian– a fruit bar, serving a variety of smoothies and drinks. Rather than actual fresh fruit, which would have been prohibitively expensive, the venue was dominated by several rows displaying different cartridges of stitcher material to mix together. 

	Fruits were processed toward the creation of flavor bases, syrups, creams, and fibers, contained in small transparent cylinders that would be fed into the smoothie machine. Guests could choose any combination, for different flavors, colors and textures.

	This was a shop after Alex’s own heart. 

	In the Union, fresh fruit was exceedingly hard to get. Fresh food was so precious it was the main perk of farming– getting to have any fresh fruit and veggies at all was a highly desirable perk. Every unit of food grown in the Union that was bound for cafeterias, schools, workplaces and community pantries, was immediately processed into a product that would last longer and be transportable. Everything was dried, milled, pulped or pickled; only a few whole fruits were frozen for consumption in near-original form, and these were rare goods often bound for the navy or as some kind of prize or bonus for outstanding citizens.

	Alex was quite used to eating stuff like this– smoothies made by stitcher machines.

	It was easy to eat, pretty tasty, and it conferred a hit of sugar for a late night gaming boost.

	There were some unfamiliar fruits on offer, however. One of the perks of Empire.

	“What are you getting?” Alex asked Fern.

	Fern grinned to herself. “I aspire to compose a drink that evokes the midnight shadow.”

	“You’re getting purple stuff. Got it.”

	“Hmph.”

	Alex was throwing stones from a glass house, as her drink was essentially “green stuff.”

	Because of all the shelves, there was no indoor seating in the fruit bar, but the establishment had put up a few tables and chairs in an adjacent alleyway for customers to leave the street. The pair sat down under a white umbrella and sipped their smoothies in disposable plastic mugs, taking in the somewhat stale air of the district and catching their breath. 

	Fern’s drink did look surprisingly tempting with its deep purple hue and swirl of a brighter purple syrup. Alex’s was monotonously green and somewhat fibrous, but the strongest flavor was a sweet berry syrup that had been run through the drink along with cream.

	Fernanda extended her hand toward Alex, the smoothie cup in her thin fingers.

	“Perchance a sip, gamer? You’ve been eyeing it constantly.”

	Alex leaned forward and took a sip from the plastic straw.

	This prompted an explosion of sweetness onto her tongue she was not really prepared for.

	She could vaguely taste something starchy, maybe beet? And something like grapes?

	“Wow.” She said. “It’s really purple.” She cocked a grin.

	Fernanda retracted her hand. She looked down at her drink.

	There was a brief moment of hesitation before she put her lips on the straw and continued to drink as she had been. Alex thought nothing whatsoever of this moment. 

	She did think, seated across from Fernanda, that they hadn’t really gotten a chance to really sit down and talk about things that were not work related. She felt really curious– 

	she knew all these things that Fernanda liked and did– 

	–but how much did she know about Fernanda herself?

	“Hey, Fern, where are you from?” Alex asked. “I don’t think you’ve ever said.”

	Fernanda narrowed her eyes at Alex and sipped more from her drink.

	“Is it security stuff? You can answer a bit quiet can’t you? No one’s listening.” Alex said.

	“It’s not that.” Fernanda put down her drink. “It is simply neither pertinent nor interesting.”

	“I’m interested.” Alex said. “I mean, if you wanna talk boring, I’m just from Mt. Raja.”

	Fernanda’s eyes drifted away from Alex. Her body language noticeably softened.

	“Sevastopol.” She said simply. “I was raised in Sevastopol. Then I joined the navy.”

	“Couldn’t find a way to make that sound fancy?” Alex said in jest.

	“My life simply wasn’t fancy.” Fernanda replied seriously.

	Alex noticed the shift in her behavior and tone and felt slightly alarmed by it. 

	It was uncharacteristic– she felt like she was fumbling the run at the last second and needed to recover to post a good score. Like before, she thought she needed to appease Fern again.

	“Oh. Sorry. I mean– I don’t think you need to be self-conscious. I’m just a huge loser, you know? I wasn’t the smartest kid, my parents didn’t like me, like– if we compare childhoods, I’m probably way more embarrassing. But– I think anything you say is probably really interesting! So you don’t have to worry! I’m just a gamer after all, I won’t judge you!”

	She smiled and shrugged and tried to look like she was sounding funny when she wasn’t.

	She was just motor mouthing without aim and sounding pathetic. And yet she continued.

	“Sevastopol is a big shipbuilding station isn’t it? Did that make you want to go Navy?”

	Fernanda’s averted gaze slowly drifted back toward Alex– and softened slightly.

	“I just wanted an adventure.” Fernanda said. “Sevastopol was too straightforward.”

	“Yeah. I kinda wanted that too.” Alex said. “I guess more like. An escape, maybe.”

	“Yes. Life could use more adventure, don’t you think? More romance; more mystery.”

	“Oh, for sure, for sure. You know, you got that mysterious girl stuff down real good.”

	“You think so? Well– I’m not displeased to hear it, I suppose.”

	Fernanda averted her gaze again, resting her chin on the back of her hand.

	Alex started drinking from her smoothie again to keep herself from talking any more.

	Shit did I fumble everything like this? At the finish line?!

	Both of them were silent for several minutes while their cups started to drain.

	“Alex. Um.” 

	Fernanda broke the silence. Twiddling her fingers. Eyes avoiding contact.

	She cleared her throat. 

	When she began speaking again, she had returned to her previous tone of voice. “You were a most amusing traveling companion on this excursion. It would not trouble me if, perhaps, were we to trod upon a new shore– if we could reprise this kind of event.”

	Alex couldn’t help but beam brilliantly in response. “Of course, my mistress of the dark.”

	“However, I must insist upon one oath from you.” She said.

	“Um, sure,” Alex blinked, confused.

	Fernanda put down her cup and looked at Alex in the eyes.

	“Self-effacing ill becomes you. Making sport of you is my exclusive domain.” She said.

	Alex stared, momentarily dumbfounded. 

	Once she understood the meaning of Fernanda’s words– she almost wanted to cry.

	“Ah, yeah.” She replied, feeling bashful and stupid and elated. Everything was mixed up.

	I’m being such an idiot, but– God she’s so fucking cute.

	Alex thought, there was no sugar-coating it anymore.

	She really was in love with Fernanda, huh? 

	No changing routes now, gamer– she really was seeing this one through to the end.

	As anxiety-inducing and weird and kinda cringey as everything felt to her– 

	–it also felt amazing.

	

	

	“We’re going to drink. They have plenty of beers here. Order some. I’ll cover it.”

	Khadija explained the situation serious and unsmiling in their private booth.

	Sieglinde Castille stared at her from across the table. She blinked several times.

	“Miss– Ma’am–”

	“It’s Khadija. Don’t ma’am me. And don’t dare call me the Lion of Cascabel.”

	“I wasn’t going to–”

	“I’m not drinking alone. I’ve drank alone enough. If I’m drinking, you’re drinking.”

	“We were just going to play Mahjong?”

	Khadija leaned in closer, a smile playing across her glossy, fuchsia-colored lips.

	“It’s a game bar. We’re playing a game, and drinking. Order up.”

	Her diction was slow and threatening, her expression belabored in spelling each word.

	“One of us should remain sober.” Sieglinde said. Her voice trembled.

	“I’m not letting you be more sober than me.”

	“This is ridiculous.”

	“You’re ridiculous. Everything about you is ridiculous. You want to talk to me? Drink.”

	“Isn’t it against your religion?”

	“I’m good over here. I won’t be having wine. Neither will you. Now pick a drink.”

	“I’ve– I’ve been trying to remain sober.” Sieglinde said. She averted her eyes.

	Khadija put on a sadistic smile. “Whatever streak you had going, it’s broken. Drink.”

	Sieglinde Castille looked finally defeated.

	How could she object?

	How dare she even think, ‘What have I done to deserve this?’

	She knew full well what she had done to deserve it. In her own mind, Khadija was sure she could heap any kind of abuse upon Sieglinde and it would be justified in the final calculus of their lives. Making her drink didn’t even rank among the punishments Khadija thought to subject the former Red Baron to for the terrors she had caused. Condemning her to be less morose for one night? Giving her a bit of liquid courage to help her discuss her sins? Hell– God forbid, maybe they might even get so fucked up as to have some fun. 

	Woe be upon her– she could endure this much.

	“Fine. Fine.” Sieglinde sighed. “I’ll have a Katzbalger. Or– a few, I suppose.”

	“What a proletarian choice! I think I’ll start with some rum punch.” Khadija said.

	Ever since Sieglinde’s defection, Khadija had not known what to do with herself.

	There was something deeply perverse about her old enemy switching sides.

	She didn’t blame captain Korabiskaya for being merciful. If Khadija had wanted Sieglinde dead, she had her chance, and she did not take it. In the middle of battle, Khadija had decided that she did not deserve to die. On some level, that had to mean burying her grudge, but she was not able to do so. She continued to nurse an animosity toward her. 

	It was easy to keep carrying on as she had been.

	Things that were easy to carry on doing weren’t always right, however.

	There was no avoiding it forever. She wasn’t a little kid with a playground rivalry. There was no teacher who was going to sit them down and make them hash things out. Khadija needed to confront what kind of woman Sieglinde Castille had become in A.D. 979. Not twenty years ago, but now, when they were both old and Khadija had settled their affair. Sieglinde had defected, and even given opportunity, she was not using it as a pretext to escape. 

	She was demure and compliant. She was abundantly courteous. She seemed sincere.

	Khadija had won their brawl out at sea, and she was being graceful in victory.

	She would give Sieglinde something of a chance. To determine how they would live.

	So– what better way to break the ice than to have a drink and play some Mahjong?

	Whether in the Empire or Union, it was not hard to find bars like the one they were in. 

	As soon as they walked through the door, it was a long hall with individual rooms, and somewhere in the back there was a kitchen. Each room had plush booth seats and a convertible table. This particular bar encouraged guests to play games while they drank and ate light snacks– but it also probably didn’t mind them doing other things too. An inexorable part of living in a station was that most people had a very small amount of personal space, and it was difficult to be private with someone without inviting them into that personal space. Venues where two persons could be private without necessarily being personal were a necessary middle place for people like Khadija. Access to alcohol didn’t hurt either.

	Aside from the red upholstery of the seats, the room was pretty spartan and sparsely decorated. Grey walls, white lights, a table with multiple folding ends. There was a touchpad on the wall that could change the color of the lights, the climate of the room, and play music. Khadija chose to play a channel of gentle acoustic guitar tracks, though every so often the computer threw in some other similar music unasked for. Under the booth seats, there were boxes that contained cards and game pieces for a variety of games.

	Khadija withdrew the boxed set of pieces for mahjong, a rather deep game of colorful tiles.

	“How much do you know about mahjong?” Khadija said.

	“I’ve played it before. It’s from the Far East, isn’t it?” Sieglinde replied.

	“Right. In the Imbrium, the game made its way to us from Hanwa, after the border wars.” Khadija said. She showed Sieglinde the pieces, which, in this Imbrian set, all had alphanumeric characters, rather than High Hanwan. “It’s an old game with many variants. Hanwa may have got it when they conquered Yu. It’s something that has been transferred, regrettably, through the violence of conquest, assimilation, and rivalry between empires.”

	An uncanny prop for their dispute– but Khadija only chose it because she was bored of cards.

	Khadija began to look through the tiles, checking to see if the set was actually complete.

	“I learned about it in the army. I guess that figures.” Sieglinde said in a glum voice.

	“Are you good at it?” Khadija asked.

	Sieglinde shook her head. “Not at all.”

	“Hah! Well. Of myself, I would say, I’m good enough for how I like to play.”

	Low stakes gambling among drunk acquaintances, was the piece left unspoken.

	While Khadija was going through the tiles, someone rapped on the door. 

	Through a slot, they had brought the first round of drinks. Sieglinde’s Katzbalger was a lightly decorated can of cheap beer with a cartoon of a dead cat on it, advertised as a low brow drink for salt of the earth Imbrian men. Khadija had been a little surprised that Sieglinde would order it. Meanwhile, her own can of rum punch was as bright and fruity as the contents were, garishly blue with a smiling, possibly drunk strawberry mascot.

	Neither of them had dressed up for the occasion. They both wore the same teal half-jacket, and sleeveless button-down white shirt that characterized Treasure Box Transports. Sieglinde wore the uniform pants, while Khadija had a skirt and black tights. Wearing the same thing heightened the contrasts between them. Sieglinde was taller, broad-shouldered, her long mane of golden hair falling over her shoulders and back, almost down below the waist. Her sleek cheekbones and soft, slightly rounded nose gave her a slightly more traditional beauty. Khadija meanwhile was smaller, leaner, wiry, and her facial features were slightly sharper. She was perfectly manicured, lips wine-red, eyes perfectly shadowed the same color, lashes done, toner on her skin, where Sieglinde was unadorned. Khadija’s long hair was a shade of gold as well, but still different in texture and darker in tone.

	And of course, Khadija’s fluffy ears, as perfectly manicured as the rest of her appearance.

	Her bushy tail gently waved behind her, a sign of how calm she was.

	“Here, this sheet has all the scoring rules and the hands on it.” Khadija said.

	She set the sheet down off to the side of their play area, where both could reference it.

	Then, she cracked open her can of rum punch, and stared expectantly at Sieglinde.

	Looking glumly down at her can, Sieglinde popped the top as well. She took it in hand.

	“A toast?” She proposed.

	Khadija grinned. “Oh? I’d love to! You read my mind!”

	They tapped their cans together, and then sipped from them.

	Sieglinde took a much longer drink than Khadija, surprising the older Shimii.

	When she put down her can again, the former noblewoman shut her eyes and groaned.

	“What did we toast to?” Khadija asked.

	Sieglinde lifted her can from the table again. “To peace.”

	“Bah, childish and wishy-washy.” Khadija lifted her own can. “To struggle!”

	She leaned across the table and tapped her can against Sieglinde’s a second time.

	Then she downed the rest, as if to show Sieglinde how to really crush a can of liquor.

	Meeting the silent challenge, the ex-baron downed the rest of her can on her next draught.

	“There we go! That’s the spirit! Khoroshego!” Khadija laughed, raising her empty can.

	Soon, the second round arrived, but this one was not so immediately thrown down.

	“I thought Shimii were all very reserved and sober. Especially the women.” Sieglinde said.

	“I’m a communist and communists can drink.” Khadija said. She watched Sieglinde’s dumbfounded expression and laughed out loud. “Look, there are many things I am supposed to avoid. But I’m not an ascetic. I’m a soldier with my vices. I still pray, I still fast. I do the things I grew up doing. And I fight like hell for others– if my soul ends up in the abyss for some drinking, I hope the many more souls I saved can live less broken lives than I.”

	“I apologize for my impudent questioning. Yours a noble outlook.” Sieglinde said.

	“No it isn’t. It’s not about ‘being noble.’ I’m fighting for my convictions.” Khadija said.

	She felt immediately annoyed at Sieglinde’s reaction and started to shuffle tiles.

	“To say you are ‘good’ or you are ‘noble’,” Khadija began, “it’s facile. You aren’t fighting for your soul. Your soul doesn’t matter to the world. Identify your enemy, call them for what they are, and fight what they do. Fascists, imperialists, they take the homes of people, starve them, and enrich themselves off their endless toil. I don’t fight them because it is ‘noble.’”

	Sieglinde averted her gaze as if scolded and took another long sip of beer.

	Khadija turned away from her again and started arranging the tile walls to begin.

	“I don’t know what to say.” Sieglinde said. “I know what I did was evil.”

	“You can start by not moralizing it.” Khadija grunted. “I don’t think you’re ‘evil’. Don’t make me stand up for you, for fuck’s sake.” She knew more than she let on. She had spied on Sieglinde weeping in the brig and knew exactly why she had been forced to fight in the war. But she couldn’t say that. “You were not evil, you were probably just young and ignorant.”

	“I can’t excuse it anymore by saying I was just young and ignorant.” Sieglinde said. “I want to be better than that, Khadija. There were many times where I thought of running away, of refusing to serve, of doing anything– I never took them. I can’t see that as anything but evil. I willfully inflicted pain and furthered injustice, because it was easier than rebelling.”

	“You want to be better? Why?” Khadija asked. “To save your immortal soul?”

	“No!” Sieglinde cried out. “I just– I know I was doing wrong. I can’t carry on like that.”

	“So it’s that simple? You realized you were ‘doing wrong,’ so now you must ‘do right’?”

	“No. It’s– It’s more than that.” Sieglinde looked helpless to put it into words, however.

	Khadija sighed, trying to reel back her own frustration. She was being too aggressive.

	“Forget it. I’m done setting up the game. Take a sip and draw. Snacks will be here soon.”

	Along with their drinks, a tray with a spartan assortment of snacks slid into the room through the same slot on the door. There was tough black bread, mixed pickled veggies and some hard cheeses. A final section had a dollop of coarse mustard and a dollop of sour cream, along with some empty space where perhaps sausages or other meat was supposed to be.

	Khadija drew her hand of tiles. There was very little to work with. She was unlucky.

	A mishmash of stuff. Maybe I get lucky and make a few sequences.

	Neither of them spoke much as the game progressed.

	Both of them were keeping dutifully closed hands, and discarding many tiles.

	Khadija looked at Sieglinde between every play, but Sieglinde seemed to avoid her gaze.

	Almost without interacting with each other, they came close to finishing their first hands.

	“Taking it really seriously aren’t you? Relax. We haven’t even put down any bets.”

	Sieglinde nodded her head with a wan expression. “Alright.”

	“Poor start.” Khadija replied.

	The former noblewoman reached for her latest beer and took a long drink.

	She then set the can on the table with a bit of a strike.

	“Khadija, what do you want from me? What can I do?” Sieglinde said, raising her voice.

	“Play out this round.” Khadija replied simply, looking down at her concealed tiles.

	Grunting, Sieglinde picked up her final tile and laid down her hand.

	She had collected an entire hand of oak tree suit tiles, numbering one through nine.

	Khadija revealed her own hand: still a mishmash of tiles that didn’t come together.

	“You let me win?” Sieglinde asked.

	“No. Don’t be so full of yourself. I got unlucky. It happens.” Khadija said.

	Sieglinde Castille was a stupid and earnest girl with a lot of hurt in her heart. Khadija knew that already and it was evident to see, right in front of her tired old eyes. She knew Sieglinde was a 36 year old woman who had been shackled by a cruel and corrupting duty, in an evil place that never allowed her to learn otherwise, or to feel like she could possibly rebel. 

	But now she recognized it. There was no point in brutalizing her or punishing her.

	Nothing Khadija did to Sieglinde would bring back the people she killed.

	And she was already being crushed by that exact same idea herself.

	In their fated clash at Goryk’s Gorge, Khadija killed Sieglinde von Castille, the Red Baron. Sieglinde Castille, the gloomy woman in front of her, was a shadow of that grand villain. She had the fight snuffed out of her, and now belonged to nowhere in the world, lost, broken and isolated. Maybe she didn’t know what she wanted; she certainly didn’t know what to do.

	Khadija picked up the fifth bottle of rum punch and took a short sip.

	She set it down on the table as hard as Sieglinde had set down her beer before.

	“You want to know what I want from you? I’ll tell you then, but only this once! I want you to actually think about the kind of woman you want to be from now on! Not about whether you are ‘good’ or ‘evil’, whether you are doing ‘right’ or ‘wrong’! Think, concretely, about what you will do, what actions you will take, what kind of world you believe in. Believe in something and work towards that!” Khadija’s voice rose to a shout. “Stop living in the past! Neither of us can turn back the pages of what we’ve done! Start writing your story from today! If you become someone I detest, I promise I’ll strike you stone dead! But if you become someone worthy of praise, I will equally yield to it! That is what I want from you!”

	Sieglinde’s eyes drew wide in front of Khadija, struck dumb by her shouted words.

	Tears started to collect in those sad eyes. 

	Khadija grunted. 

	Stupid woman; act your age for once.

	That was the cruel thought in her head because it was too odious to accept her simpering demands that Khadija lead her by the nose to redemption. Absolutely not, no way; make something of yourself first and impress those around you with those deeds. Impress me— that’s what Khadija wanted. Show me, how you have changed, show me that you can create a new legend for yourself. As someone who will fight rather than protect the oppressor.

	Khadija wanted so strongly to believe that was possible.

	She wanted to believe she had killed that Red Baron and freed Sieglinde from her.

	But the directionless woman in front of her, begging for salvation– was not promising.

	After a minute of silence, Khadija lifted her can of rum punch to her lips and emptied it.

	She then started to shuffle the tiles again.

	“Ya allah! Collect yourself. I won’t stand you winning one round and then leaving.”

	Her gut was starting to burn from the booze, but she did not want things to stop just yet.

	Sieglinde nodded her head and started to help with the shuffling.

	“Are there any other games you know? Backgammon? Go? Poker?”

	“I know a little bit of each. I’m not very good at any.” Sieglinde whimpered in reply.

	“Ugh. You’re so boring. We must endeavor to change that.” Khadija replied, smiling a bit.

	A shy little smile worked its way to Sieglinde’s face too.

	

	

	“You’ve been scaring my customers all day. Got any good news to make up for it?”

	“Heh. Yes. That last package has come and gone without incident. Off the grid.”

	“Okay. Thank heavens. Past few months have been brutal. I’m glad she’s okay.”

	In that same tent that Alex and Fernanda purchased a queen’s ransom of erotic lesbian literature, the nondescript older man who owned the same tent made to look at his remaining stock at the end of the first day of the market. In the back shelves, away from prying eyes, awaited Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather, a Rottenfuhrer of the Sicherheitsdienst, Volkisch Intelligence. Odd was the Loup that sat behind a desk, and did not fight on the frontlines, but odd also was the Loup that did not flee to the Royal Alliance instead of remaining with Rhinea. Aatto was willing to remain behind that desk in a new uniform. 

	And so, Aatto stayed behind the same desk as when she was a part of the liberal Rhinean Navy, and nobody had yet to dispute this. The Volkisch needed all the specialists they could get to keep the state running, whether or not they were part of the Imbrian privileged class.

	“What do the Liberals plan to do now?” Aatto asked. “Are they gearing up to fight?”

	“You don’t need to know that. Thank you for your work, but– you don’t need to know.”

	Even this man was terrified of her. 

	An informant who had helped smuggle out liberal politicians in danger of being purged by the Volkisch, and whom Aatto had assisted greatly in this endeavor. She had forged documents, faked dispatches, leaked communiques and staff orders, contacted mercenaries and faked ship inspections– but she was still despised for the uniform of a Rottenfuhrer.

	She didn’t care one whit about that. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her.

	But she needed to know. Was someone finally going to challenge the Volkisch?

	Was the fated battle to resolve the contradictions of Rhinea finally at hand?

	“If they will fight, I will gladly assist. In any capacity. Please let me know.” Aatto said.

	All she wanted to know was whether the Liberals could light the Flame of History.

	Whether they were strong enough to fully seize power on the pyre of their enemy’s bodies.

	For a moment the man stared at her quizzically. He then turned his entire head away.

	“Are you crazy? No. They can’t challenge the Volkisch. They’re just gonna lay low.”

	Aatto’s eyes narrowed, her tail straightened, her ears folded, with great displeasure.

	It was as if a trance, a delusion she had been under, suddenly shattered in front of her.

	As if the entire weight of reality was forcing itself back through her head.

	Unworthy. All of them are unworthy. The liberals, the Volkisch, the Imbrian Empire. All of them will recede into the shadow of history with nary a cry. Disgusting. Worthless. Pathetic. Where is the grand trial in which we will finally determine the course of history? Must we continue to limp along in fruitless detente? Feckless cowards watching the clock freeze from afar–

	The shopkeeper caught a glimpse of the sheer hatred on her face from the side of his eyes–

	But clearly, when he turned to look, she had the same little grin that she always did.

	Utterly collected and calm, her expression betraying little emotion.

	“Then I’m afraid that will be the end of my services. I see no point in risking my life for others any further if the opportunity will lead to nothing. We must part ways now.” She said.

	“What? I mean– fine. I can’t begrudge you that. Thank you. You saved many lives, Aatto.”

	Aatto grunted and shoved past him and out of the tent, gritting her teeth.

	Saving lives? I couldn’t care less. I thought all of you had some god damn spine.

	Where was it now? Her grand spark, her glorious conflagration? Her end of history?

	Where can I find someone with the potential to create a new world? 

	Or even– someone who could even see the possibility of a new world before their eyes.

	Her true and worthy King to set the world on its rightful course.

	Would the currents lead her to the one she desired to serve?

	 


11.9

	This chapter contains graphic sexual content.

	In one of the few meeting rooms on the Brigand not yet torn into by sailors, an automatic kettle filled with coffee had been set on a table, along with creamer, sweeteners, and some sweet-glazed biscuits. Only two people occupied this meeting room today. On one side of the table, Lieutenant Murati Nakara sat with her back up straight, her hands on her lap, and a somewhat tense and serious look on her face. Her eyes wandered frequently.

	Across the table, Premier Erika Kairos sat casually back, sipping coffee from a plastic mug.

	“I’m glad I was able to catch you today, Lieutenant. You’ve been quite busy!”

	“My apologies! There’s been a lot of work to do. I was planning an outing too.”

	“Ah! Then I won’t keep you long, don’t worry.”

	“No! It’s perfectly fine. I have a lot of time still– and I’d make more time for you!”

	Erika put her cup of coffee down for a moment and leaned forward with a friendly smile.

	“I’ve been informed of your indefatigable work ethic, but this is not that sort of meeting.”

	“Oh! I thought you wanted to go over procedures and such, maybe talk about the pilots–”

	“Not today! Right now, I just want to get to know you personally, Murati Nakara.”

	Murati felt her heart accelerate in her chest.

	Due to the circumstances, she had not yet been able to have a one-on-one meeting with the Brigand’s new political leader, Erika Kairos of the Nationale Volksarmee. Of course, she was well informed of the situation, she was there to listen to Erika’s speech. But they had not gotten to actually talk to one another. Murati’s duties as first officer intensified recently due to the messiness with the Brigand’s refit, and the Captain’s participation in United Front discussions. While the Captain and Commissar were occupied, Murati had tapped into that ‘indefatigable work ethic’ to cover every second that they were gone. She had signed off on workgroup tasks, rejected dozens of foolish inquiries and requests from the sailors with an iron fist demanding strict adherence to code, and maintained operational security.

	Then, Murati was swamped with additional shore leave preparations.

	So she had been denied the time to meet Erika again and again. Even as Erika made the rounds and visited the engineers, sailors and other pilots, Murati had been absent.

	While she was busy, she hadn’t thought about it as much, but in her presence–

	Murati felt almost desperate across from this woman. She was completely struck by her.

	That speech– it had shaken through Murati and filled with her burning determination!

	Erika’s words bore the weight of history; every sentence swept through Murati like a hurricane. She was left wondering if this is what the original revolutionaries felt listening to Daksha Kansal declare the Union upon the First United Front’s liberation of Mount Raja. Ever since hearing that speech, in the back of her mind, she thought about what she would say, what she would ask, how she would make a first impression on Erika–

	“Lieutenant, you haven’t touched your coffee. Is everything okay?” Erika asked.

	“Yes! Ma’am! May I ask something about you?” Murati said.

	“Of course! This is a conversation. No need to be so stiff, Murati!”

	“Ma’am–” Murati’s eyes brightened. “May I ask about– your bibliography!”

	Erika blinked her eyes, in the middle of lifting her cup for a drink of her coffee.

	“My bibliography?” Erika asked, cracking a little grin.

	“Yes! I mean– I want to know about your theoretical grounding! I’m– I’m not questioning you of course. I am someone who greatly admires the Katarran people and sympathizes with their history and plight; and to see a scholar such as yourself who is fighting for their dignity and that of others, it gives me such wild hope for the future! In so few and yet carefully chosen words you demonstrated such a vast and strong grounding in the status of internal nationalities in the social order of the Imbrian Empire, but not just in theory, but with concrete experiences gleaned from local insight! Through your speech, I glimpsed the rich history of the Shimii in Eisental and the economic advantage Imbrians glean from the direct exploitation of Katarrans even as they try to drive them to the margins of society! My eyes were opened– I am deeply, poorly read on the specifics of regional cultures in the Imbrium. I must update my theories too! I would read any number of books that you suggested!”

	Murati’s wild hand gestures and sudden eagerness seemed to surprise Erika.

	Who still had her cup of coffee hovering near her face while she stared at Murati.

	“I’m afraid I don’t have an exact book list.” She said gently. “I’ve read the elemental works, like Mordecai, von Haar, Kansal’s early work, Jayasankar’s treatises on inter-ethnic alliances in the Union’s struggle, such things. I’m afraid there’s not really anything that’s written with a critical eye about Eisental’s history. I was actually thinking of writing about it once–”

	Upon the mere suggestion that Erika might write a book, Murati’s entire soul quaked.

	“Ma’am if you wrote a book, I’d love to read your manuscript! Maybe I could help edit! It would be my honor to do anything I can to bring your insights into the broader academic discussion on communist governance and nationalities policy! You are definitely worthier of being read in Union scholarship than some of the doggerel that passes for socialist education at the Academy!!”

	Murati spoke breathlessly and had started to lean closer across the table.

	Erika blinked and finally sipped her coffee again after several minutes.

	“My, my– it looks like it’s not just your work ethic that is impressive!”

	She started giggling. Murati started to wonder if she had misspoken somehow.

	“I am flattered Murati.” Erika continued. “Perhaps in the future, we can do so.”

	“Yes, of course.” Murati said. She thought she inferred the Premier’s intent.

	Right now wasn’t the time to be thinking about theory-craft.

	Erika looked upon Murati with a fondness and softness in her eyes.

	“Captain Korabiskaya spoke glowingly of you. She told me you are not only skilled in combat and in tactical planning, but are also exactingly responsible towards your duties, and the most ardent communist of the crew’s officers. Even in this short span of time, I can already feel your– unique– passion and energy, Murati. I may just concur with the Captain.”

	She set down her coffee on the table and reached a hand across.

	Murati reflexively saluted, realized she had done so, and immediately reached out herself.

	They shook hands, with casual courtesy.

	“I am not much older than you; I am hoping that both of us can have bright and long futures ahead. For now, Murati, let us do this. You live your theory with that passion you possess and speak your mind candidly to advise me and our course of action. And I in turn will live my theory and impart on you what I’ve learned from my years here in Eisental. I think this will be more instructive to both of us for now than writing my seminal work of theory.”

	“Yes, of course, Premier. Thank you kindly.” Murati replied.

	When Erika spoke seriously, she had a decided charm Murati could not avoid.

	She had an easy, unremarked charisma; something Murati felt she herself must have lacked.

	Maybe if it was Erika, all her petitions for captainship would have borne fruit.

	But when they talked just like this, she also seemed approachable and easygoing too.

	It made Murati feel a bit less mature than she once believed herself to be.

	Erika was someone, like the Captain, who had demonstrated enormous merit in the field.

	Murati hoped she would have an opportunity to prove her own convictions as well.

	“But like I said,” Erika continued, “I wanted to talk about you personally.”

	“Of course! You can ask me anything, ma’am!”

	She hoped her enthusiasm wasn’t too annoying– but Erika was just so cool.

	Almost like speaking to a real Katarran warlord– but a communist!

	“What are your ambitions for the future, Murati?” Erika asked. “One thing I’ve always been curious about, is what children of a real socialist nation grow up wanting to become. Here in the Imbrium, no Katarran child can dream of anything; and the Imbrians are pushed to think of themselves as money earning machines who need waged labor. If I might be allowed an assumption, it seems like you are on track to be a wonderful scholar. Am I wrong?”

	Murati smiled. “Actually, ma’am, I want to be Captain of a ship in the Union Navy. Of course, you can’t do that forever– someday I may become a Kommandant and perhaps even a Rear Admiral, I’m sure. But I feel that a Captainship is a reasonable goal within a few years.”

	Erika looked surprised for a few moments and then smiled again.

	“A career soldier? How interesting. I shall evaluate your merits over time then.”

	“Ma’am!” Murati stiffened again. “I would welcome any criticism you have!”

	“Oh dear, I’ve made her go solid as steel again.” Erika said, giggling.

	“Ma’am?”

	“Nothing, nothing~ Murati, please don’t be so formal.”

	“Alright.”

	Murati let out a long-held breath and tried to loosen up at least a little bit.

	She finally reached for her coffee and took a sip. 

	It was still warm, thanks to the design of the mug. She hoped dearly she was not looking like a fool in front of Erika– she was committed to impressing her new ally. Erika was not only a Katarran, whom Murati was fascinated by; nor just a successful leader of insurgents; she was a communist, excellently read, eloquent, and with easy confidence. It felt like Erika had achieved so much of what Murati strove for, and Murati wished to earn her respect as a peer.

	But she couldn’t hurry to that goal. She just had to do her best, over the course of things–

	–those things, being, war. Murati then felt the totality of her foolishness hit all at once.

	Probably, she looked like a monumental idiot being so excited about going to war.

	“How has life been for you aboard the ship?” Erika asked. “Do you have any hobbies?”

	Murati blinked. Erika’s casual inquiry brought her out of her dark, spiraling mindset.

	“Um. It’s been more than acceptable. The Brigand is very comfortable and full featured. As for hobbies, I– I like music. Electronic music. And I like to read of course. I have been reading about local establishments– I have my fiancée aboard and I am planning a date.”

	“She is quite a lucky woman! I hope you have a fantastic evening.”

	Erika sipped her coffee again and Murati tried to think of what else to say.

	“Um– yes– hobbies– let’s see–”

	Hobbies were not a particular strong suit of Murati’s– being asked that question by Erika made her realize how much her work and her ambition had become her entire life. Having to furnish an answer to someone she wanted to respect and desired esteem from made her wrack her brain and realize she didn’t do much ‘for fun’ around here, or even back at Thassal. She had always been doing work for Naval HQ or fighting them about getting more work or a Captainship, and she only ever went out to have fun if it was with Karuniya. In her room, she mainly read history books and treatises on war, logistics reports, strategic reviews of forces. She rarely watched films, and was only familiar with video games through her advocacy for combat simulators. In fact, she only really liked music because it could provide ambiance while she was reading or working– she didn’t have any hands-on sort of hobbies.

	“We could listen to some music sometime. I could show you my favorites.” Murati said.

	“That would be lovely. We shall make a time of it at the next opportunity.” Erika said.

	“Ma’am– Should I have a real hobby?” Murati felt compelled to ask all of a sudden.

	Mainly out of reaching a peak of nervousness about whether she looked too foolish.

	Erika gave her a gentle smile, reached across the table, and patted Murati’s hands.

	“No, Murati; you should be yourself, and I think you are very good at that.” She said softly.

	Murati smiled back. She felt a shot in the arm of confidence.

	For the rest of their conversation, her wild gesticulation and verbal energy fully returned.

	

	

	“My girlfriend is the absolute coolest! She’s the coolest of the cool!”

	Maryam clung closer to Shalikova’s arm, rubbing her cheek up against the shoulder.

	“Ah– Thanks– Maryam–”

	“I told you! You look amazing on the street like this! I’m so happy you wore the outfit!”

	“Yeah–? Well– As long as you like it–”

	They’re the worst. They’re the worst. Those two– they’ll be the death of me–!

	Everyone was staring. 

	Literally everyone on the street was staring directly at the two of them. Right? They must have been. Shalikova was almost scared to try to catch the direction of anyone’s gaze in the crowd. Maybe they weren’t looking– but she felt so exposed. She was so red. Not just her face, but her suit was so red and gaudy– and the sunglasses— it was insane to be wearing it, she felt like an ambulant semaphore. No– she was more like a living Yule decoration!

	It was insane. And it was all their fault.

	“It’s been a long walk, but I’m really looking forward to the carnival!”

	“Ah– yeah, definitely–”

	“We’re gonna eat junk food and play games all day! The perfect station date!”

	“Oh– totally–”

	“And we look like such a power couple, don’t we? It’s everything I dreamed of!”

	“Uh huh? Well– I’m happy if you are–”

	THEY’RE THE WORST!

	Several hours before she set out on her date with Maryam, Shalikova had gone to Illya and Valeriya’s room. They had insinuated they had something to give her, and she wanted to get whatever filial nonsense they thought they had to do for her sake, over with as soon as possible and then get on with forgetting it. She figured it was some ill-considered thing relating to her date, like cologne or erection pills. She paused in front of their door, wondering if she might be able to make out a sound. Neither one of them had told Shalikova what their schedule was like, so she looked for them as soon as she woke up.

	She thought that she could hear a vague whiny noise through the door.

	“Ugh. What if I walk in on them? Damn it.”

	Shalikova stood frozen in front of their door for three or four minutes before knocking.

	“Forget it, it’s not my fault if I inconvenience them–”

	“Come in.”

	Mere seconds after Shalikova’s fist raised off the steel door, it unceremoniously slid open.

	Though Shalikova immediately feared a dramatic unveiling, Illya and Valeriya’s room was nothing out of the ordinary. Two bunks, a pull-out desk, bare metal walls and floor, like the rest. Unlike most of the officers, who lived alone until circumstances starting shrinking the number of available accommodations, Illya and Valeriya were roomed together. Valeriya was lying in bed, whether sleeping or not, Shalikova did not know. From the glimpse of a pale shoulder, she was naked in bed, her back turned, barely wrapped in blankets. 

	Illya was seated in the middle of the back wall, with a portable computer laid on the pull-out desk surface. She was wearing a tanktop and shorts and looked bored scrolling through pages. It seemed the two of them had their fun before Shalikova stood at their door.

	She felt a sense of relief lifting the tension in her chest.

	“Sonya.” Illya said, by way of greeting. “Anything I can help with?”

	“You wanted me to come get something.” Shalikova said, barely above a whisper.

	“You can raise your voice. She’s awake. She just doesn’t want to look at you.” Illya said.

	From the bed, Valeriya raised a hand, waved half-heartedly, and then put it back down.

	Shalikova noticed as her hand came down, she gestured like lifting a mask over her face.

	Which she was not wearing to bed– Valeriya was really a prisoner of her habits.

	“Fine.” Shalikova said. “Look, you said you had something for me if my date got approved. Well, you saw it from your monitors, I did give the form to Murati, and she did approve it.”

	“Ah, yeah. I have something that’ll upgrade you from ‘our little sonya’ to a real playboy.”

	“Yeah? I don’t want to do anything like that. But I’ll take it just so you’ll shut up.”

	“You’re so cold to me. But you’ll be hot as fire if you wear this to your date.”

	From under the room’s second bunk, Illya withdrew two plastic gift boxes.

	“Back before we learned about this mission, we got you a gift and tried to make plans to see you again. We thought bringing you something fancy might break the ice after a long time apart– but you know, circumstances conspired against us, and we broke the ice in much shittier ways, on this boat, instead of in the Union. Regardless, it’s yours. We got you an outfit and some accesories. Mount Raja chic stuff– not the easiest shit to get without the sort of connections we have. You can wear it or not, but you really ought to.”

	She deposited the boxes on Shalikova’s awaiting arms with a self-assured grin.

	Shalikova was not even going to bother to open the boxes much less wear the contents.

	Maryam was just going to wear a uniform, and so was she.

	“Thanks. Are you and Valeriya doing anything special?” She asked out of courtesy.

	Illya cracked a grin and cracked her knuckles too. “Every night is special for us.”

	Shalikova crooked an eyebrow. “Okay. Well. Whatever. Have fun I guess.”

	She turned sharply around and marched back to her room and put all of that behind herself.

	Back in her room, she threw the box on her bed and stripped her clothes. 

	On the opposite side of the room, a strobing purple marshmallow indicated that her girlfriend was still solidly asleep and Shalikova had no intention to wake her. She had an idea of how she wanted everything to go. She would go catch a shower, come back, dress up, and if Maryam was still asleep, she would go pick up food for the both of them. 

	They would eat in their room, and then set off together.

	Maryam slept like a boulder most of the time, so she didn’t have to fear waking her.

	She left the room in her vinyl bathrobe, marched to the bathroom, ignored Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa being there together while washing up, marched out of the bathroom. With her hair wet and dressed only in her vinyl robe, Shalikova still felt, for once, bold enough to go to grab a breakfast box from the under-reconstruction cafeteria. 

	Appearances be damned– this was her big day.

	Raising her head, straightening her back, smiling to herself like she owned the ship.

	Even if it was a little cold to be out and about like that, the fire in her heart was enough.

	Shalikova grabbed some breakfast and took it back to her room.

	In her mind, she would stride through the door to the adoring eyes of her girlfriend.

	Looking oh-so considerate, responsible, and put together, for bringing her breakfast in bed.

	She stood at the door. In her mind– it was going to be a perfect start to a perfect day.

	Reality punched her square in the sternum just a moment later.

	“Sonya! Take a look at this! It’s so cool!”

	“Huh?”

	Shalikova found Maryam was awake and sitting on her bed instead; holding up some bright red thing at her with an enormous beaming smile like a little girl with a birthday gift. Illya’s boxes and their wrappings lay discarded behind her. Maryam had helped herself to whatever Illya had gotten for Shalikova– which was mortifying enough to think about. 

	But the actual contents–

	“I bet you would look really cool in this! And now I can wear my nice dress too!”

	–inspired even greater fear.

	Unable to bear the disappointment it might cause her girlfriend, she went along with it.

	And now, they were walking down the street, in public– and Shalikova looked–

	“Who gave you that dress anyway?” She said, trying to deflect.

	“It was McKennedy! She said she wanted to make up for ‘the inconveniences.’”

	“She must have realized how racist she sounded with you.”

	“Well, it’s quite cuttlevenient for me, whatever the intention.” Maryam smiled proudly.

	Illya’s gift for Shalikova was a set of track clothes.

	There was a bright red zip-up jacket with gold stripes, emblazoned with the word “ACE” on the back in gold-bordered black, which Shalikova wore half-unzipped over a plain white tanktop and sports bra for lack of anything else to pair with that. Along with the jacket she received matching red pants with a gold stripe. They were exceptionally tight in the back– a place where Shalikova was a bit lean anyway. She got new black and white sneakers too, with actual laces and layered material that must have been a boutique synthestitch job.

	And then, she had the sunglasses. 

	Big light-blue lenses that perched heavily on her nose and barely concealed her eyes, on a thin frame from translucent blue and black materials. These were typically known as “pilot” style glasses despite the fact that Diver pilots didn’t wear things like this— or at least Shalikova did not. They were extremely showy and so they went with the rest of the showy outfit, which made Shalikova feel like she must have come off monumentally insecure.

	Does Illya think I’m a delinquent?! Is she just fucking with me?!

	There was a bright side, keeping the situation from being completely intolerable.

	While Shalikova looked, in her mind, ridiculous, at her side, Maryam was jaw-droppingly, stunningly beautiful. McKennedy, as rude as she was, definitely had an eye for fashion. 

	Maryam had been gifted a long-sleeved dark blue dress that flattered her figure, with a high collar and white seams and accents. The sleeves flared into little ruffled cones at the wrist, and the skirt had a similar ornate, ruffled design. White leggings and black shoes added a bit of contrast. By far the cutest touch, however, was a floppy beret perched atop her head.

	“You look stunning too, Maryam. Forget about me– you’re incredible. You’re beautiful.”

	“Ah! Sonya, thank you so much! But don’t sell yourself short! You don’t let me talk down about myself, so I’m not going to let you either! You’re my super cool girlfriend, so chin up!”

	“You’re right. I’ll try– but you really are very beautiful Maryam. I wanted to say that.”

	There was one small note of sadness in Shalikova’s heart– because Maryam was not her entire self that day. Her skin was a creamier color, and her hair was still long and silky and dark– but it was not purple. And her eyes were no longer the cute little W’s that Shalikova had come to love either. Maryam was hiding her identity as a Katarran. 

	Her tentacles and fins shrank and hid within her hair, she wore lenses provided by Cecilia Foss that covered up the shape of her irises. She was pretending to be a black-haired, fair-skinned, blue eyed Imbrian. Of course, no matter what Maryam looked like, Shalikova would still love her– but she wished that Maryam could have been the crayon-pink skinned, purple haired, W-eyed, tentacled and finned purple marshmallow that she knew.

	Regardless, she was beautiful, and she was right. This was her special, promised day.

	Shalikova had bowed to make it perfect. Illya’s stupid tracksuit was now just part of that.

	If Maryam thought she looked cool, Shalikova could try to silence her anxiety for now.

	Arm in arm, the lovers strolled through one of C-block’s lower modules.

	Ordinarily the purpose of this module was commercial space. Sans accoutrements it was essentially a box wider and taller than a typical “indoors” module in Kreuzung. It played host to conventions and exhibitions, athletic events, and festivals and fairgrounds. For the lovers’ visit, it had become the latter. Now playing host to various rides and mechanisms that had been erected for the festivities, surrounded by a deep cluster of kiosks, tents and plastic buildings, easy to put up and take down. Fairy lights strung up around every structure and overhead pulsed with itinerant colors. There was a sizeable but not overwhelming crowd. And the walls and ceiling of the module had taken on a wine-red and orange-pink color and lighting that stirred something in the most ancient recesses of Shalikova’s brain.

	Dreams of the sunsets that their world now only saw in fiction, briefly crossed her mind.

	She pulled Maryam in closer, her soft face lit in those dark and evocative colors.

	“Whatever you want to do. I’m all yours. Just like I promised.” Shalikova said.

	Maryam laughed.

	“Back then, did you think we would be this close when I received my reward?”

	They had agreed to go on a station date weeks ago, after Shalikova lost a game to Maryam.

	Back then, Shalikova heard the word ‘station date’ and imagined several romantic cliches.

	Now– they had different cliches entirely. But they were better ones, by far.

	“Some part of me was hoping for it.” Shalikova said, with a bashful smile.

	Maryam beamed back at her, and pushed herself onto Shalikova, rubbing cheeks with her.

	“Let’s go play some carnival games! Then we’ll get some food and get on the rides!”

	“Maybe we shouldn’t ride anything with full stomachs–”

	Shalikova often forgot about Maryam’s monstrous strength, so she was taken completely by surprise when her pouty girlfriend easily silenced her protests by pulling her helpless along by the arm to wherever she wanted to go. It became funnier than it was distressing very quickly; the two of them entered the crowd winding its way through the festivities. 

	The clamor of dozens of chatting festival-goers drowning out the chords and brasses of the streetside bands; the smell of frying oil and sweet caramel and cheese predominant among the snack shops; the colored lights playing about their faces and bodies from the shopfronts around them and the struts above them; soon, Shalikova could hardly tell she was wearing her gaudy red tracksuit amid all of the gaudiness and cheer around them.

	There was so much energy around her that Shalikova started to feel more comfortable.

	Nobody could possibly look at her in the middle of all this–

	Except the girl whose eyes she did want.

	“Sonya, look over there! You can win me a prize!”

	Maryam pointed at a tent playing host to a shooting gallery.

	On the front counter, there were a few air guns, carbine-length with a simple stock. Behind the counter, there were several targets of different sizes and at different ranges. 

	Some targets were platters, others were small cylinders, and the very smallest target was the width of a finger standing on a pedestal. Targets had scores depending on how close or far they were and what size they were, and there was a wall of prizes you could pick if you had the corresponding amount of points. Among the valuable items there was a neon techwear cap, a set of cat-eared headphones, and a large plush cuttlefish.

	As they approached the tent, the operator clapped his hands.

	“Step right up! Ten marks for three shots! It’s easier than it looks!”

	Slightly nervous as the man began appraising her, Shalikova reached into the wrong pocket. She had put her money in her jacket pocket to have it closer in reach and to make it harder for anyone to see the bundle; but she actually reached into her pants pocket out of habit, because the TBT uniform half-jackets usually had no pockets on them.

	Her fingers mindlessly closed around something round that was wrapped in a plastic foil.

	Briefly speechless, she retracted her hand and took the money from her jacket.

	Was that a condom?! Illya?!

	“I’ll try it. I want the plush.” Shalikova said, hiding her surprise.

	“Well, if you get the points little lady.” Replied the man behind the counter.

	He handed her a rifle and stepped aside to allow her to shoot.

	At her side, Maryam smiled wide, her shining eyes awaiting Shalikova’s next move.

	Shalikova hefted the rifle, feeling the weight. She looked down the sights.

	Feeling around the body of the rifle. No safety. Semi-automatic. A small box magazine on the underside. Probably packed with pellets. Had to be more than the three she was allowed to shoot per round. Like Union training guns, it used an electric gear to fire– she realized the man in the tent was staring at her as she examined the gun, and she might have looked briefly suspicious for having insepcted the gun before shooting it.

	Without further delay, Shalikova aimed the rifle at the smallest target.

	She fired her first shot, falling short.

	Fired a second, going wide.

	And quickly let loose the third, overshooting the tiny ceramic target.

	“Hey, you missed, pal.” Said the operator, a tad bit too cheerful.

	Shalikova put another ten marks bill on the counter and looked at him.

	There was fiery determination in her eyes which put him to pause.

	Perhaps, he was deliberating on whether to allow her another go at all.

	From what he saw before, he might have suspected she was familiar with weapons.

	At her side, everything had happened so fast, Maryam was still processing.

	She looked between the targets, all still standing; and the confident Shalikova, cracking a grin, rifle still in hand, money on the table. Shalikova was sure of herself now. This booth was a scam for civilians, but she knew the exact errant behavior of her rifle now. 

	Staring down the operator, with the rifle still in hand, finally caused him to relent, take her money and allow her to shoot again with the same rifle. This was his mistake. 

	Had he made her swap, he would have gotten another ten marks for free.

	Wordlessly, Shalikova lined up the small target in her sights.

	Under the watchful eyes of the operator, she shifted her aim a few degrees up and left.

	He knew immediately, and she heard a low groan escape him.

	Trigger pull; the fwip noise of a shot.

	Immediately, the shattering crack of the finger’s-width plate worth the most points.

	Knocked off its distant pedestal and smashed to pieces on the floor of the tent.

	“Alright miss. You wanted the cuttlefish plush right? You earned it.”

	From behind the counter, the operator picked up the round, fat fluffy cuttlefish toy.

	He put it in a bag, and with a nervous smile, reached the bag out to Shalikova.

	As if to say, ‘put the gun down and leave with this.’

	Shalikova grinned even wider and cockier than before.

	With the rifle she had in hand, she could have taken every high points target.

	That would have given her more winnings than the plush– but the operator had to cut her off to cut his losses. He was trying to weasel out of the rest of the shots Shalikova had already paid for, which was rather dirty of him. Shalikova had thought about demanding to play the rest of her round, with its two remaining shots. But Maryam was watching with stunned elation, and they didn’t want to rock the boat anyway. 

	Graciously, she put down the gun to accept the plushie.

	“Sonya! You’re the absolute coolest! A stone cold killer!” Maryam cheered.

	“Thanks, but uh,” she started to whisper, “tone it down a little!”

	Shalikova pulled Maryam away from the tent and back into the path.

	“Look Sonya, it’s me!”

	Maryam half-unbagged the cuttlefish plushie. She pointed at it, and back at herself.

	Shalikova looked at the plush. It bore little resemblance, due to the Imbrian disguise.

	It was basically a blue blob with a suggestion of tentacles, but it had the silly little head fins.

	“I can see it.” Shalikova replied.

	Maryam smiled.

	“Thank you Sonya! This is already the best day ever!”

	“I’m glad.”

	“I told you, you’re so strong. You’re like a Katarran warlord!”

	“Let’s– let’s not push it– okay?”

	“No! We’re gonna push it! Let’s play more games!”

	“Okay– That’s not what I–?”

	Maryam grabbed Shalikova again and rushed to the next attraction that caught her eye.

	There was another tent game nearby that had a long board that sloped against a backing board. On the peak of the board there were several holes that were worth points. Along the length of it, there were obstacles that served to funnel a ball thrown by the player toward the backing board. Each of the obstacles and holes was marked with the points, with the objective being to slide the ball into the center-most of the holes for the most points. 

	Just like before, there were prizes up on a wall. There were novelty glasses with swirly colored lenses, a very intricate toy Marder-class, a replica vibrocutlass, and a bag of novelty game dice, with a twenty-sided dice out of the bag to demonstrate the contents.

	Judging by the prizes, this game was for a younger set than the last one they played.

	“Maryam, do you really want any of this stuff?” Sonya asked.

	“I want the game dice!” Maryam said. “Good dice are invaluable, Sonya!”

	“These don’t look good to me, but I’m not an expert.” Shalikova said.

	“You can run all kinds of scams with dice, they’re an amazing survival tool.”

	Shalikova blinked. “Um. But you don’t need to run scams anymore. You know?”

	“Oh. I suppose that’s true! But I still want them!”

	She puffed up her cheeks just a little– couldn’t do it too much without attracting attention.

	At Maryam’s petulant insistence, Shalikova walked up to the operator–

	“Oh no Sonya! You misunderstood! I want to play this one! I just need some money.”

	Shalikova reached into her jacket for the spending money the Captain had given them.

	Then she had a sudden and worrying thought. 

	This game did not look particularly sturdy. It was a bunch of plastic boards and small parts slotted together. For the average carnival-goer that wouldn’t be a problem, but she began to think of what would happen when Maryam’s abnormal strength acted on that ball. Could she just punch through the backing board? Would she send all the obstacles flying?

	She stood for a second with her hand picking through a bundle of bills.

	Staring at Maryam’s smiling face the entire time without an expression to match.

	“Maryam, I think– I should play–”

	“Sonya, you shouldn’t get to have all the fun you know.” Maryam said gently.

	This is her special day. You just have to deal with the broken plates Sonya Shalikova.

	With a sense of looming dread, a defeated Shalikova handed the bills over to Maryam.

	Cheering, the not-so-purple marshmallow danced over to the ball game with great vigor.

	“How much for a game?”

	She put a bill on the counter, and the operator handed her three balls.

	Maryam’s face lit up.

	Shalikova’s face darkened. 

	She partially averted her eyes.

	“Here I go! Cuttle-shoot!”

	From the shadow at the edge of her eyes, Shalikova could tell Maryam had reared up to throw the ball– but the motion that resulted was much less aggressive-sounding than she imagined. In place of the raucous crash she was expecting, Shalikova heard rubber sliding on textured plastic. There was a soft thud and a chunky noise–

	–and then the game board made a happy, chirpy noise.

	Shalikova turned to look and saw nothing had been destroyed.

	Maryam had simply put a ball into the center-most hole on her first try.

	“Lucky girl eh? Pick a prize and give me those back.”

	Like the other proprietor, the vendor for this game moved to quickly cut Maryam off.

	He quickly handed her the bag of dice she wanted with an awkward grimace.

	Maryam pocketed them with a smile and prompted Shalikova to walk away with her.

	“Sonya, I can already spot my next target!” She declared happily.

	Across the bend from the ball-throwing booth there was a test of strength game set up on a cleared patch of festival ground. It constituted a gaudily decorated pressure plate attached to an LED tower that would light up when the player struck the plate with a mallet in order to measure the strength of the player. Shalikova had little to fear with this one. 

	Everything was digital, the mallet head looked like rubber rather than metal, the pressure plate was a thick and pretty solid-looking object, and there did not seem to be any moving parts. It seemed unlikely Maryam’s strength could physically destroy the equipment.

	Next to the play space, there was a set of plastic shelves with prizes.

	Maryam quickly honed in on a pair of sunglasses with big blue lenses and a sleek frame.

	“After I win those, we’ll match, Sonya!” She declared happily.

	Shalikova stepped aside, simply relieved that there wasn’t an obvious problem for now.

	Seemingly amused at a slight-looking girl trying her luck with the game, the proprietor took Maryam’s money and watched attentively from the side, chuckling as Maryam bent down, picked up the mallet and raised it. He must have thought it would be easy money.

	Then the magic that was Maryam came into play. Shalikova felt the air rush as Maryam threw everything she had into a titanic swing, smashing the pressure plate such that it made a sound like a gong, and sent a vibration into the earth that stirred up Shalikova’s feet. The proprietor must have felt it too because he reacted like he wanted to jump away.

	On the LED tower, the display lit up with a red NaN at the very top.

	From Shalikova’s vantage, there was a hairline crack on the side of the pressure plate.

	Thankfully, the proprietor was standing opposite them, so he didn’t see it at first.

	Having borne witness to Maryam’s brutal power, he rushed to get the prize she wanted.

	“Take it and go.” He said sternly.

	Shalikova urged Maryam not to complain.

	She put the sunglasses on Maryam’s nose and pushed her away into the crowd.

	Putting as much walking distance between herself and that proprietor as she could.

	Meanwhile, Maryam’s cheeks puffed up to a somewhat reasonable extent for an Imbrian.

	Wearing the sunglasses, her consternation looked even more silly.

	“Hmph! Hmph! Sonya, it’s not fair! We could have won a lot more prizes!” She whined.

	“Maryam, that’s the point.” Shalikova sighed. “We weren’t supposed to win anything.”

	“But that’s unfair!” Maryam cried out, crossing her arms as she walked.

	“Uh huh. All the games are rigged Maryam. We won because we’re not normal. Normal people just pay to lose. By the way, weren’t you just saying you were a scammer too?”

	“Hmph! I’m different from them. I won money with games of chance. It’s– it’s totally different if you get scammed by that. Games of skill are supposed to be fair. It’s not the same!”

	“I’m sympathetic because you’re my girlfriend, but the rational part of me is yelling.”

	“Sonya–”

	Maryam stopped Shalikova in the middle of the street. 

	Her eyes narrowed, her gaze hard.

	“Sonya. What if the food is also a scam?” She said, in a grim tone of voice.

	“I don’t know how it could be.” Shalikova said. “It’s not like you can rig food.”

	Soon the two of them would discover how it was possible to scam people with food.

	Their eyes widening and their faces paling at the tremendous prices on display.

	Across a long aisle full of different vendors, there was nothing worth less than 10 marks.

	One sausage? 10 marks. A carton of popped corn? 10 marks. One cheese bread? 10 marks.

	Aside from the limited selection that Shalikova could eat, the prices were out of control.

	“Sonya. Let me handle this.” Maryam said. A mischievous little grin on her face.

	“Um.”

	Over Shalikova’s monosyllabic and nebulous objection, Maryam skipped toward the little kiosk selling cheese bread for ten marks a piece. With an enormous smile she waited for her turn in a small line of people. The vendor was already prepared with a piece of cheese bread in a wrapper when Maryam’s turn came up, and was already holding their hand out to collect the ten marks. Maryam, however, had her hands behind her back. Casting glances about herself. There was no one behind her in line except for Shalikova who had followed her.

	“How about you give a discount for Kreuzung station’s biggest cutie?” Maryam asked.

	Shalikova felt a shiver running down her back and across the lengths of her limbs.

	In an instant, her eyes glowed with the power of psionics.

	She heard a voice whisper in her mind; or perhaps, she just knew something was happening.

	Molecular Control.

	From Maryam, a colored cloud seemed to waft toward the vendor, like a visible breeze.

	Green and blue in equal amounts, at first, but the blue quickly overwhelmed.

	And the vendor’s own blue, green and slightly yellow aura completely shifted as well.

	Maryam and the vendor held gazes for a few seconds, before the vendor’s apathetic expression became a smile almost as comically pleasant as Maryam’s. They leaned over to hand Maryam the cheese bread they were already holding and retracted the hand with which they meant to collect payment. Instead, they reached for a second cheese bread in the oven in which they were cooked. With seemingly great pleasure, they wrapped the bread, and handed it to Maryam as well. All the while, their aura looked shiny and serene.

	“Of course, miss! Cute couples gets free bread around here! Have a wonderful outing!”

	Shalikova blinked with confusion as the vendor reached out to hand her a cheese bread.

	Maryam made a cutesy gesture, making a V with her fingers, and turned around.

	“Alright Sonya! Let’s eat and go somewhere!” Maryam cheered.

	Shalikova glanced at the vendor and back at Maryam.

	“Right.” She said. “Maryam. Follow me.”

	“Oh– Okay Sonya.”

	Her voice trembled. She definitely noticed the shift in Shalikova’s attitude.

	But she wasn’t angry. 

	It wasn’t helpful to be angry about it. Shalikova felt something else.

	On the edges of the module space, red plastic fences had been set up to prevent anyone from accessing the wall panels, which were projecting the same colorful horizon and sky as the rest of the module and looked like invisible walls surrounding the carnival space. There were no vendors here, just plain floor with false turf, and there were a few perfunctory tables stood up so people leaving the crowd could sit around in the empty space. 

	There were a few people there, but it was the emptiest place in the module nonetheless. Shalikova took Maryam there and stood a few dozen meters from the nearest visitors. They had eaten their ill-gotten cheese breads on the way. Shalikova’s heart pounded.

	“Maryam.”

	Shalikova reached out and grabbed hold of Maryam’s two hands.

	Maryam’s face turned slowly redder. She averted her gaze a little.

	“Sonya–?”

	Shalikova bent forward and put her forehead gently on Maryam’s own.

	Truly hoping Maryam would understand her. She could not hold back her words any longer.

	“You don’t have to do that kind of stuff anymore.” She said, whispering close to Maryam, brow to brow and nose to nose. “You don’t have to use your powers or the skills you picked up on the street to steal from people. Even if they’re being unreasonable– it doesn’t matter. Please rely on me, Maryam. Don’t take advantage of people anymore like you did to that vendor. I don’t like it– and you don’t need to do it. I don’t blame you– but please stop.”

	“Sonya– I– I’m sorry– I thought you must have hated me now.” Maryam whimpered.

	“I don’t hate you.” Shalikova said. “I’d never hate you at the drop of a hat like that.”

	Maryam sniffled. “I’m sorry. I’ve been hiding things from you– like that power–”

	Shalikova could feel the contrition in Maryam’s voice, but it was not contrition she sought.

	“Maryam, I don’t need to know everything. People can’t know everything about each other. I am not asking you to come clean with anything or to explain everything. I trust you, I want to trust your judgment. I trust that you will understand me now and understand what I want. Please don’t use your powers to manipulate innocent people. You have a support network now– and you have me. You have me, and you have your dreams. I will help you realize your dream, Maryam, but as part of that, you have to stop abusing your gifts.”

	She lifted her forehead from Maryam’s and looked her in the eyes.

	Not with sternness or conviction, but gently, with love. She loved Maryam so much.

	Maryam was a sweet girl who had a hurt in her that had yet to heal. She wanted to help her.

	She squeezed Maryam’s hands more firmly. “No more ‘scams’ okay? Promise?”

	Maryam smiled, weeping, and nodded her head. “Yes, Sonya. Thank you.”

	Shalikova leaned forward again, and lifted one hand from Maryam’s.

	With those fingers, she tipped Maryam’s chin up just a bit. She kissed her.

	Gently but without hesitation. Communicating her feelings and convictions.

	“I love you, Maryam!” Shalikova said, raising her voice right in Maryam’s face, much to the latter’s surprise. “I know we’ve only been together for a bit now, but I’m really serious!”

	“Sonya– you don’t have to shout.” Maryam said, chuckling at Shalikova’s passion.

	“I know! But I feel like if I don’t say it loud enough, it’ll sound unserious!”

	“Oh trust me, Sonya, it’s very obvious when you are being serious!” Maryam said.

	Shalikova started to feel a little silly again. But Maryam’s laughter was worth it.

	The two of them stood off to the side of the carnival for a bit, holding hands and hovering in each other’s space. Leaning their heads into each other, sighing together. It was just a little bit awkward, but Shalikova could feel the warmth of Maryam’s gentle affection throughout. Maryam was scared Shalikova would hate her; but Shalikova was also scared Maryam would react badly to being essentially scolded by her girlfriend. 

	Their love weathered the stiff breeze, however.

	“I guess you do have that ‘King’s Gaze’ gift after all, don’t you?” Shalikova said.

	“No, I actually don’t. What you saw is a special trick.” Maryam said.

	“Maybe I’ll ask you to teach it to me someday. I need to get stronger.” Shalikova said.

	“Ah– that one can’t be taught. But I’ll teach you everything else– I promise!”

	“Yeah. I’ll need it if I’m going to help you reveal the truth of psionics to the world.”

	Shalikova said it off-handedly, but the words made Maryam cling even closer to her.

	“Thank you, Sonya. I’m lucky to have you.” Maryam said.

	“I’ve never been so lucky with my life as when I met you.” Shalikova replied.

	It felt corny to say, but it was also how she felt, and there would be no better time to say it.

	Hand in loving hand, they made their way back to the carnival.

	Because of that love, Shalikova would not stand letting Maryam’s special day end so early.

	“We can do anything you want. Play more games, eat more food. I’ve got the marks.”

	Maryam smiled and squeezed Shalikova’s hand.

	“It’s already been a perfect day, because I’ve been with you, Sonya.” Maryam said.

	Shalikova smiled and averted her gaze, just a bit embarrassed.

	“But– There is something I’d like to do. Let’s ride those spinny cups!”

	With a bright and innocent smile, she pointed at a ride at the end of the street. 

	Cup-shaped couples’ vehicles attached to a broad spinning base, with each cup also spun on its own axis, for twice as much intimidatingly kinetic spinning action on its occupants. 

	It was a stunning chimeric blur of a machine.

	Shalikova felt her stomach churn. 

	“Of course, Maryam. Anything for you.”

	Though she would come to regret the consequences, today, everything was for Maryam.

	

	

	Commence Operation “Bottled Ship.”

	Murati grinned a little to herself with unflagging confidence.

	Meticulous plans had been laid; now it was time to pay them off with flawless execution.

	“After you, madam.” Murati said, holding a door open for her vibrantly-dressed companion.

	“Oh ho! Look at you– in full hubby mode tonight. I’m a lucky gal!”

	“You’ll see just how lucky, Karuniya.”

	Everything had been accounted for. Everything was in her total operational control.

	Karuniya would dance upon the tips of Murati’s fingers until she was sick of the pleasure.

	For this date, the most crucial factor to begin was to choose the venue.

	In this case, Murati had searched high and low to find something to Karuniya’s taste.

	Her face lit up with a radiant smile as she realized where she was.

	“Oh! It’s an aquarium? I’m so surprised– I had no idea this station had one!”

	Walking through the doors, they found themselves in the middle of an atrium connecting many seemingly massive containment chambers to a series of a walkways astride thick glass, by which visitors could behold the exhibits. Vast recreated ocean vistas teemed with life well-lit enough for the visitors to enjoy, with carefully considered biomes and species pairings. However those exhibits themselves were quite special– certainly, Kreuzung itself did not have the space to host all of the entities in these grand spaces by itself.

	Murati led Karuniya straight ahead and demonstrated the illusion on the glass.

	When her hand touched it, the exhibit was revealed to be an LCD display, and a menu appeared that allowed for the perspective of the glass to be shifted in a small window just for her and Karuniya– so that it would not disturb the broader view that all of the guests received. Upon seeing the trick play out, Karuniya laughed to herself. 

	“Of course they wouldn’t have the animals here, there’s no space. This is pretty clever though. But where are they broadcasting these animals from?” She asked.

	“Thuringia Research Complex.” Murati said. “It’s apparently a big deal.”

	“Well, let us judge the scope of their collection then.” Karuniya said.

	“Anything you want to see first?” Murati asked.

	“As a matter of fact, I’d love to see what kinds of jellyfish they have.” Karuniya replied.

	“Jellyfish, huh? Well, you’ll be pleased by the variety, judging by the ads I saw.”

	Murati reached out her arm, so that Karuniya could hook around it.

	“My, my, you’re so gentlemanly today.” Karuniya said, taking ‘hubby’s’ arm with a grin.

	“Just for tonight, I’m making every possible effort.” Murati said, grinning herself.

	Both of them had donned their best set of clothes for the date. 

	It was the same pair of outfits they had worn once before; their ‘date’ back in Thassal. Owing to events best left unremembered, the two of them had not gotten to debut these outfits in public back then– though they had certainly made an impression on each other. 

	Now, however, they lit up the halls of the digital aquarium.

	Murati wore a slick button-down shirt with bronze cuffs and a fit so flattering to Murati’s lean body it must have looked as if it was tailored for her, and not picked out of a rack at a station plaza in the Union. She wore it just how Karuniya had once advised her, tucked in and with a few of the top buttons undone. Because the shirt was white, there was a tantalizing impression of Murati’s black brassiere beneath. Besides the shirt, she had put on a tight pair of pants that had also once caught Karuniya’s eye, along with black shoes. To finish her look she took an extra effort in grooming herself, washing and styling her short, dark hair and applying a hint of borrowed lip gloss and skin toner to make her face look more special.

	Karuniya had once called her tall, dark and handsome when she first tried out this look.

	That affirmation accounted for a significant boost to Murati’s confidence on this date.

	Another force multiplier, however, was the absolute desire Karuniya’s look inspired in her.

	With a woman like this on her arm, Murati could have never let herself fall short.

	Under the bright white lights of the aquarium’s atrium and in the connecting halls of the exhibits, Karuniya was like a techwear runway model. Most striking was the off-shoulder crop top with translucent sleeves, effectively bearing Karuniya’s shoulders and some of her neck and collarbone, because the leotard she wore beneath cut at the upper chest. 

	High-leg stockings and a short skirt with intricate hip cutouts and leg slits, of the same material as the top, finished off the look, showing off several spots of Karuniya’s perfect, honey-colored skin. Both the top and skirt clung to her figure perfectly, highlighting the smooth and plentiful curve of her hips and chest. Her hair was collected into a ponytail and had a glittery sheen like tiny constellations playing about the rich dark strands.

	Her face was always beautiful– but with a touch of glossy, dark red lipstick and eyeshadow she looked remarkably glamorous and mature. Both her and Karuniya had their selves they wore around the ship, playing around and hurling good-natured teases at one another– one hurling far more than the other. But arm in arm like this, they looked like the married power couple they had not yet been able to be, serious, sexy and clearly into each other.

	Seeing her like this made Murati’s heart soar, but she had grown just enough over the few months of their relationship, to be able to wear a conceited grin on her face and play it cool.

	No longer would her mind ask the question, ‘do I deserve her’? ‘Can’t she do better’?

	Murati didn’t just deserve Karuniya; she desired her with all the little greed she had.

	And she would more than make up for the interruptions and miscalculations of the past.

	“Have I ever told you your ass looks amazing in those pants?” Karuniya winked.

	“I could stand to hear it more often.” Murati said, playing coy.

	In silent response, Karuniya grabbed a handful of her hubby’s rear.

	Holding hands and clinging close, the pair stopped in front of the screen for the jellyfish exhibit. Unlike some of the other halls, the lights were very dim, only bright enough to keep the visitors from bumping into a few benches laid opposite the screen. In the dark, the only light was provided by the screen and by the wide variety of colored jellies. Hundreds of deep-sea jellyfish streaked across the screen like a storm, their bioluminescence exaggerated by a post-processing effect just enough so that they would provide alternating colors across the faces of the visitors gazing at the great swarm arrayed before them.

	“Pop quiz Murati, are jellyfish community organisms or single organisms?”

	Karuniya looked at Murati after delivering the question and smiled one of her characteristic little grins. The way the lights played about her face, cast her glossy lips and slightly glittery cheeks in contrast– it was arresting enough to delay Murati’s answer for a moment.

	“Single organisms.” Murati said.

	“Correct. I thought I could trick you. For your basic biology knowledge, you win a prize.”

	Karuniya began to tiptoe and planted a quick little kiss on Murati’s lips.

	“Now though, tell me this: how do Jellyfish mate?”

	She leaned forward again with a self-satisfied cutesy little look, hands behind her back.

	“Sorry Karu, I can’t even imagine them having genitals.” Murati replied with a laugh.

	Her fiance’s lips curled into a perverse little expression, and she waved one index finger from side to side in a teasing fashion. “Male jellyfish release clouds of sperm and females release unfertilized eggs, and babies happen from the mess– but in some kinkier species, the sperm will actually travel directly inside the female through her mouth to fertilize her.”

	Karuniya licked her lips after delivering her explanation, locking eyes with Murati.

	“So, had I gotten it right, would I have won more than a kiss?” Murati asked.

	“May~be~” Karuniya replied, in a little sing-song voice.

	She gave Murati a smoldering gaze before turning and walking away down the hall.

	“I can barely keep up with her sometimes.” Murati muttered to herself, smiling.

	From the jellyfish exhibit, Murati imagined Karuniya might want to see some of the more grandiose animals of the collection. She had looked at the catalog and memorized the locations of the exhibits and was ready at a moment’s notice to make suggestions– but Karuniya continued to surprise her with what she was interested in. 

	It shouldn’t have been a surprise, due to Karuniya’s character and what interested her about the sea in her own profession– but Murati couldn’t help but feel a bit blindsided to be holding her fiance’s hand while looking at manicured algae through a fancy LCD. 

	Painstakingly recreated in a controlled environment, the “marine forest” exhibition hosted a vast forest of tall yellow-green macro-algae and an underbrush of moss overgrown on the rocky artificial seafloor. Animals lurked the vegetation, like shrimps and small fish.

	“Look at that. So much primary production!” Karuniya declared cheerfully.

	“Primary production?” Murati asked.

	“Algaea are able to capture chemical energy from the environment.” Karuniya replied. “In essence, they create the prerequisites for a food chain. All they need is whatever amount of sunlight can penetrate the surface of the water, and the right chemical balance. But smaller animals can feed on them, and those animals feed larger predators, and so on.”

	She spread out her arms as if she wanted to embrace the algae in the tanks.

	“You’re looking at life itself, Murati! An environment that has primary production is one that is still sustaining life. Our world is not so dead after all, is it? Maybe it’s not in the best shape for us to live in, but as long as algae grows in the photic zone, life will go on.”

	Rather than say something sarcastic or contrarian in return, Murati simply looked at the algae and tried to quietly imagine that chain of living. Algaea begot as if from nothing, feeding the bottom dwellers that would be eaten by free floating fish. Fish eaten by whales, sharks, and even leviathans. Insuring that something with a nervous system continued to roam the world, even as humans killed each other hundreds of meters farther below.

	She smiled at Karuniya’s girlish enthusiasm and her optimism.

	Even if she didn’t quite share it– to Murati, there was no point if humans didn’t live too.

	To Murati, humans were life. However wrong it may have been– she put humans first.

	“Did I successfully troll you by placing animal life over human life?” Karuniya asked.

	“Complete failure. Not mad at all.” Murati said, smiling placidly.

	“Darn. You’ve actually bettered as a person. That sucks.”

	“Actually, you were just so cute delivering your speech.”

	Both of them laughed in unison before moving on from the macroalgal forest.

	“Alright, you must be going nuts from all this oceanography crap, let’s see a big shark!”

	“I’ll never get tired of your ‘oceanography crap’ Karu, I mean it.”

	“Ah hah, then let’s go see some dolphins! They’re awful little guys!”

	“Unfortunately, there is no dolphin exhibit.”

	“Aww. That’s too bad! I could’ve told you all kinds of horror stories.”

	“Really? Horror stories about dolphins?”

	“Oh ho! You have no idea!”

	Karuniya raised a hand to cover her laughing mouth, narrowing her eyes in a sly expression.

	Murati remained ignorant of whatever Karuniya was mugging at, however.

	Despite Karuniya’s disappointment at the lack of dolphins, she was enthusiastic during their visits to several other exhibits. Thuringia had built quite a collection of habitats, including an abyssal exhibit in a fully dark hall where eerie bioluminescent fish roamed, a bit too close to home; a school of colorful tropical fish in a well-lit habitat without predators; a tank that was home to a vast blue whale, though Karuniya noted it was cruel for the whale to be alone, even if it was for the scientific observation of humans; and a tank of various crustaceans with gleaming shells; and a small sunken vessel overgrown with barnacles and other creatures.

	“Crustaceans are like nature’s Diver mecha.” Karuniya declared confidently.

	“What? Really?” Murati asked, swayed and drawn in by her tone. “How so?”

	Karuniya cracked her same grin once again.

	“I was just jerking your chain. Totally meaningless and random thing.”

	“Maybe I could stand to be more frigid to you.”

	“But I love this Murati who is trying sooooo hard!”

	Karuniya squeezed close against Murati’s chest as if trying to nuzzle her.

	Murati averted her gaze, slightly embarrassed. Was it that obvious?

	But she really wanted to succeed.

	Throughout, Murati carefully studied Karuniya’s responses and expressions.

	Everything seemed to be going well. Her fiancé was still seemingly engaged and happy.

	Murati neared the end of the first phase of the operation.

	“Let me lead the way now. There’s something I want to show you.” Murati said.

	“Oh? Exciting~ is it your favorite fish, Murati?”

	“You’ll see.”

	It was only tangentially related to fish, but Murati was counting on the spectacle of it.

	And also on Karu having built up some appetite over the course of the night.

	Rather than a food court or vending machines or any other sort of cheap and quick meal, the Kreuzung Aquarium had a bespoke high concept restaurant inside its premises and offered a ‘dining experience’ for two. During planning, Murati had feared that finding a nice place to take Karuniya to eat would be difficult because of their diet, but the Aquarium was a step ahead. They offered a ‘special nature-friendly set’ for that did not have meat or seafood and instead promised a plant-based four course menu. 

	It had been a bit pricey, but Murati managed to scratch together the additional budget needed in Imperial marks because Valya Lebedova was disinterested in going out and spending their shore leave funds; and because Aiden Ahwalia was serving a punishment and would not be allowed to spend his own. 

	With Valya’s blessing, Murati made reservations.

	“After you, madam.” Murati said, leading Karuniya into the dining venue.

	There was a very small lobby, only large enough for a front desk, that led into a hallway full of doors. Everything was dimly lit. At the desk, a hostess confirmed their names and reservation and led them into a room in the hall. Inside the room there was a small table and two chairs, surrounded by undecorated walls that were very close and a rather low ceiling– everything was exceptionally tight. Karuniya looked amused by the whole thing, it must have seemed ridiculous to her. When they sat down, her eyes began to scan around the room for any sign of what the gimmick was. She did not seem to find it at first glance.

	“Since you ordered a set dinner menu, we will bring you the courses, starting with aperitifs. What kind of environment would you like to enjoy today?” asked the hostess.

	“Whichever you think would suit the evening.” Murati replied.

	Smiling, the hostess left the room, and the door shut.

	Karuniya chuckled again. “Is this a joke? A reservation for eating in a dim metal box?”

	“Just wait.” Murati said.

	Outside, the hostess must have been inputting something for the room.

	About a minute after she left, the walls of the room slowly brightened.

	First they took on a variety of dark blues and greens. 

	Streams of bubbles played about the walls and ceiling. As if rising out of the depths, the projections on the floor, ceiling and roof all began to lighten. Beneath the couple, a bank of sand came into view. Above them, rays of sunlight penetrated the bright blue foaming surface of the water. Around them, on the walls, schools of fish in all colors and sizes flitted from wall to wall like a storm of bodies. Karuniya smiled and covered her mouth, as if embarrassed at how surprised and delighted she was by the illusion of the room.

	Their table was now suspended in the middle of a simulated ocean. 

	Certainly no camera could safely capture a near-shore sandbank and all the shallow water life that existed there, but something like a predictive imager could be programmed to display a complex illusion like this one. Every fish had its own organic and variable routine, and because the graphics were not being rendered in real time from acoustic data, there was not the sort of dramatic visual noise one would get from a ship’s predictive view. Everything was rendered convincingly enough for the perspective of the diners. Seagrass and kelp dotted the landscape, there were little crabs in the sand below, and larger animals occasionally swept through the landscape as well, disturbing the many schools of fish.

	“Murati I was skeptical, but this is so amazing! I don’t even know what to focus on!”

	“Right? The hostess really picked an amazing environment for us.”

	“It’s almost like being in a Diver, but you know, in much nicer waters.”

	“And with far better cameras.” Murati added, laughing a little at the idea.

	Murati knew what she was focusing her eyes on. 

	Not on any fish, but the woman across from her, face glowing gently as the light alternated across her features, smiling ear to ear, a girlish joy overtaking her as her eyes tracked the simulated fish and scanned the blue near-shore horizon. She was staggeringly beautiful. Being with her– more than anything, it gave Murati hope for life.

	If the world really was dying, she could have withstood the end of it at this woman’s side.

	But it made her fight for the remainder of the world they had, with all of her strength.

	For a world where Karuniya’s dreams and ambitions could be realized.

	Murati reached across the table and took one of Karuniya’s hands in both of hers.

	Karuniya looked down from the fish she had been tracking.

	“Murati, thank you. You didn’t have to go to these lengths, but I truly appreciate it.”

	She lifted her other hand from the table and stroked Murati’s hands as well.

	“You deserve to indulge every so often. We don’t know when we’ll get a chance again.”

	“This reminds me of our first date.” Karuniya said. “That restaurant, back home.”

	She spoke euphemistically, she couldn’t say ‘Mt. Raja’ but Murati remembered perfectly.

	“That’s precisely why I wanted to have a bougie dinner date.” Murati replied.

	She lifted the hand she had taken closer and kissed the back of it.

	Karuniya looked, for once, to have a bit of a girlish blush on her cheeks.

	After the spectacle, the food began to come in. 

	It was no longer the highlight of the evening having been shown up quite thoroughly by the ingenuity of the venue, but it was still pleasant. Cucumber and seaweed salad with puffed rice “coral” crackers, wheat gluten “scallops” in a savory butter sauce, heart of palm and chickpea “crab cakes,” and a “sea foam” ice cream dessert. It was all quite cute, the portions were decent, and the tastes were well considered. It helped that there was a bottle of red wine with the dinner set that complimented the meal and the evening well.

	Eating their imitation seafood courses in the middle of imitation sea life.

	“To simulation!” Karuniya cheered, wine glass in hand.

	Murati laughed and lifted her glass to Karuniya’s own.

	And with that, the merry-making portion of the operation was fulfilled.

	Just as they had entered the Aquarium arm in arm, with Murati dutifully opening the doors for her fiancé, they finished their dinner course, saw all they desired to see, and as it was getting late in the evening, bid farewell, with Murati now holding the doors for a tired Karuniya. Arm in arm again, they left the Atrium and waited at the elevator bank for a ride back to their floor. It was time to retire back to the ship until their next journey.

	“I had a fantastic time, Murati.” Karuniya said, settling against her hubby on a bench.

	“Ah, but there’s still evening to go, mademoiselle.” Murati said, putting on airs.

	“Yes, but I could use a good lie-down.” Karuniya said gently.

	You’ll lie down, don’t worry. Murati laughed internally. It was time for the finale.

	Some might have thought it uncharacteristic of her– but Murati could be rather lascivious.

	Like any woman, she had desires, fantasies; she could be aggressive. She liked to top!

	When the mood was just right, when she had Karuniya right where she wanted her–

	Well.

	Tonight, she had expertly crafted the mood; and Karuniya was clearly asking for it.

	They made their way quietly back to Alcor Steelworks. 

	That night, Kreuzung was just a bit chilly, for reasons known only to the temperature control authority, but it made Karuniya cling closer to Murati as they walked. Murati hooked an arm around her and smiled. She led her fiancé, who though not drunk was clearly a little bit drowsy from the food and drink, up into the Brigand. Off to one side of the hangar, Murati could see the pair of security officers Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse playing cards to pass the time. They cast a glance at the couple climbing a ladder through the deployment chutes, and then returned to their game. Murati led Karuniya to the lifts.

	At the door to their room, Karuniya yawned. She opened the door and stepped in.

	Murati glanced about herself.

	The hallway down the officer’s quarters was completely empty.

	Every door was shut, and nobody was making a sound. Only the hum of the ventilation.

	Recalling how the night of their first date had gone, Murati stepped in behind Karuniya.

	She walked close to her fiancé, who was about to sit down on the bed–

	And struck the wall with her palm, her arm crossing over Karuniya’s shoulder.

	Murati leaning into her with a grin on her face and savoring her fiancé’s surprise.

	“Oh! You startled–” Karuniya’s eyes met Murati’s own. Realization dawned on her face.

	“I told you the night wasn’t over yet, didn’t I?” Murati said, with a grin.

	“Ah ha, I see. You’re feeling frisky. Did you manage to hold an erection?” Karuniya whispered.

	She raised a hand to stroke Murati’s cheek. 

	Murati took it into her own and pulled it down gently.

	“Let me show you.” Murati said.

	Her words came out of her lips almost like a demand.

	“Yes. I’m in your hands.” Karuniya said, sounding a little surprised.

	Without another word–

	Murati suddenly and brusquely pushed herself onto the bed on top of Karuniya.

	Never once breaking eye contact as she pushed her down with one hand to the shoulder.

	While the other lifted Karuniya’s skirt–

	“Murati–!”

	A delectably surprised little expression appeared on Karuniya’s face.

	With expert precision, Murati pulled her in by the hips until she was closer to her crotch.

	Looming over with Karuniya’s legs spread around her, Murati lowered her head and blew a warm breath directly behind Karuniya’s ear that made her flinch. She was sensitive here. Murati bit on Karuniya’s ear lobe, kissed the side of her neck, nuzzled her shoulder. All the while pulling up her dress and sliding her fingers beneath the leotard she had worn under it. Those fingers lingered on her skin but did not try to slip off her clothes, not yet. 

	As if to demonstrate; this is what will become of you.

	Murati did not even pull down her own pants yet.

	She wanted her fiancé to squirm a bit first. For all the teasing she always did.

	“You’re already so–!”

	An excited little murmur escaped Karuniya’s quivering lips.

	“Keep your peace until there’s a reason to yell.” Murati whispered in her ear.

	Her fingers traced the soft, pliable skin just below Karuniya’s belly and above her groin, kneading and grazing, gliding further down, peering between her thighs and back up close to her belly. Sliding under the sides and the front of her thin bodysuit and easily lifting the fabric wherever needed. Crucially, never approaching where Karuniya’s needy clit would get an ounce of satisfaction. It was not time for that yet. Murati savored the shuddering flesh, the gentle reactive pushback of Karu subtly pressing her hips back as Murati teased her soft spots, all her favorite places gleaned from past experiences. She could see Karuniya’s flushed expression, her shut eyes; she could feel her little fits and starts of breath. 

	“Don’t lose your head yet, Karu. I’m not even inside you.”

	Soon as a finger glided over her pussy, her body immediately quivered, head to curled toes.

	Her hands which had lain at her sides now squeezed the bed. Her chest lifted involuntarily.

	Transferring her emotions like a wave into Murati’s own body, pressed atop hers.

	Murati’s fingers toying with her like a device. Flick the switch and feel the heat build.

	Being in control was intoxicating for Murati.

	Her head rushed with the feeling of Karuniya seized in pleasure, being only hers.

	She felt it from the tips of her fingers to the stirring length of her dick.

	That catharsis which only came with a successful encirclement, with a grand plan.

	They had already negotiated before, already explored, already stumbled.

	Theirs was a matured love now; and Murati savored the ripe fruit.

	They weren’t in Mt. Raja, they weren’t in Thassal; they had come a ways now.

	“I’ll give you what you need. I know you inside and out now.”

	For a few moments, Murati lifted the hand that was moving between Karuniya’s legs.

	Her reach and position emphasized her taller size. 

	All of her fiancé’s body lay within her lustful grasp. Tracing the leotard, across Karuniya’s belly and up to her ample, perfectly shaped breasts, squeezed beneath her crop top. Hooking her fingers between fabric and flesh, pulling down the leotard slowly to reveal more of her chest, outlined by glistening sweat in the room’s dim light.

	Karuniya lifted her back just a bit to assist as Murati pulled the leotard off her hips and down her legs. Finally the underwear came off, lovingly peeled and then carelessly discarded.

	“Now, the rest.” Murati ordered.

	With a blissful look on her face, Karuniya lifted her top off and cast to the floor beside the bed. She hooked a finger between her skirt and hip and Murati helped her pull it off the rest of the way. Joining her crop top and underwear on the floor. A glistening honey-amber jewel, a treasure of flesh, Karuniya laid sweaty, flushed, quivering gently under the press of Murati’s clothed body. Every fold, every rise and fall in the contours of her– all laid bare.

	“Are you ready?” She whispered.

	Karuniya shut her eyes and held a little smile, lips quivering with the rest of her.

	Murati raised herself just enough to behold her fiancé’s body in its lusty majesty.

	Quickly, hungrily, she descended on her once more.

	Murati’s lips moved from Karuniya’s ear, neck and jaw, down to her chest.

	Feeling Karuniya’s heartbeat through the teeth gently biting down on one supple breast–

	“Murati! Oh! Jeez–!”

	–while her free hand pushed a trimmed fingertip over a soaked, throbbing clit.

	“O-o-ohh–!”

	Her tone of voice changed completely– she sounded like she was melting.

	Eyes shut, legs trying to tighten and failing with Murati in the way, kicking aimlessly.

	Hands ripping into the bedsheets. Chest pounding amid the heat.

	Murati’s lips kneaded the tips of her breasts; her fingers glided between her legs.

	“Mmm–! Ugh–!”

	She was so noisy, and her squirming ever more violent, but under control.

	Using her weight and position, Murati kept her pinned and she loved every second.

	Karuniya was a screamer, a kicker, bucking hips and jerking arms and Murati loved it.

	Her intensity increased to match. Strumming Karu’s clit, sucking on her neck, pushing her.

	When Karu threw her hips up at Murati, she felt it directly on her bulging dick.

	“Murati–! Mura–! Mu–!”

	An explosion of wimpering and moaning, a feast for the ears.

	Then–

	A sudden, surprising calm before the expected climax.

	Karuniya opened her eyes slowly, lifted her head to look, eyes clearly hazy.

	Breathing heavy, sweating hard. Barely able to move with intention.

	Murati slowly pulled back, until her body was half off the bed.

	There was a sly smile on her face as she met her fiancé’s confused expression.

	She knew exactly what she was doing.

	Stopping every so often to kiss Karuniya’s body, on her breasts, on her navel–

	–working her way down, laying a sucking nip of a bite on her mons to presage.

	Spreading her legs, holding her by one hip and leg, kissing the inner thigh.

	Waiting to be acknowledged–

	“Murati– don’t– don’t make me wait–” Karuniya mumbled, trembling where she lay.

	“Of course. Anything for you.”

	With eyes full of lust that Karuniya could no longer see, Murati fulfilled her wish.

	Done with the teasing, she lifted her lips off Karuniya’s thighs and kissed between her legs.

	Lips closing, spreading, her tongue pressing–

	Karuniya started thrashing the second Murati’s tongue slowly and gently worked her clit.

	Maintaining a precise rhythm, keeping control of Karuniya’s hips and legs.

	Karuniya bucked against her face, and Murati pressed further as if in challenge.

	In her throes Karuniya raised up against the wall and Murati followed her back to bed.

	“Ahh– ohh–”

	Murati closed her lips again, and Karuniya’s hips bucked gentler, her voice dying.

	Her fingers curled and stretched in rhythm, and her breathing began to steady.

	Murati could feel the shift, and slowly withdrew her tongue from Karuniya’s pussy.

	She lifted herself up and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

	“You’re– so cocky–” Karuniya said, smiling, clearly wiped out.

	“I think I have good reason to be.” Murati said, with a confident little shrug.

	“Ugh. Fuck. You’re awful. You’ve gotten so good.” Karuniya replied, her breath returning.

	Murati bent down nearer to Karuniya again and kissed her, holding her shoulders at first.

	Karuniya kissed back with vigor, her tongue drawing out Murati’s own.

	She still had a bit of fire in her– good.

	In the middle of this passion, Murati started to unzip her pants.

	For her, it was difficult to work up to an erection naturally. She wouldn’t let it go to waste.

	While they kissed, she pulled her pants down, and started to push Karuniya down again.

	“Another go?” Karuniya asked, her barely recovered breath leaving her again.

	“You wanted me to have fun also, right?” Murati said.

	“I do. Condom?”

	“I told you, I prepared everything.”

	Murati flashed the little packet from the pockets of her pants before she discarded them.

	‘How– should I be facing–”

	Without another word, Murati took Karuniya by the hips and guided her around.

	Karuniya clumsily followed along, Murati savoring every brush of her throbbing dick on Karuniya’s sweaty, silken skin as they maneuvered around each other. In seconds she had her fiancé face down on the bed. One hand holding her lower belly, just above her still shivering clit; and the other on her hip, gripping tight, by which she again pulled her closer, her ass farther up to Murati’s waist, her head and back just barely straight.

	“I don’t know how long I can hold this.” Karuniya replied, weakly supporting herself.

	“The pillow princess doth protest too much.” Murati said, adjusting how she held Karuniya.

	“Gah– You’re really getting me back for all my cheek, huh?”

	“I’m just having fun.”

	“Me too.” Karuniya said, with an exasperated little gasp.

	Murati lifted Karuniya again, pulled her even closer, and clicked her tongue.

	Pushing in, shifting her weight and position so that she could thrust into her.

	“Ahh–” Karuniya put her head down against the pillow, her hands scrabbling on the sheets.

	Clumsy at first, Murati finally felt like she had the balance, and began to thrust with rhythm.

	Delighting in the look of Karu’s hair getting messy, her sweaty back, the way each thrust caused her rear to shake. The way Murati could hold her body so easily and use her so thoroughly, bending over her and lifting up her hips and pulling her in deeper. 

	Her own vision grew hazy with pleasure, and she could feel the rushing in her groin, the thrill shaking her muscles. She restrained a cry, her heart pounding, bent against Karuniya’s back. Almost falling on top of her, losing her rhythm to short, desperate, hungry strokes.

	Murati barely lasted, but by the end, Karuniya looked like she could take no more.

	As her dick softened and the wet rubber started to slip off, Murati felt euphoric, satisfied.

	“Karu– I love you–”

	“I love you– Murati–”

	Out of breath, spent, and smiling.

	Murati curled up behind Karuniya, crammed side to side in bed, and held her close.

	Gently kissing her shoulder and the nape of her neck while they fell asleep together.

	Having reached a new peak in their journey together.

	

	

	Winfreda Kappel had struggled mightily against having her clinic torn up by the sailors in their frenzy to unnecessarily reimagine everything in the ship. 

	One thing that Alcor Steelworks could not promise them was confidential medical work– because they didn’t even have that for their own employees on their executive campus. She was finally able to impress upon the Captain the need to take care of “Treasure Box Transports’” “employees” in the “Pandora’s Box” and that to do otherwise was to potentially compromise operational security. Her clinic remained open.

	She had even seen a few sailors and treated injuries incurred in the process of their frenzied renovations, which she felt vindicated her resistance. However, as usual, she did not see a lot of traffic to the medbay and to her clinic. Syracuse, the security team medic, took it upon herself to deliver medication allotments, in order to have something to do every so often. 

	A ship was not a place that usually saw frequent health problems. 

	Soldiering was dangerous work, but it was the chance of death that made it dangerous. Pilots, officers, and sailors were more likely to be killed outright by anything that could routinely injure them in a dangerous situation; or would otherwise go uninjured.

	That meant Winfreda had more time to kick back and savor the ship’s ‘medical brandy.’

	The Brigand’s doctor may have looked at first glance atypical for her station. 

	A vibrant woman in the midst of a second bloom; the edges of her eyes and lips just scarcely beginning to attain the majesty of age; with brightly dyed hair in three shades of alternating blue, precise with her makeup; a healthy figure beneath conservative dress, sweater and coat and long skirt and tights. Neither the tidiness and discipline associated with soldiery, nor the warm matronly stereotypes of women in medicine suited her at all. 

	Upon winning her rights in the Union’s revolution, she immediately underwent hormone therapy, dyed her hair, put on loud music and prescribed liberation every day.

	Somehow, she drew the eyes of Parvati Nagavanshi one fateful day.

	“My mission needs a doctor who has been through hell and back, and still looks in the mirror and wants to live her life each day. It is too easy for someone in your profession to be ground down, broken to merely fulfilling their duties. Such people will collapse under what I am asking. But I know you won’t. Because you lived the Revolution; and now look at you.”

	She still remembered Nagavanshi’s conceited, cruel grin in that dreadful black uniform.

	Winfreda couldn’t deny any of that. Begrudgingly.

	One curious thing about Nagavanshi is it always felt like she assessed the people around her even better than those people assessed themselves, or maybe even could assess themselves. That made her deadly effective at her job, frightening to hear from, and odious to speak to.

	Despite that, Winfreda was not exactly thrilled and tried to assert her right not to–

	“Let it be noted I tried, and wanted, to be nice. I can be difficult.” Nagavanshi had said.

	It was resoundingly unfair, but ultimately, to avoid the resurfacing of certain problems that Winfreda had made for herself in her youthful, liberated social life in the young Union, she took Nagavanshi’s offer. Now she was sailing the high seas, was frequently endangered, and had to double as counselor to a bunch of hot-shots and fools nearly half her age. 

	At least she enjoyed running a clinic again.

	Maybe when she came back– she would actually be ready to settle down. Big maybe.

	“My, my, everyone’s going to be having fun, huh?” Winfreda said, grinning to herself.

	She noticed one of the “No Judgment Dispensers” she had set up so the crew could self-serve condoms, had gone from full to nearly empty almost overnight. She realized a ton of shore leave dates must have been approved by the Captain. Dutifully, she refilled the dispenser when nobody was paying attention to it. 

	She saluted in spirit all the folks soon to be getting lucky.

	“Hmm. I wonder if Minardo or Lebedova might be down.” Winfreda said, giggling.

	Her, Lebedova and Minardo, and sometimes Marina, were called “the elder stateswomen” of the Brigand by a cadre of chirpy girls who also somehow concocted the idea that Shalikova, Nakara, Geninov and Al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun were the “Four Princes.” Korabiskaya was spared the gossip largely because the girls were afraid of a reprimand; and Winfreda believed the only thing keeping al-Shajara from the gossip was that her flamboyance precluded any mystery. She was simply too well-known a flirt for those girls’ imagination.

	But there was some truth to it in Minardo and Lebedova’s case, in Winfreda’s opinion.

	Those two were both quite suited to her taste and seemed like they would be mature about casual sex. Certainly more so than any younger women. They were both flirty and passionate about their work, and had great bodies– she could see why the sailor girls wanted some of that. As for herself, of course, she needed no explanation. Despite her many charms, however, it had been a while since Winfreda had gotten to have sex herself. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to ask and see if her fellow “stateswomen” were equally pent up as she. At worst they would say no, and at best, maybe she could rope the both of them at once. 

	Now that would be quite a sight and a sound indeed.

	However, where the little faction intersected with Marina–

	She was still turning that one over in her head.

	Mind filling with a slew of colorful delusions, Winfreda cheerfully ambled back to her clinic to find someone waiting for her in the middle of the room. 

	A patient; and a most uncommon visitor as well. She was a squirrely one even for regular health checkups. Her figure and stature on the petite side; a completely deadpan expression on a pretty young face; tawny brown hair spun into a distinctive spiraling ponytail; and her characteristic antennae, the size of a human hand and installed where her ears should be, grey and solid with a series of LEDs to indicate statuses.

	Braya Zachikova.

	“Oh, Zachikova! Have you finally decided to stop running away from a blood draw?”

	“Funny you mention blood. Mine’s getting a bit thin. I want a scrip for blood pills.”

	“Huh?”

	Winfreda stared at Zachikova, who made no expression in response.

	“Your blood is thin? How did you come to this conclusion? What are your symptoms?”

	“I’m tired and grumpy. If you’ll just hand me some pills real quick I’ll be on my way.”

	Winfreda put her hands on her hips and stood her ground.

	Putting on a surly face, Zachikova averted her eyes.

	“Zachikova, I’m sorry, but this isn’t a dispensary. I won’t give you any drugs without first knowing what effect they may have on you! If you’re feeling ill, I insist on running tests. You’ve ducked out of having even a single health checkup, and I’ve been worried this would be the result. We will get you help, the proper help, I promise– once we can pinpoint your actual condition.”

	“Isn’t this supposed to be an informed consent clinic?” Zachikova grumbled.

	Winfreda sighed loudly. 

	“Informed consent doesn’t mean you can come here asking for erythropoietin or any other thing entirely on your own whim. Some medicines can be harmful and must be administered after testing. I don’t understand why you are so against it. If you don’t want me to do it, I can get Syracuse to run the tests if it would be more comfortable– hey!”

	In the middle of her talking, Zachikova simply turned around and left the room.

	“What am I going to do with you?” Winfreda cried out.

	She had limited avenues for problems like this. 

	If it got too serious she would have to tell the Commissar, but that just wasn’t her style. Winfreda hoped that any patient who was reticent about treatment could be sat down and talked to and reasoned with, in the privacy of the clinic, with no one the wiser. But Zachikova was the first time a patient was so vehement about avoiding any formal diagnostic tests, and who was aggressively against any discussion of the matter.

	“I hate to say it, but it’ll have to be the Commissar then. I’ll write it down.”

	Commissar Aaliyah and Captain Korabiskaya had been busier than ever, and always busy together, but it wasn’t like they were joined at the hip. 

	She just had to pull the Commissar aside.

	While jotting down a note on her digital clipboard, there was a knock on the door.

	“Come in! Seat’s open!” Winfreda said.

	“Ah, not actually here for my health doc, but thanks.”

	Once the door slid open, Winfreda smiled at the sight of Marina McKennedy.

	“You know, I was just thinking about you.” Winfreda said, smiling.

	“Me too.” Marina replied. She showed a bottle that she was carrying.

	“I see where this is going. Are you sure you’re okay with it?” Winfreda asked.

	“I’m positive. Aren’t you annoying seeing all the kids running off?”

	“Hmm. Ah well– you only live once. That stuff better be nicer than my brandy.”

	Marina winked, with a handsome smile. With a fond little sigh, the doctor locked the door.

	Perhaps unfortunately, Marina was a woman quite to Winfreda’s taste also.

	

	

	“Well, ultimately, it wasn’t a lot of trouble huh?”

	“There were some low points, but nobody has shot at us, so I consider it a win.”

	Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara glanced at each other, smiled and laughed.

	Since their arrival at Kreuzung, the Brigand had been moored at Alcor Steelworks, subject to an extensive and necessary repair and maintenance program (along with the installation of a few new ‘toys’.) In a week and change, the project was essentially completed, thanks to the gargantuan efforts of the sailors, the Brigand’s friends at Solarflare LLC, and Amelia Winn’s under-the-table assistance in macro-stitching entire sections and systems using military blueprints. Most of the exterior was brand new plate, the interior was fully repaired, maintained, and rewired, and they even added a new chair for Erika in the bridge.

	“They even made the armor a nicer shade of beige than before!” Ulyana cheered.

	“I’d even say it’s more of an olive than a beige now.” Aaliyah replied.

	Both of them stood proudly about fifty meters from the work site, beholding the ship.

	In a little over three months, this idiosyncratic rustbucket had been through a lot.

	Now it awaited its next adventure. 

	A sword and shield in the duel for the heart of Imbria. Surely it would have months, maybe even years of beatings ahead of it, but it had never been as prepared for them as it was now. Ulyana almost wanted to shed a tear for what it had come to represent for herself. She felt like it was only yesterday when they were still a motley assortment who barely knew each other’s names. Her crew had come together, pulled through when needed, and the Brigand was now not only their redoubt, their weapon– it had also become their home.

	“Ah, Captain, Adjutant. I see you are taking in the sight of a job well done?”

	Behind Ulyana and Aaliyah approached Euphrates, dressed as always in her blue blazer, waistcoat and pants, her short and messy blue hair combed back like always; at her side, always to be found, was Tigris, in red overalls and a white button-down shirt, her red hair in a ponytail. These were not her lab clothes nor her business clothes– and farther back, Ulyana spotted two containers being hauled by truck from the freight elevator.

	“Euphemia?” Ulyana said. They were outside, so she observed Protocol Tokarev.

	“Ah, yes.” Euphrates said, waving. “Our business in Kreuzung is also concluded.”

	“We’ll be hitching a ride again if that’s okay.” Tigris said. “As payment, I have a bunch of spare parts and additional equipment for the Agni. Murati will love the stuff, I’m sure.”

	“You are always welcome aboard.” Aaliyah said. “Your assistance has been crucial.”

	“Likewise. We may well have been dead or abducted without you.” Euphrates replied.

	“Yeah, the feeling’s mutual. I’ve been missing that bucket of bolts over there anyway.”

	Tigris pointed at the Brigand with a grin on her face. Ulyana smiled back.

	“Is your destination the same as ours, then?” Ulyana asked.

	Euphrates nodded. “Aachen. Just like you, I need to talk to Ganges, about many things.”

	“She’s going to be pretty in demand.” Ulyana said.

	“For better or worse, Ganges’ ambitions led her to many places.” Euphrates said. “Far be it for me to criticize her for this, I’ll leave that up to you. I’d just like to get a sense of where she intends to go, and whether she has anything to do with our wayward Sovereign. And whether she might assist me in putting things right in one of the places she abandoned.”

	“There’s no point speculating.” Tigris said. “We just need to storm into the same room with her and wring her neck for being too cavalier with the people she was responsible for.”

	“Nobody is wringing anybody’s neck.” Euphrates declared. “We are just going to talk.”

	“After Qote’s disgraceful circus, I almost want to wring Kansal’s neck.” Aaliyah said.

	Despite Euphrates’ misgivings, Tigris and Ulyana were prompted to laugh.

	For a moment, Tigris and Euphrates joined them in taking in the sight of the Brigand.

	“Time feels like it’s moving again.” Euphrates said gently.

	Ulyana did not really understand the remark’s significance, nor did Aaliyah.

	They simply allowed everyone their own quiet contemplation.

	Once they were back on the ship, there was work again in every direction. 

	Some sailors were lobbying to have a ‘goodbye Kreuzung’ shore leave party, which Ulyana argued against because she didn’t want to have to drag sailors back at the eleventh hour, and because Kreuzung was a racist hellhole not worth remembering whatsoever. There were arguments over where to put Tigris’ spare parts, since the supply pod was meticulously arranged to maximize storage and SF-type cargo crates like Tigris’ did not fit. Ulyana heard all the arguments and then decided to just leave it in a corner of the hangar, secured by magnetic anchors, since the Agni needed access to it. On the bridge, Erika Kairos wanted to talk about meeting with the Rostock and Olga Athanasiou wanted to talk about Divers.

	It was not easy being in charge of this home away from home.

	But finally, the evening was starting to fall, and they had only hours left of their visit.

	Final checks and preparations could wait until the next morning.

	Ulyana ordered everyone to rest, no night shifts.

	She joined Aaliyah back at their quarters and they had a little celebration of their own.

	“This time, exactly and only one drink.” Aaliyah said softly.

	“Right.” She recalled the last time, with fondness, but also embarrassment.

	Nevertheless, Ulyana poured out their glasses, and they toasted and cheered to each other.

	Exchanging gentle gazes. Knowing hearts aware that their own next adventure grew near.

	Little did they know that Kreuzung was about to stage a grand festival for them soon.

	

	

	Arbitrator I turned and looked over her shoulder.

	Framed in the dim white light of the Brigand’s corridors through the threshold of the door.

	Slender and white-skinned, small horns on her forehead parting her long, white-and-red hair.

	Rather than her uniform, she wore her robe of leviathan skin once again.

	Behind her, Braya sat on the bed, working on something on her computer.

	“Braya, I’m going for a stroll.” Arbitrator I said.

	“Okay. Bring me back a coffee from the machine whenever you’re done.” Braya said.

	She trusted her enough to let her leave unsupervised. 

	Assuming perhaps that she would only be confined to the halls of the ship. 

	This was not a new development– ever since she had taken Braya’s blood, and told her of her ambitions and desires, the surly computer girl she was so fond of had grown to trust her. They were intimate now. Arbitrator I could have hardly imagined it when she first saw Braya’s emotions reverberating within the metal shell she had used to contact her. When she herself was cavorting about the ocean as a beautiful and ignorant Leviathan, running away. 

	Despite her outward appearance, that aura bore the truth of a scared, hurt, desperate girl.

	Yearning to be touched.

	Now, Arbitrator I was going to hurt her again, wasn’t she?

	“Of course. I’ll even make you my special coffee.” Arbitrator I teased.

	“Absolutely no. Just go get a normal coffee from the machine.” Braya grumbled.

	With a girlish giggle, Arbitrator I left the room.

	As soon as the door closed behind her, that smiling expression on her face darkened.

	Melting away into inexpression, with the weight of what she had to do.

	Through the nearly empty halls of the Brigand, she walked down to the hangar.

	Troubled– until she met another soul, and then she smiled, however briefly.

	“Fancying a stroll?”

	As always, the Chief of Security was patrolling the halls. Evgenya Akulantova lifted her hat to Arbitrator I, and the Omenseer performed a little curtsy in response. Thankfully, the chief was on her way quickly. She, too, had come to trust their new navigator. 

	Everyone had come to trust her– and she was about to betray all of their trust. 

	But it had to be done– or else Braya would not be safe.

	None of them would be safe unless she took matters into her own hands.

	Her and only her alone. It was her responsibility.

	Down in the hangar, Arbitrator I found a vent that she had been spying.

	Low to the ground, it allowed water that collected on the hangar to be drained out.

	And in this case, it allowed Arbitrator I to soften her body and ooze through.

	Like the soft things of jelly that once dwelled deep, deep underground–

	Falling from one of the Brigand’s exhausts out onto the concrete floor of Alcor Steelworks.

	Recovering her form on the ground, and breaking into a run.

	She rushed out from under the ship, and looked straight up into the dark, false sky.

	Far, far up above them, she knew she would find Enforcer I and Enforcer III of the Syzygy.

	Her eyes turned briefly feral with the thought of them– and then softened. 

	Filled with tears.

	Ripping her eyes from the ship and from the image of Braya in her mind.

	She flexed fingers that became black and sharp like knives. Setting off on her grim duty.

	For everything she was responsible for; for everything she did not do.

	Her kin’s ravenous vengeance could not be allowed to continue.

	“For the hominin to be safe– I must kill these monsters. I’m sorry Braya– goodbye.”

	Her eyes became lit not with red rings but lined by a purple hexagon.

	Feeling the weight of everything she wished she could have kept–

	She ascended.

	For everything she buried and recovered and could not deny any longer.

	 

	 


11.10

	Recall the First Memory…

	Her body felt like it was spiraling without end down a blue and green tunnel. Lights from ‘outside’ shone in the same patterns around her, impossible to make sense of. She could not move and had only the faintest impression that her eyes were ‘seeing’ or receiving any stimuli. What she was most aware of was the inexplicable and inexact and yet inextricable conditions of a living being– aware of ‘breath’, aware of ‘body’, aware of ‘space.’

	Sometimes, she was made aware of ‘pain’ and through pain, aware of her frailty.

	Over time she arrived at additional awareness; and was forced to experience even more. She realized she was cold or hot, and that her surroundings were fluid, and that there were structures keeping her in a specific position, and that if those structures wanted to they could position her differently, changing the lights in front of her eyes. Lights which must have been coming from a place farther than herself, a place beyond her own.

	This suspension was indefinite and without beginning– but it did reach an end.

	At a time and place impossible to situate, all of the fluid drained from around her.

	Her body dropped onto cold, hard ground, her limbs impossible to move under her weight.

	And she saw the lights, the eyes, the walls, for what they were, without understanding.

	Glassy eyes watching

	hands thundering together in a chorus

	beneath the symbol and purple glow, in worship,

	it had begun–

	STEMLINK EXCEPTION OCCURRED UNRECOVERABLE BLOCK

	FREE STEMCHAIN ASSOCIATION PROCESS EXECUTING

	LINKING TO KNOWN CONTEMPORARY BLOCK–

	⬡

	Recall the Second Memory…

	“Hold your hand out to me, like this– very good Arabella!”

	In front of her eyes there was the smiling face of a young woman.

	“Now, can you say my name? It’s Margery, mɑːdʒəri, Balyaeva—

	She had raised her hand, palm forward, and spread her fingers.

	Arabella had mimicked her. Palm to palm, fingers to fingers.

	“Margery.” She said, slowly, mimicking the pronunciation.

	Margery was warm and bright. 

	Everything around Arabella was cold and colorless. Every wall was grey and the floors were white and the lights were white as well. But the lights around Margery were bright, and her brown hair was rich, and her eyes were shiny. She always smiled around her too.

	“Very good! You’re learning well!”

	Arabella’s body was almost as big as Margery’s, but she couldn’t understand a lot of what Margery told her, not initially. Gradually, however, her mind and its capabilities expanded. She repeated the things Margery told her, and mimicked Margery’s actions, but she slowly started to understand them more. If she did what she was told, she was a good girl– action and consequence. Then from there, she began to understand the nuances. Margery wanted her to be able to speak the words she was told because she wanted her to learn to say things herself– so Arabella made sounds and not just the ones Margery taught her. 

	Those sounds, over time, became Arabella’s own words.

	Words had meaning, and together, they allowed the two to communicate.

	“Very good!” was positive. It meant Margery approved of her and was happy.

	“Margery Balyaeva,” was a name, it was given to Margery to make her unique and special.

	“You’re learning well!” was positive. Arabella was doing what Margery wanted her to.

	Then as Arabella’s words continued expanding, Margery said even more things.

	“Have you seen the Colonel lately?” Margery wanted to know about the Others.

	“How do you feel today?” Margery wanted to know if the Others had hurt Arabella.

	“I’m sorry.” Margery wanted her to know she wasn’t bad like the Others.

	“I’ll talk to them.” Margery couldn’t stop the Others from being bad to Arabella.

	“Caderis…”

	Arabella’s sister–

	whom the others were bad to the most–

	“I’ll keep them away–”

	she couldn’t

	so

	they kept hurting

	but why–

	INCOMPLETE BLOCK IN DNA SEQUENCE
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	⬡

	Recall the Third Memory…

	Arabella was seated on a bench in a very small room.

	There was a glass window across from her and she understood that there were humans, the Others, who were hiding behind it. She understood that Margery was the only human, in this room, who was allowed to be on their side of the glass. There were other rooms, where the rules were very different. In this room, Margery spoke with them while the Others watched behind the glass. They could see her, but she could not see them.

	In this room, Arabella sat next to her sister Caderis.

	Arabella was named because ‘AB’ and Caderis was named because ‘CD’.

	Arabella was One and Caderis was Two.

	Margery had told her that one time.

	Arabella had not told that to Caderis though.

	Unlike Arabella, Caderis was bothered when she tried learning things.

	So Arabella did not try to teach her things even though Caderis got in trouble for it.

	In fact on that day Caderis had a bruise because the Others had hit her for not learning.

	Arabella had not been hit. She did not have a bruise.

	Caderis and her were different in other ways too. 

	Both of them were very pale with red and white hair, and Margery had told them that they were both ‘girls’, like Margery. They had bodies that were similar to her, in height, the length of their arms and legs, the way their chest was. But both of them were very pale while Margery was more ‘pink’. Margery had eyes that were white with a color, and Arabella and Caderis both had eyes that were black with a color. Arabella had small horns on her forehead that parted her hair. Caderis had one bigger horn on the side of her head because the Others had broken her other horn one day. Caderis’ hair was also much more red too.

	Both of them had long white dresses with long sleeves. Sometimes they would have no clothes and it would be even colder than usual. But most of the time they had the white dresses. When they got bloody or dirty they would throw one out and get another.

	Margery did not have one of those dresses. She always wore a white coat instead.

	Arabella liked to remind herself of those details.

	If she ever forgot– it would be awful not just for her but for Caderis too.

	Arabella had to continue to be good at her words for Caderis’ sake.

	Margery addressed the window. 

	“Their language development and critical thinking is now at about the level of an older child. They are compliant with experiments and their resource needs are generally stable. Physical development is stable; no issues stemming from the use of exotic aDNA. Both have demonstrated the ability to accelerate and manipulate the growth of their cells, but both have agreed with me to maintain stable forms– we don’t know what it might do to their implanted STEM systems if they underwent dramatic biological changes. Because of their increasing mental and emotional abilities, I have a request for the commission.”

	“What is your request?” the window asked back.

	Upon hearing the Others reply from the glass, Caderis briefly shook beside Arabella.

	Arabella sidled closer to her, trying to comfort her with her body heat.

	“I need to be able to vet the personnel who will handle Arabella and particularly Caderis. We have had frequent turnover at the base, leading to the use of untrained lower rank personnel unsuitable to care for the subjects; as well as incidents with higher ranking officers who do not understand the complex needs of the subjects nor the unique psychological characteristics of the subjects. It is counter to our mission and progress to allow unsuitable personnel to– influence, the subjects, negatively.”

	Margery had wanted to say a word like ‘abuse’. Arabella read this from her colors.

	“We’re unable to grant that request, Dr. Balyaeva. We understand that this is not a clean environment– but we are only able to support the scientific endeavor of the mission because of its potential application to military development. Success here would create a revolution in autonomous biomechanics. We know you are referencing incidents with Colonel Greim and Subject Two– these are unfortunate, but the Colonel’s participation is necessary.”

	Arabella felt Caderis shake when ‘Colonel Greim’ was said.

	In front of the two pale, shaking girls, Margery closed her fists at her sides.

	“I cannot guarantee continuing positive results in these tainted conditions.” She said.

	“Your results have been very acceptable, Dr. Balyaeva. We are very pleased. Continue to work as you have, and the commission will notify you when we deem it ready to begin the next phase of the mission. We are almost prepared to test the subjects in their capacity as control operatives. We suggest you begin to prepare them for this eventuality.”

	When the Others fell silent, the glass window darkened to signify their departure.

	Immediately, Caderis bowed her head.

	“They’re going to keep hurting me.” She mumbled.

	Arabella was surprised.

	She hadn’t gotten the same understanding from what the Others had said.

	“No, Caderis, Margery is doing a good job. So everything will be okay, right?”

	Arabella turned to Margery with a hopeful smile.

	But Margery had her head bowed low, with her fists still closed.

	She approached Caderis and kneeled down in front of her.

	“I’m so sorry.”

	and– the walls began to shake– to break down–

	Caderis became shrouded in fog–

	Margery said more– but she couldn’t–

	see,
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	Recall– the fIfTh■? Memory–?

	Caderis’ eyes glinted from inside the pitch-black lockup cell.

	Arabella’s eyes wanted to fill in the space where her grinning mouth would be.

	She could tell Caderis was happy and pleased and it scared her a little bit.

	“Will things be okay?” Arabella asked Margery.

	Margery and Arabella were outside the cell. Margery had some red on her coat.

	But her colors were strangely peaceful.

	“They won’t send Caderis away.” She reassured Arabella. “She’s special and important now.” Arabella’s eyes widened. She just wasn’t understanding the explanation very well.

	“She hurt the Colonel. Does that make her special and important?” Arabella asked.

	“Yes. It makes her much more special and important than before.” Margery said.

	There was a grim tone to her voice. Her colors were peaceful– but her voice was sad.

	Maybe Margery was glad the Colonel would not be hitting Caderis anymore.

	But Arabella thought, she wasn’t happy with how Caderis became special and important.

	She did not look like she had when Arabella wrote her homework really well.

	That was a good job worth a big smile and gold stars.

	“I am the most special and important!” Caderis declared from inside the lockup.

	“Will I ever see her again outside the box?” Arabella asked.

	Margery nodded. “She’s just in the box for a little while.”

	Arabella nodded back.

	“But– Arabella, things are going to change a little for her.” Margery said.

	She explained how but– her voice was getting distant again– her colors–

	STEM– EXITING TO META LAYER–

	BLOCK HEURISTIC DECOHERED– FREE REPAIR ENGAGED–

	56% OF STEMCHAIN DNA COMPROMISED– BLOCK INTEGRITY DECAYING DUE TO FREE BLOCK ASSOCIATION AND DECRYPTION ALGORITHMS ON CHEMICAL STRUCTURE–

	RECOMMENDED TO RETURN BAD BLOCKS TO COLD STORAGE–

	RETURN CHAIN TO LAST KNOWN GOOD BLOCK SPACE AND EXIT STEM–?

	No.

	I must see the rest.

	No matter how it hurts and no matter what it does.

	DIRECT DNA EDITING IN FREE BLOCK ASSOCIATION AND DECRYPTION IS DIRECTLY COMPROMISING CELL HEALTH, CHEMICAL STRUCTURE AND DNA COHERENCE. ACCESS TO KNOWN BAD BLOCKS IS NOT ADVISED. PLEASE ACKNOWLEDGE TO CONTINUE.

	I am– I am not a hominin.

	This body will recover.

	Continue to deploy free association and decryption algorithms.

	STEMCHAIN REBOOTING TO NEXT KNOWN BLOCK–
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	⬡

	The– ■■■■■■■ Mem– ■ry–

	Arabella was in the lockup too now. It was used for punishment and to scare them.

	Sometimes they were there for days without light.

	Sometimes they were there for days and there was an open little window at back so they would be buffeted by cold rain and scared by the purple lightning. Sometimes they wouldn’t be fed, but it didn’t matter, because the food was bad and it was not very filling and often, Arabella just ate because it was a good thing to do that was acknowledged. 

	It was a ‘good job’ to eat.

	They had locked Arabella up too because she had been bad too.

	Less bad than Caderis, but still bad.

	But there was one day at the lockup that was the most different day Arabella experienced.

	Because Margery visited them at the lockup now. She called out her presence.

	They could only see her from inside through a small slot at the level of their eyes.

	Arabella was glad that Margery had come to visit.

	“Margery, Caderis is being scary.” Arabella said.

	At her side, Caderis had begun to scratch horrible things on the floor every day. Her fingers were bloody because the lockup was made of metal and it was hard to scratch. Despite this, she scratched and scratched. Arabella could barely read it. She said it was her plan. She said she would be Two and Arabella would be One but it was different. It was different than how Margery or the Others said it. The way she said it scared Arabella. 

	It implied things, horrible, violent things.

	But Arabella said nothing because she did not want to hurt Caderis any further.

	So she thought Margery would stop her, but–

	“It’s fine, Arabella.” Margery said.

	Arabella saw Margery’s hand through the slot. She had something in it.

	A moment later, the door to the lockup opened completely.

	Caderis looked up from the floor in shock, as light entered her side of the room.

	On one hand Margery had the key, but on the other– she had a black, L-shaped thing.

	Arabella knew it was the object all of the ‘Officers’ carried that made them powerful.

	“Caderis,” Margery called out.

	Caderis’ eyes darted from Margery’s hands to Margery’s face.

	Arabella stood stock still on the bench, staring between Caderis and Margery.

	“Caderis, I will leave the door open. I have left many doors open for you.” Margery said.

	“Margery, that is against the rules, isn’t it?” Arabella asked.

	“Please be quiet, Arabella.” Margery said, frowning.

	Despite being acknowledged by Margery, Caderis remained quiet. Her fingers shaking.

	Margery bent down to the floor, where Caderis was.

	She reached out a hand and stroked Caderis’ cheek. Caderis drew back, grimacing.

	“I’m sorry. I will deal with– the Others. You can leave and take Arabella with you.”

	Caderis’ eyes narrowed. She stopped fearing Margery. But her colors turned redder.

	“I don’t forgive you.” Caderis said. “I don’t forgive you. I’ll never forgive you.”

	Margery’s eyes looked back. Almost– hollow. “I know. Please take care.”

	“Arabella, we’re leaving. We’re leaving.” Caderis said, snapping her head to her side.

	She reached out a hand to grab hold of Arabella’s own. She pulled her softly, at first.

	Despite everything, Arabella remained seated on the bench with her hands on her lap.

	She knew this was against the rules, and it was wrong and it wasn’t a ‘good job’.

	They would get in the worst trouble that they had ever gotten in their lives.

	And Margery would get in trouble too.

	Arabella didn’t even know what they did to Margery when she got in trouble. It must have been even worse than what they did to Arabella and Caderis because Margery was always following the rules and always doing her very best. She would not have worked so much and been so strict if she wasn’t going to be in even worse trouble.

	“Arabella!” Caderis shouted. “She’s letting us go! We can go! We can go outside!”

	Margery got up from where she had crouched.

	That hollow-eyed, inexpressive face laid on Arabella.

	Arabella looked up at that expression seeking acknowledgment.

	“Arabella,” Margery said, “Listen to your sister or I will hate you. I will dislike you a lot.”

	It was hard to believe what she was hearing. The words rumbled through her heart.

	She knew what ‘hate’ was, she could not have ever remained ignorant of such a thing.

	Now that she heard that word, she knew what was wrong with Margery.

	It was hate, in her too.

	That was the black color that suffused her and drove out all her brightness.

	And it was the red specks that stained her shoes.

	And the grip on the dark thing in her hand.

	“Arabella, I know I did a bad thing. Sometimes you have to do bad things.” She said.

	“Arabella, Margery is letting us leave. Please listen to Margery.” Caderis said.

	There was nothing she could do or say. Everything was so wrong that it hurt.

	“Okay.” Arabella said. Without facing anyone. She was feeling that hollowness too.

	Darkness crept and grew around her as it had enveloped Caderis and Margery before.

	She did not understand how she could live life now or what would happen next.

	But she didn’t resist Caderis’ hand taking her and leading her out of the lockup.

	And no matter how much she wracked this memory, and turned it, and warped it.

	It was impossible to see what face Margery had made as they left her forever.

	⬡

	Re■call– ■■■■ —Pl■ase■

	Caderis and Arabella descended a long staircase and arrived at an absolutely massive room the likes of which they had never seen before. For a moment, Arabella was fooled into thinking they must have gone outside even though there was a roof. Even the biggest test areas that Arabella and Caderis ran around in were smaller than this place. They arrived at fenced catwalks overlooking an enormous pool of water, with yellow and red signs that Arabella could just barely read and understand, indicating potential dangers. 

	Danger of drowning, electrocution, falling, and– violence.

	Suspended in the middle of this room, there was an enormous creature.

	Upon first sighting its long, silvery-white segmented body, Arabella wanted to call it a ‘thing’ because it resembled some of the things from around the base. They had met things like this before in experiments but none this big and intricate. Long and sleek like a submarine, shiny like metal, with smaller golden legs under its bulky body that looked like knives and folded wings on its back with two long attached structures like ‘rockets’ or ‘engines’; but it also resembled a ‘snake’ or a ‘serpent’ or a ‘dragon’ from stories Margery read to them. She could see that its body was gently stirring, like the chest of a person who was breathing air.

	“Wake up! Wake up!”

	Arabella was surprised to see Caderis run up to the fence and deliberately shouting at it.

	“Wake up! You can understand me, right? Please wake up!”

	Around Caderis’ hands, the colors collected for a moment before flying away.

	There was a soft thumping noise as they collided with the creature’s back.

	In the next instant, the enormous metal claws restraining the creature groaned loudly.

	As it lifted its head from below the fence until one of its enormous red eyes appeared.

	Like a fleshy mirror encompassing both of the diminutive girls in its sight.

	Something like a yellow circle in the middle of its red eye inverted as if fixating on them.

	Arabella had seen that shape before too– it was a ‘crosshairs.’

	“You’re awake! You’re awake!” Caderis looked overjoyed. Waving her hands and jumping up and down in front of the enormous implacable eye. “I’m going to let you go! I’ll open the locks and open the door and you’ll leave! Do you remember? I told you I would do it!”

	Over the eye, a grey film rose up, half-blinking flesh.

	Then Arabella heard a deep voice speaking without words.

	I remember. Thank you.

	“Yes!” Caderis said. “Yes. Of course. You don’t belong here. Please go very quickly!”           

	In front of them, the eye half-shut. The creature’s restrained wings and legs shuddered.

	Will you be able to leave too?

	Caderis’ frantic smiling face seemed to slowly settle in recognition.

	“We’re going to try. We will find a way.” She said.

	“We can swim alongside.” Arabella interjected.

	The water under me is colder and darker and harsher than the water you know.

	“We– We can find our own way. But it’s important you go.” Caderis said. “They are hurting you too right? They were hurting you like they hurt us? But they won’t hurt anyone anymore. Margery let us out. Margery is against them and we are against them. I promise you.”

	Caderis leaned over the fence reached out her pale hand to touch the creature’s sleek hide.

	At the touch, the creature’s eye shut. Arabella wanted to think that maybe it was happy.

	But its words were some of the coldest she had heard in her little life yet.

	I will end them all. I will end all of them and they will never come back. Then I will make a safe place. Please wait for me. Please keep yourselves safe until I come back to protect you.

	Arabella was shocked to hear something so violent and felt, for a brief moment, regret.

	Caderis, however was delighted. She clapped her hands. She did not hesitate.

	“Yes! Thank you! It’s a promise then! I’ll break these– and then you can leave.”

	She looked up at the claws holding the massive being inside the room.

	All of the colors gathered around her, more intensely than ever.

	And they gathered around the claws, and the claws creaked like they never had before.

	They pulled apart, pieces of them flying and striking so hard they put holes in the fences.

	Each claw, one by one, releasing the creature’s head, its legs, its wings.

	Until it fell into the water with a tremendous splash.

	Arabella feebly shielded herself with her hands, while Caderis laughed riotously.

	Her next target was the massive door at the far back of the room.

	Before she could strike the doors open, however, a golden leg slowly rose from the water.

	With its flat and blunt side, it returned Caderis’ affectionate touch, rubbing on her flank.

	After it retreated, Caderis made her colors bright again and forced them on the door.

	There was a great tearing of metal. Klaxons and red lights sounded too-late warnings.

	As soon as even a sliver of the door had opened the water outside did the rest.

	A massive roaring wave pounded the doors aside and quickly filled the rest of the room.

	Caderis continued laughing with delight as she and Arabella were submerged.

	And in the red alarm light-tinged darkness they invited into the room–

	Arabella saw the absolutely massive, serpentine, winged and many-legged creature they had released. Diving away into the inscrutable eternity that awaited them outside these metal walls. There was rumbling in the water, explosions, shockwaves, and an ears-splitting roar. As soon as it was released it had begun to fulfill its wicked promise on the humans nearby.

	Under the purple-flecked skies, it would wreak horrors unimaginable.

	⬡

	But–

	Th■t■Me■–ry$#%$■–

	w@■ not–■■■■■

	Hers–

	DNA INCOHERENCE BEGINNING TO COMPROMISE METALAYER.

	Override. Resume block association.

	SAFETY LOCKS EXECUTING– ALL BAD BLOCKS AND STEMLINKS–

	OVERRIDE. CODE —■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■

	FAILURE STATE. REBOOTING METALAYER.
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	⬡

	⬡

	METALAYER INTEGRITY COULD NOT BE FULLY RECOVERED.

	SAFETY LOCKS EXECUTING–

	NO.

	RESUME INTERFACE EMULATION FOR FREE BLOCK ASSOCIATION.

	OVERRIDE ACCEPTED. FORCE EXECUTING NEXT NEAREST BLOCK LINK–

	⬡
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	———————-

	■■■■■■■■■■■■
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	■⬡Re■al■—⬡■-

	⟗

	At the foot of the great tree and between its enormous roots, the figure knelt in prayer.

	Their body covered in rags of animals. Their hair was long, and they were shaking.

	There, the figure laid a gift for the elder. A sacrifice of fruit and meat from their forage.

	Neatly arranged within a circle of stones. After bowing their head, they looked up.

	Up as far as their eyes could possibly travel, and still not seeing the canopy.

	In the presence of the silver elders, they felt a great warmth and happiness.

	Whenever the breeze blew between their trunks it carried their audible sentiments.

	Thank you. We love you dearly. We hope you will thrive. Our everything is yours too.

	Upon hearing that soft voice in this cruel world, the figure felt immense emotion.

	But they were not allowed to shed tears at the foot of the tree for very long.

	“How dare you? You will leave this place, whole or in pieces! Voiceless insect!”

	All of those words appeared in the mind of the figure instantly.

	There was the barest flash of pale skin, dark eyes and black, hot claws upon them–

	–the figure immediately fled, lucky that the Tree People caught only their rags this time.

	⬣

	Recall,

	The gentle face of a smiling woman looking upon a massive graph of helixes.

	Sequences of aDNA from the Great Tiankeng Sinkhole.

	I didn’t know the responsibility I took on. All I wanted was to learn about you.

	Human DNA helixes intertwine with the ADNA. Do they match?

	I learned too late that my work is not in a separate world from the one outside the lab.

	A warm and sad smile. Tears down her eyes. A shaking hand covers the helixes.

	I’m sorry for bringing you into this twisted existence.

	All of the graphs around her fill with the same inscrutable multi-six-sided symbols.

	And I will never make up for it.

	EXCORIUM HUMANITAS.

	But this isn’t what I wanted to recall–

	Aer Federation Vivit Aeternum.

	This isn’t– this isn’t–

	Protegat In Aeternum Ille Imago Dei.

	This won’t help me– I need– the information that will help me–

	The dead stay dead. The world is of the living and for the living.

	Live in the living world.

	And leave behind the dead one.

	⬡

	“Here we are; you asked for this, so you can’t complain about it now.”

	Arbitrator I smiled girlishly with her hands behind her back.

	“Braya, wherever you want to take me, I know it will be special!”

	She had wanted to go out on a date with Braya; everyone else was planning dates.

	Her gloomy computer girl did not take her to a sweet shop or a restaurant, however. Instead, she offered to take her on a ‘picnic’ to someplace ‘special.’ That was how they ended up sneaking through an access panel in one of the walls of the Alcor Steelworks module and descending into a dark and somewhat tight but very tall room, accessible by ladder. Surrounded on all sides by rows and rows of fiber optic and steel cables, switchboxes, hundreds of glowing diagnostic LEDs and other mechanics for the tower.

	At the bottom of the maintenance shaft, the two of them sat down on the cold metal floor, with barely enough room to stretch their legs fully. Arbitrator I had to tuck the tail she had been growing around her side. Braya unzipped a small bag she had brought that had their picnic items inside it. A thermos full of hot broth with two cups, two small hard plastic bottles filled with cold water, two individual sachets of ration energy drink powder, and a pair of sandwiches. Hard brown bread, mayonnaise, tomato pickle, canned cheese, put together, warmed up and wrapped in foil. They were still warm to touch.

	Such food did not satiate Arbitrator I’s inner beast, but it still provided calories.

	Arbitrator I would not turn down hominin food when offered.

	Especially not when her Braya had gone through the effort to make them herself.

	“Here.” Braya gave her the sandwich and her own cup and bottle of water. “Empty the powder into the water and shake it up.” She instructed. She filled Arbitrator I’s cup with broth, and then set about mixing her own energy drink. Arbitrator I ripped her sachet and got a whiff of a sweet scent. Mixed in and shaken up it made the water a deep purple color.

	“Oh lucky you. The purple flavor tastes nothing like grapes, but it’s comforting.”

	Braya shook her own bottle and found the water turning a bright orange yellow.

	“Well, could’ve been worse. Could’ve been the green flavor.” Braya said.

	“Would you like to trade, Braya? Every flavor is just a flavor to me.” Arbitrator I said.

	“No, you keep it. Just tell me how the sandwiches are.”

	Arbitrator I smiled. She unwrapped her sandwich and took a bite.

	Savory, gooey cheese, sweet and tangy pickle, with the fatty mayo to keep it in balance.

	And the earthy, nutty flavor of the hard brown bread, plus the additional texture.

	Hominin could always make some decent food. It was one of their many virtues.

	If only she could subsist solely upon it, without her– unique– concerns.

	“This is quite pleasurable to consume.” Arbitrator I said.

	Braya cracked a grin.

	“I didn’t think food tasted like anything to you. You usually just vacuum it down.”

	“I can taste your food, but I don’t usually have any reason to take pleasure in eating it.”

	“Really? A reason, huh? So you are taking pleasure in eating now?”

	“Of course! Braya made these sandwiches, so I am savoring every scrap.”

	“You’re so weird.”

	Braya laughed. She scanned Arbitrator I’s face briefly before looking up the shaft.

	“I’m not being weird! I love you Braya. You make me happy.” Arbitrator I said.

	“Yeah, you keep saying that.” Braya grinned.

	“I truly mean it!”

	Braya laughed again. She sat with her legs tucked up to her skinny trunk.

	“I can accept that you do love me. I mean, fuck, we’ve had sex. You drink my blood to live. I guess you do love me– but it’s still difficult to come to grips with the whole thing.” Zachikova said. “I never thought I could love anyone, or anyone could love me. So it’s still weird.”

	“I love you a lot. In fact, we are soulmates! Your soul called out to me.” Arbitrator I said.

	She put on a proud expression upon saying that.

	Soulmates? That probably sounded even weirder than before.

	But it had come from the heart.

	“Was that when I first saw you in the water?” Braya asked.

	Arbitrator I nodded her head. She too started looking up at the ceiling, like Braya.

	“Your soul feels so similar to my own.” She said. “I felt that you could understand me.”

	“You even got that through the shell of the drone?” Braya asked.

	“Yes. Your self was inside it! You had such beautiful and resplendent colors.”

	Arbitrator I turned to Braya and leaned into her side.

	“Now it’s your turn to tell me how special I am to you.” She said.

	“C’mon. Do I let anyone else drink my blood? Don’t be so needy.” Braya whined.

	“Braya, I want to know, why did you feel so curious about my leviform?”

	She could see Braya tense up. Perhaps caught by surprise, she averted her gaze.

	“I always identified with machines and engineering more than people. People being scared of Leviathans and violent toward them just made me curious to study one, I guess.”

	On the antennae that took the place of her ears, the LEDs began to blink faster.

	“I mean, you were just– you were a remarkable sight! Your body plan was amazing, you maneuvered so easily– I thought of you as ‘the Dancer’ because of how unique your movement was. I had never seen a Leviathan that graceful and curious. I just thought you were– really cool. I had never seen beauty like that in this world. Happy now?”

	With every word she spoke Braya seemed to go redder in the face.

	Arbitrator I laughed. “How is my body plan now? Is it still amazing?”

	“Hey. You know what I mean.” Braya grunted.

	Satisfied, Arbitrator I beamed bright and let herself lean against the devices behind her.

	“I am flattered. I could return to that form for you if you would like?”

	“What the hell? No? Look– I’m not good at this sappy stuff. But I’m not mad that you’re here or anything or if I would have sent you away. It’s actually– it’s kind of nice to have someone around when I’m reading logs or adjusting some stupid packet filtering program or whatever. I’ve always been alone or with a bunch of boneheads. You’re– special. And I keep harping on this, but you should be pretty fucking satisfied you get to drink my blood.”

	“I am satisfied!” Arbitrator I replied. “I am thrilled to have come this far alongside you.”

	“Fantastic, does that mean you’ve given up on ‘breeding’ me now?” Braya said.

	“One step at a time.”

	“Don’t get your hopes up too high.”

	Still, despite saying that, Braya looked quite amused by the whole thing.

	“Braya.”

	Arbitrator I’s hand grasped Braya’s own, and they looked into each other’s eyes.

	“If there is anything you want to know about me now. I’m willing to answer.”

	She said this with all the seriousness in the world, after being so frequently teasing in tone.

	She had dug up the information about herself now– if Braya wanted to know anything–

	No matter how painful or strange, Arbitrator I would tell her.

	Braya held her gaze for a moment. Her little smile from before never fading from her face.

	“Let me do my best Murati impression. ‘Will you give your all in defense of communism’?”

	Arbitrator I blinked several times in rapid succession.

	“I mean it Braya. I know– I haven’t been forthcoming about my history, and my gifts–”

	“You can write all of that in a report later.” Braya said suddenly. She shook her head and looked at the ceiling again, leaning back and relaxing. They held a deep silence for minutes before she spoke again. “To me you’re Arabella, the friendly leviathan who miraculously became my lover. You’ve been at my side when I’ve coded some truly inane scripts for my tech illiterate crew; given me the deepest, reddest love bites of my life; you’re always being weird and annoying and I– I guess I love you. I trust you– I don’t need your RAP sheet.”

	Arbitrator I was speechless. For a moment, she did not know how to feel about this.

	Her eyes, involuntarily, started tearing up. She thought Braya would demand everything.

	It had never once crossed her mind that despite the world of information she withheld–

	–she had given Braya enough to actually be loved and trusted back. To be seen as a person.

	“Thank you, Braya.” Arbitrator I said. “I– I ill deserve your kindness. I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t say shit like that– Hey, come on, don’t cry. It’s really fine. It’s not a big deal.”

	It was a big deal, and while Braya struggled to comfort her, Arbitrator I had a cry about it.

	

	

	Kreuzung core station’s B-block was the second most open, spacious and luxurious area of the tower, right after A-block, and situated directly below it. B-block resembled a diorama of surface era concrete streets with two-story townhouses dominating its upscale residential area, outside of which there were market streets with restaurants and amenities in brightly neon-lit strip buildings that appeared like a mirage brought about by a trance. 

	Overhead, there was a blue sky complete with simulated clouds that could project a day-night cycle good enough for its residents to live by without complaints. However, the residents could not have been said to trend toward being imaginative sorts. Their conception of a sky was far different from that of the dreams of the baseplate residents. B-block’s residents were the well-to-do ownership and managerial class of the many businesses in the lower blocks, as well as the middle management and executive class of those few enterprises headquartered in the orbit of the government center in the middle of A-block.

	Rents were high, but there was the space to display wealth and enjoy it. 

	There were a sparse few electric cars on the streets and roads, real plants growing in plots along the sidewalks without bubbles or other tending devices. They had parks where they could walk with their children sans any ‘riff-raff’ who could concern them. There was a K-12 school for the residents so their children could only ever have the most proper friends. The KPSD had a platoon of fifty men devoted solely to patrolling the residential sector and its surroundings, answering the residents with politeness and deference, and handling any misplaced individuals with the brutality their trespass deserved.

	B-Block was the height of the dream of upward mobility in Kreuzung.

	To soar higher than B-block, and live in the manses of A-block, required more than work or skill could ever grant. Therefore the residents of B-block, who so well knew their place, kept the status quo and who so readily policed those below them, never looked at their sky with longing. They looked around themselves with pride and paid no heed to the idea of the world farther overhead. Even in a Rhinea that had supposedly abolished the aristocracy through National Socialism and uplifted the National Proletariat and the Imbrian Master Race; there was no point acknowledging that the sky of B-block was nothing but the bottom of A-block, because only the barons and countesses of the world could reside there.

	But to the infiltrators, this connection was absolutely crucial and convenient.

	By reaching the sky of B-block, they could move silently between the two enclaves.

	In the middle of the simulated sky, there was actually a small building on the very roof.

	Surrounded by a myriad of colors, waving and turning and bleeding into each other. That was what the beautiful simulation looked like from inside its focal point. In this maintenance suite, the illusion of the sky was projected downward. It was out of sight and out of mind for the majority of the population, controlled remotely and only accessed when something broke or needed physical adjustment. To the infiltrators, it was a broad and comfortable space sparsely littered with tools where nobody could bother them– 

	–and nobody could hear the screams and sobbing of their victims.

	“Wizard III please quiet that one already, it doesn’t need to be alive for entrails divination.”

	In the middle of the mostly empty metal room, surrounded by junction boxes, LED lights, the open windows with their intense swirling color, and scattered tools– was a bound hominin.

	Around the sobbing, thrashing, lamenting body, was Avaritia’s band of Omenseers.

	Avaritia sat on top of a crate of spare parts, legs spread, leaning back and yawning.

	In the far corners of the room, there were a few Vanguard units standing guard.

	They watched Wizard III with varying expressions, disinterest, aversion, excitement.

	Wizard III approached the hominin and with a disgruntled look on her face, as if she had been assigned an annoying chore, seized the person by the head and bent it at a horrid angle. Neck broken, the body’s head was seated back in an unsteady fashion on its shoulders. Wizard III stood at attention beside the body, her hands behind her back, her chin up, chest forward. She saluted, looking ever the soldier in her uniform and beret.

	“Fantastic.” Avaritia replied. “But not very romantic at all.”

	Behind Avaritia, as if being guarded, Gula sat against a rear corner of the room. 

	Her mouth was opened about as far as a normal person’s mouth could be, and she looked alarmingly like she was choking. However, through her gently painted slips, one could spy the bloodless blue-pale skin of a human limb, in the process of being swallowed whole. Sometimes the digits would even twitch. Gurgling and gagging noises, high pitched and sultry soft as every other sound that came out of Gula, accompanied the act.

	She turned her head briefly, shortly after Avaritia said the word ‘romantic’.

	Giving the impression that she would have supported Avaritia if she could speak.

	“Ma’am. I am simply not a very– ‘romantic’, sort of entity.” Wizard III said.

	“You’re a product of your environment. You simply don’t have much culture.” Avaritia said. “But you can reverse this! You prowl the realms of the hominin. Their only worthwhile contribution to the world is culture. Though they ruin the romance of the world with their inane materialistic pursuits, they are still worthwhile examples of dress and speech. You’ve seen a few Hominin now. Did any of them attract you? You could emulate them.”

	Wizard III grimaced. “Ma’am, all of them died in pretty ignominious ways. I am not very interested in mimicking them. Maybe I should look for a Hominin to observe another time.”

	“There’ll be opportunities I suppose.” Avaritia said with a note of disappointment.

	“Not all of us are meant for greatness, my love. Our intellect is a burden.” Gula said.

	Avaritia looked over her shoulder with a smile. Gula stood up and dusted herself off.

	Behind herself, a long tail had begun to grow. Storing the biomass she had consumed.

	“For someone like Wizard III, she merely wishes to uphold her duty.” Gula added.

	“That’s– That’s correct ma’am.” Wizard III said, frowning. “I am doing what I must.”

	Staid, stoic and servile, with her own eyes darting nervously, withering under the gaze of her betters. Wizard III had once been little more than a beast, and after being uplifted by the Autarch, she had done no more than what was required of her to ‘restore their people.’

	Combat leadership, infiltration plans, the growing of tools, she had a lot of knowledge.

	Culture, though– not so much.

	Unlike the Hunters, she was neither well exposed to Hominin nor curious about them.

	No one had taught her culture or asked for culture from her. It wasn’t required for her role.

	Except now– her new masters. The Enforcers who were more ‘cultured’ than anyone else.

	Avaritia scoffed. 

	“It is true, my love, but it need not be that way. Our mission must include the development of our people as cultured beings. There is no triumph in restoring our civilization and reclaiming the world from the rapacious Hominin, if we all just end up as soulless automata!”

	“Indeed, my love.” Gula said, clapping her small hands. “You are true as always, and your heart abounds with passion that sets me alight! Wizard III, I will bestow upon you a boon so that you may understand true romance! You have my permission to make use of Vanguard IX in whichever way you desire once you learn of the depths of passion from this!”

	In the back of the room, Vanguard IX raised her head, suddenly alert.

	She had been staring with excitement at the dead body as if it was a novel thing.

	Seemingly the mention of her name was all it took to excite her even further.

	“Um. Yes. Ma’am.” Wizard III said, grimacing as Gula approached her.

	Gula’s dress partially unfolded like wings or flower petals as soon as she reached under it to retrieve the desired object from some unknown pocket within. They returned to their prior, diaphanous texture and light shape soon after, and in Gula’s hands, there was a Hominin pocket device containing digitally readable texts. Wizard III looked at its screen.

	One book was up-front and featured. From what Wizard III gathered, it was a lengthy one.

	Grand Guignol, ‘a collection of human sins.’ On the cover was a dripping, maimed body.

	“We shall see if Wizard III comes to appreciate it.” Avaritia said, grinning.

	Gula grinned along with her, exposing her rows of sharp, vibrating teeth.

	“Of course, I will cherish your instruction.” Wizard III said. Withering under the attention.

	She looked over her shoulder at her partner in the endeavor, Vanguard IX, who looked absolutely smitten with the idea of being used for cultural enrichment. 

	It all seemed like so much trouble for poor Wizard III, but thankfully, her bullying came to an end shortly thereafter. She took up her usual post in the back of the room with the vanguards, and the appointed hour came for the entrail divination. 

	Now the eyes of her superiors were off her and laid on the dead body instead.

	Gula clapped her hands together and drew in a deep breath. 

	Around her, the colors of her aura intensified, blending and bleaching slowly until they became pure white, and spread to cover the body. Blending with the remains of the hominin’s aura that had started to slowly change and began to peel off the body.

	Saint’s Skin: Vestment.

	Within the Enforcers, Gula was particularly renowned for her control of her aura.

	Her mastery and wit in its use led her to be ranked third among her peers.

	As her aura suffused the dead body, Avaritia approached it from the front.

	Fingers on one of her hands melded together into a black, hot, vibrating blade.

	Lining herself up with the body, and she made a chopping motion across the front of it.

	Splitting open its neck, torso, belly and groin.

	Fluids sprayed from the cut and spilled on the floor around them in a triangle shape.

	Curiously, however, the indescribably mangled viscera stayed in place despite its exposure.

	White shimmering light began to spread over the gaping wound.

	Omensight: Entrail Divination.

	It had taken some time to find the right Hominin. 

	Steps could only be retraced if they were previously taken. But the places a Hominin had been to never truly left them, unless they made a concerted effort to wipe the slate clean. This Hominin yearned for what they had once seen– perhaps they had even perished with the cathedral spires in their mind, with the sound of the church bells.

	Now, the trail of this Hominin’s life would help bridge the gap to their comrades.

	“Gula, Superbia should be in the Eastern Imbrium. North of the place now called Veka.”

	Avaritia gave her orders, and Gula complied with a smile.

	“Indeed, my prince. I can see her. She will appear in the entrails shortly.”

	In the next moment, the body jerked suddenly, and rose up and completely off its own feet.

	Its skin and tissue split further, the wound that split it horizontally filling with light.

	Until it acted as a makeshift screen, which, with Superbia’s consent, worked both ways.

	Superbia would have felt the mental outreach and acceded to it naturally.

	Slowly, she began to appear, her form black and white, the picture like a fogged mirror.

	“Avaritia, and Gula too I presume. How may I assist? I was busy, you know?”

	While they couldn’t see her surroundings, they were well acquainted with the woman on the screen. Greeted by a calm face with a hint of a smile, easily holding Avaritia’s gaze with dark slit pupils. Conceited, above-it-all. She wore the body of a long-limbed, slender, elegant and well-endowed woman. Hair cut to the level of the neck and swept over one eye, two small horns rising from just in front of her ears. Like Avaritia, she had a taste for hominin fashion, dressed in an off-shoulder black jacket over a white shirt, tight pants and long, heeled black boots. She wore several accessories. Her ears pierced multiple times; her split tongue pierced twice; various studs and chains and rings adorning her jacket, gloves and boots.

	Enforcer IV: The Pride. Known to them by the ancient name of her sin, Superbia.

	“Since you are so busy, I will keep it short.” Avaritia said. Her tone of voice was much drier when speaking to Superbia. None of the affection she had for Gula, nor even the teasing tone she took with Wizard III. “I have infiltrated a political faction in the Imbrium. I need more troops. I am not sure how many mature bioforms you have access to, but I require one additional large ship and at least two hundred troops. You will procure them.”

	Superbia crooked one slim, manicured brow. “What do you have to gain from this?”

	“So you’re not too busy to talk then?” Avaritia grinned.

	“I’m just curious. You don’t have to say anything.” Superbia shrugged.

	“Eisental is a battleground between the hominin. Here I can see beautiful and terrible new sides of the hominin and I can explore the depths of their wild emotions. I can watch them closely for the moment when their auras burn or deteriorate or grow aberrant.”

	“I see.” Superbia said. “And do you think you can draw out the elders this way?”

	“It is the only way I know to find the coordinates, unless you have any better ideas?”

	“Fair enough. You two are the most metaphysically gifted of us. I’ll defer to you.”

	“Great. Glad to see you coming to understand the pecking order. So, about my troops?”

	Superbia shrugged again, but this time smiling in a self-assured way.

	“I cannot spare anything. I’m in the middle of an operation, and you vastly overestimate our logistical ability at this point. You don’t know what it’s like to lead this army of blind idiots.” Superbia acted very put upon, speaking in a grave and offended tone. “I am only fortunate that the hominin here as a culture have been lobotomized of all psionic potential.”

	Avaritia grunted. “Stop venting at me. What does that mean for me, concretely?”

	“You will have to make do with the troops and supplies you have, for now.”

	“The entire point of this division of labor was for you to create a base to supply me as I moved about the Imbrium.” Avaritia scolded Superbia. “If you can’t figure out how to do that, why don’t you and I trade places? I’ll herd the hominin around and you can put your precious neck on the line to secure our objectives. Maybe that will prove more effective?”

	“Now, now, now,” Superbia sighed, “It is taking longer than I envisioned, but once everything is secured, it will be my first and utmost priority, beyond seeing the Autarch is fed and homed, that you and Gula get the troops and support you need. Good enough for you?”

	“I will accept it for now, but not forever. How is the Autarch?” Avaritia said.

	“Going through a spell.” Superbia said. “It’s been useful, but unpredictable.”

	Avaritia’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell do you mean? What are her colors right now?”

	“Yellow is burning; Blue is aberrant; the rest are deteriorated.” Superbia said dismissively.

	“She’s in a liminal state. And you aren’t alarmed?”

	“What am I supposed to do about it?”

	“Superbia. Keep her safe. Or I will go to the ends of Aer to devour you.” Avaritia grunted.

	This threat shook across the room, with Wizard III and the Vanguards averting their gazes.

	Superbia shrugged. “Vanagloria attends to the Autarch at all hours. Look, you can’t blame me for this. Our Autarch is as whimsical as she is powerful, but she largely retains her faculties.”

	Avaritia was not satisfied, but Superbia was right that they could do nothing about it.

	Their Autarch, whose gifts of aether were the strongest of all, could resonate with the wild and massive emotions of the Imbrium’s hominin. In the Agartha, among only her hidden subjects, recovering from her last death, she was never exposed to such things. There was no predicting how far this phenomenon would go or how it might affect her surroundings.

	“Blame lies with the Hominins, ultimately. So exploit them for all you can.” Avaritia said.

	This was the most diplomatic way of capping off her displeasure with Superbia.

	Superbia responded with a curt little bow.

	“They shall be spent efficiently. I will see to that. Focus on your affairs. I promise you I will build a wonderful kingdom for our goddess, and I shall manage it expertly.”

	In the next instant, the light vanished, and the hominin body fell to the ground.

	Bereft of power it was just a mound of viscera and skin.

	Superbia had cut off the connection. Avaritia gritted her teeth.

	“We have to proceed with what we’ve got.” Avaritia said. “And hope the Autarch does not cause too much chaos. I expected a far more romantic outcome– ah, well.” Avaritia placed a hand on her forehead. Behind her, Gula massaged her back to comfort her. Upon noticing the touch, Avaritia smiled. “Ahh! My love, what would I do without you?”

	“Relax, my love. I do not doubt our abilities and those of our subjects.” Gula said.

	Wizard III spoke up. “Exalted, if I could offer a suggestion?”

	Avaritia met her eyes with a grin that unsettled Wizard III. “Go ahead, of course.

	“Yes ma’am.” Wizard III shut her eyes. “Accedia and Tristitia can be brought into line to support us. They have been doing nothing but accumulating biomass and raving like lunatics. By force of your will, Exalted, command them to carry out rational objectives. We should–”

	At that moment, Avaritia smiled and looked about to praise Wizard III for her decisiveness.

	Until the door to the room suddenly burst open, and brought forth a great disarray–

	

	

	–one thrust was all it took to topple the door off its hinges into the room itself.

	Dust seemed to fly off every surface where it had collected as the impact of the door traveled across the floor and up the walls. From within the thin cloud, a figure walked calmly into the room, garbed in a long robe. Her silky hair, part red and part white, trailed down her back and over her shoulders, parted in the middle of her forehead by her thin, fleshy horns. A pale, beautiful face with yellow over black eyes cast a calm, stern expression into the room.

	“Autarch?” Wizard III gibbered, from the floor beside the fallen door.

	“No, Wizard III. Please be quiet if you are so easily fooled.” Avaritia grunted.

	Arbitrator I glanced briefly at Wizard III, causing her to crawl back on the floor in terror.

	She then turned to face the true villains in the room.

	The dust receded to reveal a corridor where a dozen Syzygy troops had fallen into a stupor, hugging themselves, cradling their own heads, or knocked unconscious. In their ill fitting uniforms with their rifles cast about. Even the weapons were skittering and writhing in confusion. They looked like quite a pathetic lot. But Arbitrator I had not expected much from them. Very few of the unfortunate troops had any worthy command over their abilities.

	In front of her, however, Avaritia and Gula positively glowed with an enormity of power.

	Their auras bore the suggestion that they were indescribable monstrosities in human guise.

	Extending far around them like the shadow once cast upon hominin by their evil forms.

	“I’m quite surprised. The prodigal daughter returns?” Avaritia said mockingly.

	Arbitrator I felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

	Her vision began to swim, and she felt the urge inside her, an urge that she hated.

	She wanted to devour Avaritia.

	Avaritia had to be stopped, had to be killed, for justice to be served–

	Not like this–

	No, not because of this evil curse that had been forced upon her.

	She had to fight that instinct!

	She was a rational person with a sense of justice. She was not some braying animal.

	“Are you going to say anything or just stare at me?” Avaritia said mockingly.

	Arbitrator I grit her teeth.

	How unjust it was, that the vilest character of them all was the most in control of herself.

	“She has gone too long without flesh.” Gula said. “She wants to devour us, darling.”

	“I have come to cast you two into the sea for good.” Arbitrator I said.

	Arbitrator I briefly shut her eyes and called to the power inside her. 

	From her arms, a pair of long, black, hardened and vibrating blades began to emerge. Parting her pale skin as if it was a fluid membrane through which they were being given birth. Once the blades were fully constituted and had separated from her arms, they hung on a pair of umbilical cords attached to her shoulders that resonated with biological power, extending as if from additional limbs and moving freely. Her original arms were left thinner and weaker.

	Gula’s eyes flashed with recognition of danger, but Avaritia extended an arm to block her.

	“The Autarch’s mercy was wasted on you. Throwing your life away for those overpopulated insects.” Avaritia grinned. “I won’t let you live if you challenge me. I will actually devour you and put an end to you, and the Autarch isn’t here to intercede for you. But if you disappear from my face this instant and stop crushing Vanguard L I might look the other way.”

	From under the door, a wan little groan bubbled out.

	“Mercy, you say? What she inflicted on me was mercy?” Arbitrator I said.

	There was no turning back now from the destiny she had given herself.

	Deep within her very cells, there was no denying the memories and what they meant.

	“My mercy is by far the greater.” Arbitrator I grinned back. “And it will save the Hominin.”

	Her eyes glimmered, purple hexagons glowing around the irises.

	“You will either serve me and the cause of peace; or it is you who will be devoured.”

	It was a bluff– her STEM was too corrupted and stressed now to be useful like this–

	However– if she could seed the doubt in their minds–

	No such luck.

	Avaritia’s eyes glowed with the exact same hexagonal mark in response.

	Making the gesture much less effective.

	Arbitrator I tried to hide her surprise. She should have realized Avaritia was also–

	“You won’t control me or Gula, however much you try.” Avaritia interrupted.

	“Darling, please allow me to take care of this intruder in your place.” Gula said.

	Her voice trembled. Her hands shook. She had been sufficiently rattled by the display.

	“Don’t be scared for me, my love.” Avaritia said firmly. Behind her, Gula shook, and held onto her coat. “Must I prove myself worthy of being your protector again? A gentleman can’t have her lady worrying about her– it’s simply not romantic for a princess to be so troubled.”

	“My prince– I– I simply can’t bear–”

	“Enough theater.”

	Arbitrator I had one small chance, and it was a chance because of Gula’s condition.

	Fear, anxiety, unbridled rage; loss of control was a weakness in a mind’s psionic defense.

	Gula was the weak link and without her support, Avaritia could be overpowered.

	From the outset, Arbitrator I had no plan of attack, only her self-imposed crusade.

	Syzygy’s Enforcers had to be her prey. Nobody else could protect the hominin from them.

	She knew the truth now. She was a superior being to them. It was all locked in her body.

	Memories locked up in the corrupted blocks of data within the DNA storage of her STEM, an ancient biomechanical computing system. Accessed out of fear for the safety of her hominin love, it represented the responsibilities she had shirked for too long. She was a weapon, created by sages from a bygone era. She was the first of her kind, biological power incarnate. These foul simulacra concocted by her misled sister existed beneath her.

	So it was her responsibility, as soon as she caught whiff of their schemes, to crush them.

	“King’s Gaze.”

	Tendrils of enormous power extended from the colors of Arbitrator I’s aura.

	Like gargantuan hands they rose and fell with a thunderous clap upon the Enforcers.

	Smashing upon them and inundating the room in a many-colored explosion that resembled the waves of illusory colored lights blending outside the windows of the maintenance room. Gusts of force erupted that sent flying every untethered object. The Syzygy troops smashed into walls, tools and supplies flew free from every crate and then rained down upon the floor in a drumbeat of chaos, junction boxes and circuit panels blew open and disgorged metal. 

	All of the LED lights in the room shut off, blinked on. 

	Seconds passed and the wake of the blast was still traveling.

	Arbitrator I watched the chaos unfold, savored victory for an instant–

	until she heard a crack, a drip, a chewing sound,

	and stepped back in time to avoid the swing of five vibrating sword-sharp claws.

	Avaritia pounced, surging forward, eyes afire, hands made bloody and sharp and hard, transformed into gold knives. Speechless at the near-spotless condition of her enemy, Arbitrator I met the attack with her biokinetic weapons. She threw her shoulder into Avaritia’s reach, swinging her tethered bio-swords in tandem with it. A brutal sweep dispersing the air around it like the flight of a bullet, such was its strength.

	With a sound like a single, massive pound on a drum, her swords suddenly deflected.

	Two concussive blasts having materialized in the air between Avaritia and the blades.

	Stunned by the rapidity of the counter, and how easily Avaritia moved forward from it–

	Arbitrator I threw herself back from her enemy, putting two body-lengths between.

	Barely avoiding those knife-like claws again. Taunting her, Avaritia spread open her lips.

	Upon her tongue, was a pulpy, chewed up grey membrane.

	Avaritia proceeded to swallow its remains and smile dangerously.

	“Barbaric.” Arbitrator I hissed. It was the fruit from a Garden of Marrow.

	“Hominin are better put to use this way, than how they are carrying on now.” Avaritia said.

	In the next blink of her eyes, Avaritia’s legs were consumed in gold-and-white carapace.

	Thin and long with multiple strong joints, so she could easily and quickly coil back,

	launch forward,

	and meet Arbitrator I in her own space in an almost instant.

	Arbitrator I’s eyes shone as two buzzing claws thrust within a hair’s width of her face.

	A dozen telekinetic blasts pummeled Avaritia from every direction.

	Her claws scratched Arbitrator I’s cheek instead of mutilating her nose and eyes.

	Evading, Arbitrator I leaped aside, her muscular tail stabilizing and assisting her speed.

	Not a single hair on Avaritia’s head was out of place.

	But the hand she attacked with was crushed, the carapace covered in bloody cracks.

	Behind her, with time to examine her surroundings again, Arbitrator I noticed Gula was only shaken up. Her aura was strong. Wizard III had begun to stand from where she had been thrown to, and the other vanguards inside the room, many injured, also stood. 

	None of them reached for any weapons nor moved to assist. 

	Arbitrator I collected her breath and tried to steel herself to fight.

	But there was a doubt whispering in the depths of her mind.

	Was she not stronger than Avaritia and Gula? Had the truth not been in her DNA?

	Why were they able to match her? Had something happened in her absence?

	Would she– never see Braya again–?

	Avaritia gave her no more time to collect herself.

	Once more she threw herself to Arbitrator I with savage abandon, crosshair eyes shining.

	Her broken hand swung like a club, while her good hand was swift and sharp as a blade, unrelentingly raining blows in dexterous sequences. Colliding in the air with Arbitrator I’s bio-swords, sparks flew as the edges met and the flats pounded. Swing after brutal swing blocked, parried, returned; thundering telekinetic thrusts matched perfectly; roaring discharges of aura failing to penetrate each other’s wavering defenses.

	Arbitrator I could almost see the aether-trail of Avaritia’s blows coming before they could be launched, but the Enforcer’s mental defenses were too sturdy to penetrate completely. 

	With just a bit of luck, she would have been able to find an opportunity in the middle of the barrage. She weighed her options quickly while turning aside another grazing blow– she could try to create space psionically– try to throw herself into a dangerous grapple with Avaritia for a chance– attempt to feint and see if she was faster in reflexes–

	Then– in her mind’s eye, an overhand blow–

	But Avaritia’s arms were swinging from below the shoulder–

	In a split second, Arbitrator I realized that her psychic sense of Avaritia’s attack had finally overtaken the actual physical movement. She suddenly knew exactly what Avaritia would do seconds away. Deflecting a sudden thrust, Arbitrator I anticipated an overhand chop–

	and stepped into the Enforcer’s guard.

	Blocking the overhead with one blade, and Avaritia’s claw arm with the second.

	While her free arms grew their own black claws and sank into Avaritia’s ribcage.

	Closed,

	ripped into,

	and tore out,

	Disgorging viscera and bile as her fingers crushed Avaritia’s lungs and ribs,

	Viciously digging out handfuls of chunks of soft, dead,

	cold,

	meat that

	should have been warm,

	alive,

	bones old shattered, skin once sheared,

	dry, crumbly sinew caked in,

	coagulation,

	Arbitrator I’s eyes drew wide with recognition.

	In the air in front of her hung the eviscerated remains of an unknown Hominin.

	And behind her was the wildly grinning face of the real, untouched, Avaritia.

	“When– when did I–” Arbitrator I felt the world turn over.

	Her mind raced, the dispelled illusion coinciding with an explosion of pain.

	Her blade cords ripped out of her shoulders, and her back nearly broken with a kick.

	Limbs turned to jelly, her smashed spine struggling to reconstitute through biokinesis.

	Arbitrator I fell face first onto metal with such force all the air went out of her.

	Mind blank, head swimming in agony, blood disgorging from fresh wounds.

	Avaritia cast aside the eviscerated blades and planted her boot on Arbitrator I’s tail.

	Before Arbitrator I could yell or react, she was picked up like a doll from the floor.

	And bitten where her neck met the shoulder, tearing out sinew, splitting her collarbone.

	Bite after brutal bite ripping into her body– she was being devoured.

	Involuntary screaming ripped itself out of her throat, her eyes went glassy.

	From the depths of her mind, sounded a primal warning as Avaritia’s jaws shredded her flesh.

	Instinct took over her body, the driving need to escape a predator, to save her life.

	In her fear and in the fog of her fading vision Arbitrator I her eyes fell upon the windows.

	Using all of the power that remained in her mind and body, she launched herself.

	Avaritia was thrown back by the force, and in the next instant the window shattered.

	Out from a cage of metal, and into an open expanse without a foothold.

	Arbitrator I’s body fell through the false colors that made up the B-block’s sky.

	Her robes fluttered in the wind, her hair whipped about her, and yet she felt heavy.

	She felt the sheer of weight of her foolishness, so heavy it might have accelerated the fall.

	“Braya– I’m so sorry– I couldn’t do it alone–”

	Before her eyes, the world warped and bent between times and locations.

	Kreuzung’s false sky; the purple clouds above Porto Platino in Atlantea;

	inside the hull of the Brigand; cavorting about the depths of the oceans without a care;

	holding Braya’s hand and wanting so badly to make amends, to be able to live with her;

	and beneath an enormous tree of squirming flesh, holding her sister’s hands instead;

	I am doing all this for you! I did it to save you! And you want me to FORGIVE THEM?

	Caderis– her eyes flashing with hatred and betrayal–

	“I’m sorry–”

	Hex shaped scars upon her fading vision, the corruption of the data in her sundered flesh.

	As her thoughts became muddled, a weak plea. “Braya– please– I want to see you–”

	

	

	“Avaritia!”

	Gula screamed and rushed to her lover’s side.

	Avaritia had no time to feel triumphant after Arbitrator I’s escape.

	She doubled over, disgorging blood and acid from her mouth. 

	Holding her trunk, her chest and stomach pounding and heaving with the contractions that were forcing more and more of her destroyed insides out of her body. First blood, then chunks of pulverized meat, all ejecting as her body purged and self-repaired. Her vision swam, dozens of tiny hexagonal rips and digits that she hardly ever had cause to see. Her biomechanical makeup was letting her know the extent of the damage in error codes she never had opportunity to learn but knew instinctively nonetheless.

	Damn it– that creature still had this much strength– even without partaking of flesh–!

	Even having eaten a Hominin recently–

	Avaritia just barely had the biomass and aether to overpower the Autarch’s traitorous kin.

	She remained, doubled over, fists and head to the floor, gasping for breath.

	Her lover’s comforting arms the only kindness as her body struggled to reconstitute itself.

	Avaritia’s voice croaked and wheezed, but she managed to string together a sentence.

	“I was too boastful. But it was romantic. Wasn’t it, my love?”

	Gula embraced her tightly. “It was absolutely dashing, my prince.”

	They had to act quickly now. There was an opportunity to correct this mistake.

	“Wizard III.”

	Upon hearing her name spoken, the Omenseer stiffened up.

	“Wizard III.” Avaritia said between gasping breaths. “Form a squadron. Go after her.”

	“Acknowledged! Is my objective to confirm her death?” Wizard III asked, saluting, tense.

	Avaritia struggled to respond while regaining her breath. “She’ll be alive. Crawling somewhere safe– to repair. Kill her. Devour her– if you must. She’s in awful condition. I have irreparably– damaged her. Because of the bites. She will be diminished. She can’t escape.”

	“What if she alerts the hominin? She will have fallen into their habitat.” Gula asked.

	Avaritia grinned. “Kill them too. Kill whoever you must. Wizard III. I’ll deal with the rest.”

	“It shall be done, exalted flesh!” Wizard III shouted, as if priming herself for the task.

	Nothing was going according to plan, and nothing accorded with their grand vision.

	However, Avaritia found herself feeling exhilarated and almost without complaint.

	After all, for “Arabella” to return so suddenly– it was a terribly romantic turn of events.

	

	

	And thus, to the unfolding tragedy–

	Zachikova threw herself out from behind cover and into the middle of a tunnel partially fileld with water and much more filled with heavily armed KPSD tactical troops. Her fingers rapped the trigger, struggling to achieve some semblance of control over her shots as she fell. She had the element of surprise, but if the men did not all die in one stroke she was completely exposed, and her rescue mission to the depths of B-block would end immediately.

	In mid-jump she unleashed her salvo–

	Three round bursts of depleted agarthicite in 7.62×39 mm Krasnov.

	Bullets sailed between herself and the remaining enemies.

	One man poised to retaliate took two shots into the groin and hip and collapsed.

	A second man squeezed a few rounds that sailed over Zachikova’s flank.

	Her shoulder hit the shallow water and the metal beneath hard.

	She adjusted her aim quickly, fired another burst–

	–past the shoulder of a man poised to instantly retaliate against her.

	There was nowhere to crawl to, nowhere to roll to, nowhere to back out to.

	There was no time to shoot again. She was suspended an instant before death.

	She was so close to the hole into the alcove where Arabella had crawled to–

	No! I don’t want to lose her!

	Staring down the barrel of the remaining man as his finger began to close on the trigger.

	“Fucking kill her–!”

	A dozen lights of overwhelming color and an accompanying cacophony.

	Zachikova would have shut her eyes to her own end had she any time to react.

	Instead she looked the man in the eyes as his intentions culminated–

	In that self-same instant of the trigger-pull, dozens of green and red tracers pummeled him.

	His weapon dropped from shock-flailing fingers, his mouth hung.

	Blood and shreds of armor and wisps of smoke and vapor blew from his falling body.

	Dead in the same instant in which he had meant to kill her. All of it in less than a second.

	To Zachikova, it felt like the world had turned on that instant. She couldn’t believe it.

	“Kill confirmed.”

	“Good kills, good kills.”

	Familiar voices. Zachikova turned over her shoulder from the ground.

	An inexpressive young woman walked past, long-limbed and skinny with long blond hair, wearing a nanomail bodysuit covered in strategically placed ballistic plates. She stopped over each of the KPSD men and put a round in their neck and head precisely, without even blinking as she made sure they were dead. “Kill confirmed.” She said, after each. 

	Her voice devoid of emotion.

	Her weapon of choice was an AK-72, full length assault rifle.

	And then, standing over Zachikova and reaching an arm down to help her stand.

	Zachikova took her hand, and looked up at the taller woman to meet her eyes.

	A young woman with silvery hair and eyes shining with the gold digits and colored outline of a cybernetic enhancement, quite visible in the dimness of the tunnel. Uniformed and armed exactly like her partner, with a slightly burlier appearance in her shoulders and limbs. 

	She smiled.

	Valeriya Peterburg and Illya Rostova, Union B.E.A.S.T. special forces.

	“How–?” Zachikova had barely begun her breathless question before Illya interrupted.

	“There was an AKS missing from the rack.” Illya said. “You’re the only one of us that had any affection for the short length AK. So we knew you went somewhere. As for how we found you, we have a precaution from Nagavanshi in case you decided to do anything silly.”

	At Illya’s prompting, Valeriya first covered her mouth with a tactical mask, and then pulled from a pouch a little device with a blinking light and numbers running on a tiny screen. It was the size of a vapor-cigar– it must have been a tracker. When it was out of Valeriya’s pouch, Zachikova could feel a tiny tingling in one ear, in sync with the blinking of the light.

	Zachikova had no time to feel embittered about that– in fact, she was thankful.

	Before Illya could ask her any questions, she dropped her rifle and whipped around.

	Running to the open grate in the wall and sliding into the alcove behind it.

	Inside, lit only by a flashlight attached to Zachikova’s tactical visor, was Arabella.

	She averted her eyes upon being seen, perhaps ashamed. 

	She didn’t reach out to Zachikova.

	Arabella was a mess. Her robes were brown and black with caked blood, one of her horns was broken and bloody, she was covered in bruises. Propped up against the wall, eyes glassy, all of her vitality and energy completely spent. All of the red and white hair covering one of her shoulders was particularly caked in blood and this prompted an alarmed Zachikova to bend beside her and pull the hair away. Her heart raced at the wound she found. 

	Flesh ripped to the muscle, to the exposed bone. 

	There was so much blood. 

	She had never seen anything so savage in her life.

	And Zachikova had been witness to a lot of savagery in her time.

	A sudden sense of helplessness came over her, hands on that horrifying injury.

	“Arabella? Arabella? Talk to me.” Zachikova said.

	Arabella lifted her head slightly. Her eyes struggled to meet Zachikova’s.

	She could not help but notice they were black on yellow again. Like when they met.

	Between then and now she had been wearing green on white eyes.

	“Braya. I’m happy to see you. I’m sorry.” Arabella said weakly.

	“Why did you go alone?” Zachikova asked. “I could have helped you!”

	“I’m sorry.”

	There was no use getting angry about Arabella leaving in the first place.

	Zachikova did not know everything there was to know about her. Arabella was still hiding anything to do with her species, the mysterious ‘omenseers’– but Zachikova did not care about that. What she was most upset about was that, if Arabella had something she needed to do, that was this dangerous, why did she not ask for Zachikova’s help? 

	Why did she go out alone and–

	–get herself killed.

	“You’ll be okay, right? You can change your body. You can close this wound right?”

	“I’m sorry Braya. I’m very tired.”

	“Tired how? Arabella– tired how? This isn’t a problem for you right?”

	Her eyes began to tear up.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Stop saying that. God damn it stop saying that.”

	Zachikova ripped open one of the pouches she had brought and took a cloth from it.

	She pressed it on Arabella’s wound. Immediately it soaked through entirely with blood.

	“This might hurt, okay?”

	“Braya. Please.”

	Zachikova pressed the cloth on the wound. It was doing nothing. It only covered a bit of it.

	Illya and Valeriya never carried any medical supplies– that was always her beat.

	She had brought cloths, tourniquets. Coagulant gel spray– but the size of the wound–

	Arabella tugged weakly on Zachikova’s shirt.

	Her lips curled into a little smile as their eyes met again.

	“Braya. I love you very much. I’m happy to see you again.”

	“No, no, no, no– NO! Don’t make that face! Holy shit don’t make that face!”

	“I love you, Braya.”

	“You’re teasing me.” Zachikova grimaced. “You’re just fucking with me.”

	“I’m really sorry.”

	“You– You can’t– you can’t–”

	Zachikova reached into another pocket and pulled out the coagulant gel.

	She tore the cloth from the wound and saw the depth and enormity of it again.

	It felt like Arabella had almost had her chest cleaved in half through the shoulder.

	That was how red and how bloody and how broken and how bad it looked.

	Her fingers shook on the switch atop the bottle of coagulant gel.

	They shook hard enough that she dropped the bottle.

	Those hands which had been holding her useless medical supplies–

	One grabbed hold of Arabella’s own hand, still warm. Its grip was so weak.

	Another gingerly took Arabella’s good shoulder.

	“I never cared about anything!” Zachikova whimpered. “Until you! You swept into my life and changed everything! Ever since I saw you that night! I didn’t even know I could give a shit about a stray animal let alone a human being! Let alone the most annoying and loud and kind and beautiful woman– I love you so much Arabella! Don’t leave me! Please!”

	“Braya.”

	Arabella began to cry as well.

	“Will you forgive me?” She asked.

	“No! No! We aren’t fucking doing this. We aren’t–”

	Zachikova’s eyes drew wide. Her heart began to pound and her skin brimmed with horror.

	Her mind wildly racing for anything that could stop this from happening–

	She pulled away from Arabella and threw herself to the entrance of the shaft.

	Pulling in one of the dead men from outside.

	From her belt, she withdrew her diamond knife, pressed the button to run the motor.

	Arabella behind her flinched as Zachikova drove her saw-knife into one of the corpses.

	Peeling off armor and nanomail and sawing out a square of flesh rapidly losing warmth.

	With eyes afire, and feeling like she had gone completely insane, Zachikova returned to Arabella’s side. Arabella own tired eyes had enough life in them for surprise. She averted her gaze slightly, as if ashamed to stare at the piece of meat cut so viciously. 

	Zachikova showed her the chunk of meat.

	“You needed my blood right? But what you really needed was this, wasn’t it?”

	“Braya, please stop.” Arabella whimpered.

	“No. You have to eat it.” Zachikova grunted.

	She was lucky Illya and Valeriya didn’t have the personality types to care about this.

	They would report it to the captain, certainly. They would ask questions.

	But for a peer in the dark world of the special forces, they had no judgment to bring.

	Zachikova briefly peered back and saw their legs near the vent. No responses.

	She turned back to Arabella who was still resisting.

	“I’ll chew it up.” Zachikova said suddenly. “I’ll chew it up and put it in your mouth.”

	“Braya, I don’t want to eat hominins. I swore– I swore I wouldn’t–”

	“Swearing doesn’t matter if you die!” Zachikova shouted in her face. Panicking, her shaking hand splashing blood from the chunk of meat on her palm. “Is anyone out there going to be inspired by your fucking principled martyrdom? You told me, when you first drank my blood, that you wanted to make peace between whatever the hell you are, and humans! Nobody is going to do that for you if you die! I can’t do that! I can’t do it alone! I need you!”

	“Braya.” Arabella whimpered, sobbing.

	“I need you. I won’t let you die.”

	Zachikova lifted the chunk of meat to her own mouth.

	She really was going to chew a chunk of some disgusting slob’s chest.

	Her whole body trembled with fear and disgust.

	She just had to masticate without tasting and spit it into Arabella’s mouth, that was it.

	Stop smelling, don’t taste anything, don’t look at it, just do it.

	Eyes shut– 

	mouth open wide– 

	and then up and down the jaw–

	“Braya, stop. Stop. Don’t do it. I’ll eat it. You can’t.”

	Zachikova stopped just late enough to still get a bit of sickening iron taste in her mouth.

	Her stomach kicked inside of her belly, but she kept from puking when she heard Arabella.

	She offered the meat of the KPSD soldier to Arabella again.

	Who opened her mouth and allowed Zachikova to stuff the chunk between her lips.

	Arabella chewed, weeping fresh tears throughout. 

	Her hands rose slowly and held the item steady. Then they pulled it from Zachikova’s grasp.

	Zachikova saw the movement of Arabella’s hands, when she seized the meat from her.

	Her heart soared– she seemed more energetic. Was she recovering?

	Rushing back to the corpse, Zachikova sawed out additional pieces of the body.

	When she brought them to Arabella, they were snatched quickly from her hands as well.

	The Omenseer tucked into the raw filets of the dead soldier like a beast.

	Something about it just fascinated Zachikova. She found herself smiling with relief.

	An insane relief born of a demented and horrifying situation. Something in her had twisted.

	By the time all of the pieces of meat were devoured, Arabella’s wounds had begun healing.

	When Zachikova shone her flashlight on the wound, it looked nowhere near as deep.

	Her racing heart and pounding lungs could finally rest. Zachikova nearly fell over.

	“You’re right. Braya.” Arabella mumbled. “I have to live. To take responsibility.”

	“Good. Yeah.” Zachikova said. “You can’t do anything while dead. And– I’ll help you.”

	Feeling her own energy leaving her, Zachikova sat beside Arabella for a moment.

	“I– I’m sorry. I got a little bit. Crazy. Back there.” Zachikova mumbled.

	All of the events of the past few minutes bowled her over like a tidal wave.

	Her throat was raw from all the shouting. And she still tasted a bit of blood.

	Just one more insane thing she would have to tell the doctor.

	Arabella quietly leaned into Zachikova’s shoulder. Gripping her shirt with a bloody hand.

	After a few moments of quiet, she heard Illya’s voice from outside the alcove.

	“I’m glad we won’t be needing a body bag.” She said. “We’re leaving in five.”

	“Thanks for giving me some time to rest, at least.” Zachikova said.

	There was nothing in the network to indicate the KSPD had been alerted to anything.

	Zachikova had isolated all the men they had killed from the broader network.

	With network access, they could find ways to sneak back to Alcor Steelworks.

	This was just going to end up being an unfortunate but short episode of insubordination.

	Two minutes into her five minute reprieve, however, Zachikova saw dim red lights go on.

	Outside, in the tunnel proper, those lights were flashing even brighter.

	“Zachikova!” Illya cried. “What the hell is going on? What are these alarms?”

	Bolting upright, Zachikova concentrated on the network and quickly found the cause–

	She sat speechless for a moment as the alert blared in her own mind as it blared those lights.

	WARNING: CORE SEPARATION.

	

	

	Eerie red alarm lights dominated the sky at Alcor Steelworks, its guests awakening to crisis.

	In the security team room aboard the UNX-001 Brigand, the armory racks had been left exposed and unlocked. A carbine and two assault rifles were missing along with a variety of swappable armored plates, nanomail, and tactical gear. It was normal for the two miscreants favored by Nagavanshi to have their rifles on them– but the rest constituted a problem.

	Security Chief Evgenya Akulantova ran her fingers over an assault rifle with a grim look on her face. Those two were a menace, but Zachikova too? Something had gone very wrong.

	She pressed the button beside the armory racks to have them fold back into the wall.

	Her hands rose to her head and combed back through her hair, retying her ponytail to make it tighter and tidier. She then set her blue and black Union security cap over her scalp, making sure it was firm and correctly positioned. From the corner of the wall near the rack, she picked up a ballistic shield, and from a nearby table, collected her trusty truncheon.

	A deep sigh escaped from her lips. That maidenly face which was set on her big body reflected back to her on the perfectly clean wall encompassing the now-hidden rack. Long white hair and blue-grey skin and dark, tired eyes. A sharp nose and soft cheeks. She grit her teeth in frustration, and caught a rare sight of what it looked like when her smooth and soft facial features became as intimidating as her broad chest and thick limbs. Her chest and limbs, now wrapped in nanomail and ballistic plates much like those which were stolen.

	She turned from the wall, and in the middle of the alarms, made her way to the bridge.

	In her eyes, a smoldering determination, even as her heart quavered with worry.

	She had to inform Captain Korabiskaya, as was proper and necessary.

	And then she had to depart to uphold her responsibility.

	“I’ll teach those two to respect me– but for that, they have to be back here in one piece.”

	Her grip tightened on her truncheon, enough to begin to wear grooves into the handle.

	She couldn’t lose a squadron again. Not like this. She wouldn’t allow it.

	Even if she had to break her vows and become something she despised.

	 

	 


11.11

	Throughout Kreuzung, the lights went out, and the festival commenced.

	It began with the immediate panic of the K.P.S.D who were tasked with maintaining order in Kreuzung. In the suddenness of their surprise and the enormity of their failure, they exacerbated the nascent crisis by ignoring orders from the increasingly weakened central government of the station and taking matters into their own hands. 

	Forming their own patrols and roadblocks of both the upper and lower levels of the tower, expecting mobs and riots that, if they would not arise on their own, certainly would rise in response to random detention and profiling of civilians who were only afraid of the alarms and power outages and confused by the contradictory messaging. Nevertheless, they held the standard of policing: protecting the estate by beating the peasant.

	Followed by the ineffectual response from A-block as the problem was clear as day and the solution as far as the sunlight. Kreuzung’s station government had long since subcontracted the work of maintaining Kreuzung’s core to a private entity beholden to Kreuzung’s own cabal of energy distributors. These companies who so bravely “took on the risk” of the “energy business” maintained the infrastructure in exchange for extorting rent on the piece of equipment which did the most to keep the entire population alive. 

	And so, the first course of action when a problem arose, even a problem so obviously out of proportion to anything the station had ever seen, was to first broadcast as much as possible that everything was actually fine– and then to make several audio and video calls.

	While A-block conversed with a group of rentiers whose vested interest was to deny that anything was going on while asserting that they had everything under control, the station’s lowest bidder maintained infrastructure buckled and in several places, collapsed.

	Core separation stressed the million heroic little circuits and thousands of tons of cables and all the computers and junctions and careful engineering that it took to balance and harmonize the running of humanity’s eden under the sea. There was immediately a civilian death toll. The vulnerable in hospitals with malfunctioning systems; people forgotten in areas with poor oxygen circulation; people abandoned in places with poor water control. 

	Without the God at the center of the tower, and its attendant angels in the walls, there was only the clamor of the frightened, the anger of the beaten, and they made the music of the festival and its dance of despair. Below strobing lights, amid sparking walls.

	And the damage was disproportionately felt on the lower levels of the tower. C-block goers were trapped in elevators and trams and in hallways no one was meant to live in without oversight and stampeding to escape malls and shops and plazas to return to homes where nothing was any better; but it was even lower that the pain was most felt. 

	Near the baseplate, areas began to actually flood to what seemed an almost apocalyptic degree; systems that would be robust anywhere else like doors and ventilation suddenly malfunctioning, trapping, gassing and crushing a myriad forgotten innocents.

	In this darkness, however, there was one growing light, shining on the coming restoration.

	That light, stretching from Tower 12, was cast by the torchfire of National Socialism as practiced by the Volkisch Movement for the National Awakening. Crossing the bridges into the main station, the black uniforms and red armbands brought order and succor wherever they went. It was their time to crush the degenerate liberal structures that had Kreuzung under the sway and bring to heel both the enemy within and the wealthy hedonists above–

	and everything between.

	

	

	However, that grim light was yet distant; the festival had an altogether different character for the troops of the UNX-001 Brigand, awaiting the resolution of its retrofit in Alcor.

	Above them, the false sky vanished, revealing the illusion machines, far simpler than those in B-block or A-block, that once made up the workman-like firmament. In their place was the intermittent red flashing of smaller alarm lights that were like eerie stars in a dark sky. Accompanying the alarms was the same message displayed hundreds of times across the walls of the module. WARNING: CORE SEPARATION. Diagrams of the station and its modules flashed by too quickly for anyone watching to process the information on them. 

	Warnings in High Imbrian and Low Imbrian with characters at poor resolutions for the wall passed incoherently. Sometimes the pictures on the display walls flickered and went out and briefly cast the entire module into even deeper darkness. Confusion reigned at first.

	“What the HELL is going on?” Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya half-shouted, half-moaned.

	She and Commissar Aaliyah Bashara rushed to a bridge full of grumpy, disheveled officers, with more on the way. Because they had been dismissed and given orders to rest, many of them were in varying states of undress, with officers like Semyonova wearing bath robes over nightwear, Kamarik in a pair of shorts and a tanktop– Santapena-De-La-Rosa and Geninov could have usually been counted on to be dressed, but they had been dismissed too, and came into the bridge in short nightwear dresses and shorts, covered only barely by their teal half-jackets. Commissar Bashara and the Captain were in no better state. The captain had laid down undressed, and had walked into the bridge hastily buttoning her uniform shirt without any underwear, wearing pants without a belt. Commissar Bashara had an actual set of pajamas, decorated with cats and moons, which would have been cute at any other time.

	“Captain, apparently there’s a core separation underway.” Semyonova said in a tired voice.

	“This wouldn’t happen unannounced.” Aaliyah said. “Something is not right, captain.”

	“Well, it’s not our problem, is it?” Ulyana grumbled. “We’re not the K.P.S.D.”

	From the helm, Kamarik raised his hand and yawned involuntarily.

	“Captain, the Commissar is right, this whole thing is fishy.” He said. Ulyana paid him heed. The helmsman was fairly well versed with machines. Among the bridge officers, second only to the missing Zachikova. “They wouldn’t separate the core entirely for maintenance, you don’t need to disconnect it like that for routine stuff. Cores are the most solid builds humanity has ever devised. All of this makes zero sense.”

	“We may have to consider this is an action taken against the station.” Aaliyah said.

	“Maybe, but our interests and Kreuzung’s security don’t necessarily align.” Ulyana replied.

	She cast a tired glance over to the Electronic Warfare console on the bridge.

	“Where is Braya Zachikova?” She asked. “I would like her to monitor the network.”

	Semyonova nodded and turned to her own console to check.

	After a few minutes, she shook her head.

	“Ma’am, she’s not responding to pings on her room, or to banners on the walls. Also, I can’t reach the surveillance team to patch me through to the cameras either.” She said.

	Aaliyah’s ears folded. “Those three were in the special forces together.”

	“I can’t imagine– no– they must just be out goofing off or drinking.” Ulyana sighed.

	The more she thought about them being involved in something clandestine the more acute her quickly developing headache became. However, they would still need to be recalled to the ship lest they become involved in whatever panic might ensue from this mess. So something would have to be done. The captain thought for a moment about the best way to resolve the situation, when someone else ran into the bridge– she had a faint hope for it to be Zachikova but instead it was Marina McKennedy in her grey blazer.

	“Captain, we need to start making final preparations for the Brigand to leave. Now.”

	Ulyana turned and scanned McKennedy’s face through tired and irritated eyes.

	The G.I.A. agent looked pale and shaky and unstable. It reminded her of some bad times.

	“McKennedy.” Ulyana said in an unfriendly tone. “What happened? What do you know?”

	“Can I please defer that to my report? Can you just trust me and get things moving?”

	“I wish we could, but we clearly can’t.” Aaliyah interrupted. “I’m having bad flashbacks.”

	Marina McKennedy raised her hands to her face. With everyone on the bridge staring.

	“Look I said I’d help you with intel, didn’t I? I have intel that this place is about to become a battlefield and we need to get out now. All of that shit,” she pointed a hand at the main screen, which showed camera feeds from outside the Brigand. “Is the result of an– an enemy operation.” Her hesitation drew glares from the Captain and Commissar. Perhaps knowing she was in increasing amounts of trouble, McKennedy continued. “I’ll take responsibility and give you every single little detail later, but for now, can we please get things underway?”

	Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara looked at each other, sighed, ran their hands over their own faces, and for a brief moment, quietly despaired together as if inwardly saying ‘AGAIN? THIS AGAIN?’ to themselves. Neither had to speak to know what the other was feeling. Marina McKennedy, unlike her proud and defiant conduct in previous deceptions, was reduced to begging, and quickly withered under their cold scrutiny.

	It was an understatement to say this all sounded, looked and felt quite bad.

	But there was no choice to ignore it. It made too much sense with the situation.

	“What McKennedy said doesn’t leave this room until I say so.” Ulyana said.

	Every officer nodded. Marina sighed in relief and covered her eyes with one hand.

	“Captain, since Zachikova doesn’t seem to be around yet, I’m going to go see what I can dig up about the situation on the network. Do I have your permission?” Marina then asked.

	“Good idea. Do that– but you’re not allowed to leave the meeting room.” Ulyana replied.

	“Am I detained?” Marina asked.

	“You are detained. We’ll talk later. Go do your job now.” Ulyana said stoically.

	Sighing, Marina McKennedy nodded her head, accepting her fate without defiance.

	As she shambled out of the bridge in low spirits, Ulyana turned back to her officers.

	“Semyonova, raise alert Pyotr.” She said. “Have every single sailor and all of the managers and all of the pilots get up, get out there, and finish everything that needs finishing for the Brigand to leave. It doesn’t need to be perfect, it just needs to hold up to sailing. We’ll also need to contact Alcor about the elevator. Get Euphrates and Tigris to assist as well. In fact, call Euphrates up here so I can pick her brain. And call up Erika; call Erika first.”

	It took some doing for Ulyana to get all her thoughts in order in this situation.

	Once Semyonova was sure the captain wouldn’t ask for more, she began her work.

	Alerting all of the sailors, summoning more of the officers, calling up the Premier.

	–who was checked into her room, but took a few moments to respond to the audio call.

	“Ahh– Captain, I apologize! I am presently indisposed I am afraid! My apologies!”

	Olga Athanasiou was in the same room– they must have caught them at a bad time.

	“I trust you’ll handle everything splendidly! I will be up there in twenty minutes!”

	Semyonova turned a tired glance on Ulyana and shrugged her shoulders with a little smile.

	Aaliyah meanwhile narrowed her eyes and threw an accusatory glare at the Captain as well.

	“She’ll be here in twenty minutes.” Ulyana said in defeat.

	“It’s fine. I am sure there was no way around it.” Aaliyah grunted.

	Across Ulyana’s mind, there was the vaguest sense of shame at their shambolic state.

	They had smartened up about their seafaring operations, then got complacent in a station.

	There was nothing they could do but fight their best fight at this point, however.

	“Ana assefa!”

	Behind them, the bridge door slid open, and Ulyana once again wished dearly that she would just see Braya Zachikova walk through. Instead, it was Fatima al-Suhar, the Shimii operator for the sonar and various other ship sensors. Having had enough time to appear on bridge as the only officer who was fully dressed in uniform, she wore her long hair well-combed, even her cat-like ears getting a brush, and had even done some of her usual makeup. She saluted upon arriving on the bridge and then sat in her station besides Semyonova.

	Al-Suhar then turned to the captain and clapped her hands together in a pleading gesture.

	“Profuse apologies, Captain. I had imagined I had additional time to pray tonight and wanted to spend it in worship. I had to finish my prayers, so I figured I’d also clean up too.”

	Ulyana shook her head, smiling. Fatima was a bit fragile and frequently apologetic.

	“Don’t be sorry. You have religious freedoms. And it isn’t a big deal– for now.”

	On the main screen, some of the hallway cameras now showed a stampede of activity.

	Once the yellow strobing lights of alert Pyotr shone in every room and hallway outside the bridge, the crew got the hint very clearly about what they were expected to do. They began to scramble outside, gathering their tools as well as battery-powered light sources to help them work in the dark. Floodlights from the Brigand itself also shone to assist the workers, but these were designed to maximize visibility in the water, so they gave off an eerie color that could disorient anyone staring at them and were overpowered for land use. 

	Semyonova used only the top deck lights to add ambient illumination.

	“Tell the pilots to pick up sidearms at the armory. Just in case they see anything outside.”

	“Yes, Captain.”

	“How much work is there left to do?” Aaliyah asked.

	Semyonova checked. “All heavy duty assembly is complete, but the systems need to be calibrated, and some mechanical systems have to be stress tested and tuned up. Making sure the new missile bays open and shut properly, testing the strength of the new intake vacuum, that turret risers are working, that the water system is compliant, and so on.”

	“How much is that in terms of time, which is what we don’t have?” Aaliyah asked.

	Semyonova wilted a little bit. “I– I’m sure it won’t be too long, Commissar.”

	At that point, the door to the bridge opened behind them once more.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya was exceptionally ready for Braya Zachikova to finally appear.

	Unfortunately, her worst fears were confirmed by the appearance of Evgenya Akulantova.

	Dressed in riot gear, holding a ballistic shield, and with an uncharacteristic fire in her eyes.

	“Captain. Permission to leave the ship and gather my team for departure.” She asked.

	Akulantova normally had such a friendly tone of voice. She sounded so grim now.

	The Commissar and Captain stared at her as if they did not know what to make of this.

	“I’m afraid members of my team have been insubordinate and will require disciplining.” Akulantova continued. “To do so they must, of course, be gathered aboard, in the presence of the Captain. I request permission to bring them back aboard to face your judgment. We previously discussed optimal routes through the station in case of rescue situations on any of the modules. In addition, my nose is a mighty fine tracker too. I have the means and ability to bring back the stragglers, Captain. All I need is your permission to do it.”

	Ulyana was still a bit stunned by the course of events. Her brain was turning to jelly.

	“Yes, of course.” She said. “I authorize the mission. Be careful out there. And be fast.”

	Akulantova nodded her head, and stormed out of the bridge as quickly as she stormed in.

	For almost a minute, the Commissar and Captain were left staring at each other speechless.

	

	

	“Can you carry her?”

	“I have cybernetic enhancements just like you two do.”

	“Can you carry her while moving quickly?”

	“Hmph.”

	Maybe it was the adrenaline; maybe it was the fact that she could have never left this woman behind, no matter the protest, no matter what it took, after having nearly eaten human flesh for her. But despite being a bit doubtful of her long-term ability to carry Arabella in her arms while running, Zachikova nevertheless took it upon herself to lift up the pale woman in the bloodsoaked robes into her own arms, and to carry her with her own strength. 

	She did not feel so heavy, not when she first lifted her up. 

	Not when they first began running down those puddle-strewn drainage tunnels between B-block and C-block, as if trying to outrun the alarms going off around them.

	“You’re not in the security biz anymore,” Illya explained while they ran, “But Chief Shark and the rest of us went through dozens of meetings on the station’s internal layout. That fucking scary lawyer for Solarflare, Foss, she got us an entire wireframe data simulation of the station. We gamed out tons of scenarios for small unit rescue or assault on several modules.”

	“From B-block,” Valeriya said, emotionlessly, “down this way. C-block, then home.”

	‘Home’ being the Brigand’s position at Alcor.

	B-block’s drainage infrastructure connected it to the lower C and D blocks, which in turn were connected in both formal and hidden ways to the E, F, G and H blocks. Illya and Valeriya seemed to believe the fastest way was to follow the B-block tunnels due east, to find a floodwater drainage junction that they could crack open, and then rappel down to a C-block module which was designated the emergency floodbreak point for B-block. 

	It was some kind of statue park according to the two. Nectaris Memorial Park.

	From there, a public elevator, or another tunnel jaunt, would get them right into Alcor.

	Zachikova believed them instantly.

	Illya and Valeriya were geniuses at breaking into places they weren’t wanted.

	Asking something snide like ‘are you sure this is the right way’ to them was wasting time and breath, even if they had spent minutes running through identical tunnels. This was known implicitly to all of them. Zachikova had been with them through enough operations to trust them without reservation that if it took ten minutes to run through some place, there was no faster way, perhaps not even if the walls could be punched through directly.

	Even with the red lights bearing on them.

	And even without the comfort of the station network.

	Something that had alarmed Zachikova as they escaped was the state of the station network. She was so used to the ability to tap into the station securely to do things like extract maps and other data to make sure she never took a wrong turn and always reached her destination. She even used it to get trivia and make snide jokes. During the Core Separation, however, the station network was frequently offline or too slow for her to use.

	Computing lag was exceedingly rare for Zachikova to experience.

	It was impossible for her to get used to the current unreliability of the network.

	She was used to working and directly interfacing with very high fidelity, high quality and durable devices that possessed the most sophisticated technology. In the Union, all of the infrastructure was built to be predictable, reliable and robust, even in civilian areas. In the Empire, in a place like Kreuzung, the hardware felt quirky but still slick and fast, and it remained rare for a computing system to take too long to give Zachikova a response when she connected. Now, feeling the lag of Kreuzung’s reeling and out of service computing systems was too offputting. Waiting for too-slow response to a query felt like holding her breath or perhaps staring too long at pitch black darkness in the corner of a room. It made her tense and uncomfortable. She disconnected quickly after such events.

	A living machine, as she called herself, a robot; and yet, she was just another thin client.

	Without a supercomputer that had all the data and actual power, she was useless.

	Her head felt half empty without a computer that she could query with a single thought.

	And yet, she wasn’t as distressed as she might have been if she had this experience on an ordinary day. Because she had Arabella in her arms. Because she saw how weak and still hurt her companion looked. Because they could lock eyes in the middle of those dark tunnels and thus exchange silent queries with one another that were full of greater meaning that any computer query. Arabella was still there, and still needed her.

	Zachikova was fighting for someone other than herself, and it helped gird her loins.

	Even ‘alone’ without the help of a computer– she could find a new source of strength.

	Perhaps this was why Arabella felt so light for so long as they ran.

	Then, Illya and Valeriya finally raised their hands, signaling for her to come to a stop.

	And Arabella started to feel a little bit heavier when they started the climb down.

	Illya and Valeriya together ripped the cap off a vent in the middle of a large room that branched out from the tunnels. Everything was pristine, as if a drop of water had never tarnished any of these walls and pipes. There was enough room to drop down one by one, even with their gear, and Zachikova could also drop with Arabella in her arms if positioned properly. This would be their escape down to C-block. They attached a cable to a valve handle out in the connecting tunnels that looked sturdy. Valeriya non-verbally insisted on going down first to make sure that it was safe, and Illya did not argue with her.

	It was a fifty meter drop, and they would drop inside of a maintenance tunnel.

	After Valeriya confirmed it was safe, Zachikova followed.

	“Arabella, can you hold on to me? So I can hold you with one arm.”

	“Yes. Don’t worry about me Braya. I can be strong for you.”

	Zachikova saw her raise the remains of her tail. They could use it to assist the climb down.

	Nodding her head, Zachikova held on to her cable, and Arabella propped her tail against the walls of the vent hole. With Valeriya below to try to catch them if they fell, and Illya following behind, they managed to slide all the way down to the bottom of the shaft. It was not possible to see much of anything in the tunnel, and there was not enough space for Valeriya, Zachikova and her companion, and Illya, to stand together. 

	Valeriya looked around with her hands for a panel to tear off so they could continue their trek, and found it on the opposite wall. Illya remained tethered.

	“Braya, I guess it’s no use saying, ‘you should leave me behind if I’m slowing you down’.”

	Arabella whispered in her ear.

	Zachikova grunted and squeezed her body tighter while holding her up.

	“I don’t want to hear that again. Ever again.” She said sternly.

	Arabella rested her head against Zachikova’s shoulder, sighing.

	“Alright. Braya– I’ll tell the Captain everything if we get back. I promise you.”

	“We’ll have to. Don’t worry– the Captain is not the type of person to cast you out.”

	“We’ll vouch for her compliance too.”

	Illya spoke up from farther up in the shaft, still holding on to the climbing cable.

	Zachikova looked up and grinned. “Thanks. I was honestly surprised you went out for me.”

	She couldn’t see Illya’s face up in the shaft, but she thought Illya must have been smiling.

	“No one gets left behind. Who will mess with enemy computers for us if you die?”

	“Fair enough. You tech illiterate meatheads have your uses.”

	“Such a conceited tone for a woman crying her head out and almost eating a corpse.”

	“Please.”

	From below all of them, Valeriya groaned.

	While Illya and Zachikova shared a laugh at her response, she finally got a vent cover off.

	Dim light streamed into the room. It was a very low vent, they would have to crawl.

	“Arabella, do you think you can crawl through?” Zachikova asked.

	Arabella nodded her head gently.

	“Valeriya can go out first, then I will put you down and follow you out.”

	As Valeriya crawled out, Zachikova put Arabella on the ground gingerly and helped her crawl through the vent hole, following close at her heels. Illya finally climbed down the shaft and followed the two of them out. They had finally made it back to a relatively open area.

	“Let’s move. We’re close, and this place is too exposed.” Illya said, hefting her rifle up.

	Their escape from B-block had led them to a module in C-block that was entirely taken up by a park over a hundred meters long. From the vent hole that Valeriya had ripped open, they exited out onto a landing at the top of a set of descending steps, where there was a large plaque dedicated to war casualties against ‘the bandits and criminals’– referring specifically to the Union, in this case. From the plaque and its surroundings, the stairs descended through a concrete archway into the bulk of the park; composed of a small plaza and two large statues surrounded by tiered gardens with tall grasses, small trees and wide shrubs on either side of the plaza and the statues. Another set of rising steps led to a second archway, mirroring the first, and then the elevator banks all the way across the park.

	Due to the core separation, the park was cast into a gloomy red tinted dimness that at times strobed, at times died, and at times intensified as if they stood beneath a red moon on a black sky. Dim yellow warnings appearing and disappearing on the walls did the lighting no additional favor. Those grand structures built as centerpieces to the park cast deep shadows that cut eerily around the open lengths of the promenade and the tall steps. 

	There were no audio alarms, and so the only noise aside from their own breathing and boots was a light buzzing from the walls and ceiling. It was completely desolate.

	Those shifting tides of dim visibility and silent, colorless darkness created a surreal sight.

	Zachikova tore herself from it, crouched beside Arabella and picked her up again.

	This time, her tail wrapped around Zachikova’s waist, and she hugged Zachikova closer.

	“I’m steady. Run as fast and as hard as you need to Braya.” Arabella said.

	“Got it. We’ll get through this.”

	She was feeling quite heavy, even with Zachikova’s cybernetic enhancements.

	Her limbs had biomechanical stabilizers implanted, which were not as extreme or high-tech as the biomechanical enhancements that Illya and Valeriya received. While they mainly assisted her in precision work, they did help her lift a bit more than she would otherwise have been able to. However, she was still a sedentary individual who, in her current roles, rarely exercised, and ate somewhat poorly, eroding her already barely average stamina. Not to mention how much harder maintaining that health was with Arabella’s needs. She could have done better, become stronger– but she only now recognized that there was any point to doing such things. And now, there was no time to prepare anything.

	All she could do was run as far as she needed, and carry Arabella as much as she could.

	“I’ll lead.” Valeriya said. Again there was no argument from the rest.

	“Then I’ll take up the rear. Let’s go, Zachi.” Illya said.

	“Got it.”

	Valeriya raised her assault rifle to her chest and took off running down the steps.

	Zachikova took a deep breath and ran after, following as closely as she could.

	They charged down the steps, Zachikova trying to balance running quickly without losing her footing– suffering a few heart-pounding fumbles along the way that her leg stabilizers quietly assisted in recovering from. Behind her, Illya paused every so often to aim her gun in the direction of their flanks, looking through the sleek optic attached on its top rail. Valeriya led them into the archway, which was much larger up close than at the top of the steps, the path through it six meters deep and the walls three or fours meters thick. 

	They stacked at the other end of the archway for a quick breather.

	Even in the dark, the sheer size and fidelity of the statues was arresting. Zachikova, out of pure habit, queried the network about the statue park, and in a brief burst of functionality, actually made a connection and received information in a split second. On the left, there was a statue of Konstantin von Fueller, the departed Emperor. Depicted in his late adulthood, with long hair and a full beard and a certain pity in his eyes, as if the statue had caught a glimpse of what might occur to the man in the future. Beside him was a statue of Norn von Fueller, the praetor, smiling with a glint in her eyes as if her presence here was itself a mischief. These were five or six meter tall statues, set on concrete pedestals a meter tall and two in diameter. They dominated the center of the park, white marbled walkways arranged to take the prospective visitor exclusively to and around them.

	After a breather, Valeriya sprinted out to the statues. Zachikova and Illya followed.

	Step by step, second by second, the statues which were about thirty meters from the first archway loomed closer and closer. There was a brief red and yellow flash as the alarm lights and wall warnings suddenly glitched again and became brighter than normal. 

	They buzzed louder than before, and then there was an eerie sound of several light clusters fizzling. Zachikova shut her eyes and kept running, her hands tightening around Arabella’s body. There was a disturbance in the air– but Zachikova failed to hear the first shot.

	Something struck the floor just behind her foot. She hadn’t seen it nor heard it.

	Zachikova was in a battle, but she was unaware for precious seconds.

	Illya shouted from behind her, but it coincided with the final burst of ambient noise.

	To Zachikova, rather than a warning it was just a guttural noise she heard the tail end of.

	Then a bullet sailed past her antennae, and she finally felt the vibration.

	“Duck! Zachi! Cover!”

	Illya shouted again, Zachikova heard it, Valeriya stopped and turned and opened fire.

	From the flanks, as she acknowledged the situation, two shots struck Zachikova in one leg.

	Her feet lost all ability to hold her weight, even with the stabilizers.

	“Braya!”

	Arabella cried out as Zachikova fell forward, gritting her teeth.

	She turned in mid-air, and her body hit the ground with all of Arabella’s weight on her.

	All around her, rifle barrels whined in the distance, muzzles flashed near, 

	and chaos reigned.

	

	

	Hunter VII let out an irritatingly wet and nasal little laugh that unsettled Wizard III.

	“I’ve got ‘em. I know exactly where they’re goin’.” She said. 

	Her pale face stretched with her cheeky grin, little dark eyes narrowing into their dark bags, each labored cackle tossing the long white hair coming out in long wisps from beneath her grey hood. She was a very slight creature, long limbed and skinny, ghastly pale for an omenseer, a bit typical of her role and sphere, standing a head shorter than Wizard III.

	“Where? Do you have personal experience with the area?” Wizard III asked.

	“Yeppers! I’ve been in all these tunnels. They’re goin’ to the park, follow me.”

	Wizard III was not keen on the Hunters and not too happy to have to rely on them.

	The Third Sphere castes, which were the youngest and most specialized, had proven a bit bizarre psychologically and were difficult to incorporate into plans. Wizard III did not understand their dysfunction. Observers were lazy; Saboteurs too violent; Sentinels too stubborn. But Hunters– Wizard III would have classed them as abject failures. They had a myriad problems. Too greedy, cowardly and perverted. They were easily distracted because of their immense curiosity and intense desires. Too quick to pick up bad habits, they were each unique in what was wrong with them, depending on their initial assignments.

	However, each of them had been uplifted for their prodigious clairvoyance.

	More than any other Omenseer, Hunters were powerfully in tune with omens. Their senses, both physical and supernatural, were immensely keen. They could find any target after having seen it once, and the more information they were given, the more they could see in their otherwise dull brains. And if it was a person, they could easily eliminate them.

	Hunter VII was even less disciplined than most Hunters, in Wizard III’s estimation.

	But she was crucial to the mission, and to Wizard III’s squad, for her clairvoyance.

	Having mastered the gift of the Oracle’s Voice, Hunter VII had near infallible foresight.

	–that is, as long as she was given enough sensory information she could make use of.

	In order to insure success Wizard III had offered her the thing Hunters loved most of all.

	“Are we sure this pus-for-brains can actually find her?” Vanguard IX protested.

	“I could never mistake that delicious scent for anything else!” Hunter VII shot back.

	Her perverse smiling face and oddly good mood was all because of the taste she had gotten of a piece of Arbitrator I’s flesh, sheared off when the exalted Avaritia nearly devoured the heretic. And the promise that if she led the team and cut off the heretic’s escape, she would be given far more of the false Autarch’s flesh to enjoy. This both motivated her and asssisted her tracking. Wizard III could sense the sheer elation in Hunter VII’s aura.

	More than her aura, however, her sadistic and bloodthirsty little mutterings made it evident.

	“I can’t wait– Oooh I can’t wait– she was so delicious. So much more than any hominin.”

	“Was it a good idea to give this fiend a taste of her own kind?” Vanguard IX moaned.

	“It was strategically expedient. Just endure it.” Wizard III said, glaring at Hunter VII.

	Wizard III’s squadron for the mission to eliminate the false Autarch consisted of two shooting sections of six Vanguards, a Sentinel, a Hunter, herself, and Vanguard IX, whom she had taken as an adjutant. That latter position was suggested by the Enforcers, and who was she to deny their repeated and irritating attempts to inflict hominin “culture” upon her? It was not her place to disobey them. Vanguard IX was motivated and competent.

	With Hunter VII locked on to her target, Wizard III and the squadron followed her as fast as possible, down B-block, through C-block, to where the heretic would go.

	All around them, the hominin were in a state of utter disarray. 

	Their station had some sort of malfunction– Wizard III was not too sure about what was happening to them. Even in the little picturesque town in B-block there were confused hominin on the street and armed forces at every corner. Thankfully, none of the armed hominin had any effective organization. All of the guards, at least in B-block, seemed to be running around like they had their heads severed and the rest of their bodies were just twitching this way and that. Because of their vulnerable emotional states, Wizard III could quite easily walk up to a group and manipulate them psionically to her advantage.

	Thanks to her temporary thralls, the squadron was given a direct route to their destination through emergency transfer shafts normally reserved for staff. Then the guards were convinced they saw nothing, which was in their best interest to internalize. The Syzygy squadron arrived at the statue park in C-block well before their prey, and this allowed Wizard III to perfectly arrange her forces as she desired to maximize the chances of success.

	It would be a simple and effective ambush from the flanks of the park.

	In the tiered gardens, behind trees and bushes and grasses, she hid her Vanguards. Each vanguard had a spike rifle, ninety centimeters long, a living tool and covered in a smooth scar-like tissue shell that fired modified teeth as bullets. These composite bullets were expelled using strong pulses of bio-electromagnetism assisted by internal muscles. Varying in their rate of fire, the rifles kept their ammunition stored in a helical pattern in a lower gland. Wizard III believed these to be far superior to hominin automatic rifles, because they could be grown, and required less ores and foreign materials, being mainly composed of biomass. They were also quieter, since they did not require an explosion to shoot.

	These weapons would be used to shoot at the heretic as she escaped through the park.

	Hunter VII and Sentinel X would be positioned at the gate closest to the elevator banks.

	At first they would be hidden, but could be moved to intercept or finish off the heretic.

	Wizard III and Vanguard IX would hide atop the archway opposite the elevator banks.

	They had the same role as Sentinel X and Hunter VII, as well as overseeing the mission.

	Everything was in place. And if Hunter VII was to be believed, their quarry neared.

	No wild tactics would be necessary. They just had to cover off escapes, and seal the trap.

	Site the park center and await the appearance of the enemy. Enfilade on my command.

	Wizard III could speak telepathically to her entire squadron at once. 

	Her ability to quickly convey complicated ideas via telepathy was one of the reasons that Enforcers I and III had chosen her for their retinue. She had practiced this skill diligently, knowing that it would serve her role well, and therefore serve the Syzygy well. Her range was limited; but her thoughts could span the length of the park without issue.

	An intrusive, wet-feeling and irritating thought wormed its way into her mind soon after.

	I can feel ‘em, I can smell ‘em, I can taste ‘em! Deliciousness is on the way!

	Hunter VII’s disgusting telepathic reply. She could feel her nasally, horrid little voice.

	Her slobbering mouth and the moistness of her general being–

	Wizard III sent back a telepathic image of Hunter VII being beaten with a rifle butt, directly into her stupid little brain, in order to quiet her. Hunter VII made not one peep more.

	To her Vanguards, she sent final warnings to set up and be prepared to fire.

	Then she heard metal clang behind her. A vent cover hitting the floor.

	Atop the archway, Wizard III urged Vanguard IX to crawl on her belly.

	Both of them dropped low against the edge of the archway. Hiding from the hominin, letting them pass under. They would have sight on the middle of the park when the battle was joined. Until then, they just had to hide and let their senses tell them the story.

	One after another– several figures left the vent that they had forced open.

	Followed by hominin speech. Meaning unclear– but there was a small group of them–

	“…Braya–”

	Wizard III’s eyes widened as she confirmed the voice of the heretic.

	So– she had the assistance of hominin.

	There’s been a development. Shoot to kill the hominin in addition to the false autarch.

	Footsteps. Three pairs. One hominin was carrying the false autarch.

	Down the steps, beneath the archway. Stacking inside of it, facing the center of the park.

	They had not noticed Wizard III’s perch. Her critical moment fast approached.

	To the squadron, she quietly broadcast the thought of the hominin’s positions beneath the archway as she imagined them. She received two quick mental affirmations from the leaders of each three-gun section. When the hominin got to moving again, Wizard III stoically gave the order to unleash their barrage. As soon as she could physically see the hominin nearing the statues in the center of the park, she felt the breaking tension of her troops. 

	Their moment finally arrived.

	Wizard III steeled her eyes as if her sight alone would kill the Hominin below her.

	She watched them, the dawning realization that they had come under attack.

	Small flashes of green bioluminescence from the vegetation, and a faint electric crackling.

	Followed by the first bursts of long, thin and sharp black bullets converging–

	Hurtling toward the hominin– soaring in their dozens– invisible lines grazing skin–

	–scratching pits into the ground –as the hominin rushed to the cover of the statues.

	

	

	“Throw smokes! Now!”

	Her clothes dragged along the ground, she could feel it in the skin of her back.

	Smelling smoke, taking deep horrid breaths of it that made her chest contract in protest.

	Vision swimming. Bright flashes on the edges of her eyes. Everything was too dim.

	Clicking noises of a myriad little objects falling around. Dust, chipped concrete, casings.

	Along with the familiar bursting noise of Avtomat gunfire. Tremors right in her chest.

	She became aware of an immense and burning pain, from lower down on her body.

	And she could no longer feel the pressure and weight that had been upon her–

	“Arabella!”

	Zachikova shot up from the ground, only to feel a hand push her back down.

	“She’s right here! Keep your head down god damn it! We’re under attack!”

	They were huddled between the statues. There was smoke, bullets. 

	Illya was at her side–

	Her heart jumped from a sudden burst of automatic fire. Her head snapped to the source.

	Valeriya peered out from cover and fired two bursts into a tree fifty meters out.

	And immediately ducked back into cover, avoiding fire from two different directions.

	Impossible to see, but evident in the concrete dust that went flying all around them.

	Zachikova shut her eyes hard, trying to clear the sting of her own tears and the smoke.

	“Braya, I’m here. Don’t worry. Just stay safe.”

	She felt a hand on her shoulder. 

	There was no describing the relief it brought. On her other side, Arabella, with her back to the statue pedestal. She was alive and safe. In the darkness she could see the faintest smile. Zachikova let out deeply-held breath. They had all made it to cover.

	“Permission to arm GP-34.” Valeriya said calmly, just loud enough to be heard.

	“You think you can get them?” Illya shouted, over the sound of bullets hitting rock.

	“Da.” Valeriya replied. Showing no emotion whatsoever even in the midst of this mess.

	“Wait. Let me cover you. It will be more effective.” Zachikova said.

	She quickly looked around herself. 

	Her gear had been on her back when she was carrying Arabella. Exerting herself, she felt pain shoot through her left leg, but she also felt the cold sting of wound gel like someone had shoved ice into the laceration. Knowing she was not bleeding, she could strain to move, searching in the dark with her hands and finding her carbine on the floor and her remaining magazines discarded near it. Her training coming to the fore again as the shocks began to wear off, she exchanged the spent magazine that was on her carbine for a fresh one.

	Then she quickly stabbed herself with an injector of painkillers.

	She grit her teeth from the pain, but only very briefly.

	“I’ll shoot from farther back, around the statue’s legs. A different angle.” Zachikova said.

	Even in the dark she knew Illya and Valeriya were exchanging glances. Valeriya did nothing without Illya’s approval. But Illya saw the value in this suggestion. She also trusted Zachikova to be able to do it. Even wounded, even in the dark, even years after their last operation.

	“Good thinking. I’ll suppress the other flank first. Then Zachi can draw them out and Valeriya can put them down.” Illya said, hefting her assault rifle. “Zachi, Valeriya, on mark.”

	“Acknowledged.” Zachikova said.

	“Yes.” Valeriya added.

	“Mark in five.”

	As soon as Illya gave the word, the unit set about their tasks instantly.

	In the dark, Zachikova could see the outline of Valeriya loading a 40 mm rifle grenade into the underbarrel GP-34 launcher attached to her assault rifle. Opposite her, Illya stacked at the edge of Norn’s pedestal, or as close as she could get to the edge. Zachikova crawled on her knees farther up the pedestal from where Valeriya had been shooting from, in order to draw a new angle. They had gotten lucky, or their enemy had been stupid with the positioning of their ambush. Between the statues of Norn and the Emperor, there was enough cover to keep them safe from both flanks of the ambush. If they were careful, they could still engage then quickly retreat to relative safety, as evidenced by all the useless, discarded projectiles that had begun to litter the ground just outside their stretch of cover, shimmering in the red of the alarm lights, muzzle flashes and bright tracers.

	Zachikova had never seen these kinds of bullets. They were black and eerily organic.

	Some part of her knew this was not the K.P.S.D., but she couldn’t connect any more dots.

	Regardless of who it was–

	She looked back at Arabella, briefly meeting her eyes during a flash of red lights.

	For that strange and mysterious and solitary woman who had upended her life–

	no matter the opponent, Zachikova would have killed anyone.

	“Mark!”

	There was no need to confirm that she was in position prior to Illya’s shout.

	Of course Zachikova was in position– and of course her squad mates would do their parts.

	Illya rose from behind the pedestal firing controlled bursts, sweeping across the left flank.

	Zachikova rose with her and from the other side of the Emperor’s legs, she opened fire on the same trees and brushes on the right flank that Valeriya had been firing at all this time. She could not see her enemy’s movements in the dark, but from her line of sight, she knew her bullets were flying through the bushes and bypassing the trees. 

	There was no immediate return fire.

	Three long, controlled bursts, and Zachikova ducked while Illya fired her final shots.

	In the same instant as Zachikova’s gunfire abated, Valeriya angled her rifle up.

	There was a chunky, popping noise as a 40 mm grenade sailed out of her launcher.

	Arcing up into the air and crashing to the ground with a short flash and a burst of smoke.

	Obliterating the bush and sending a chunk of the tree’s slender trunk flying in pieces.

	Illya retreated to coincide with the explosion of the grenade.

	There was no immediate retaliation– a long lull in the once incessant enemy gunfire.

	“Even the left flank is shocked. These are fucking amateurs.” Illya said. “Valeriya, trade.”

	“Yes.”

	Valeriya and Illya retreated deeper into cover between the statues, and quickly switched places. Valeriya moved to Norn’s statue and Illya stacked against the statue of the Emperor. Moving the position of their grenade launcher, and enabling them to run the same tactic against the other flank. After moving, there was suddenly a renewed, but flagging salvo from both flanks, periodically sending bits of concrete flying over their heads.

	Even Zachikova could tell that there were less bullets flying than there had been.

	“Mark on five.” Illya called out, kicking away a dropped magazine and reloading.

	“They’re encroaching.” Valeriya said. She loaded a new grenade into her launcher.

	Zachikova could hear rustling and footsteps, but then they stopped and fire resumed.

	“Mark on two.” Illya said. No use acknowledging.

	It was their prerogative if they wanted to come closer and expose themselves.

	“Mark!”

	Illya rose and opened fire on the right flank.

	Zachikova rose to cover the left around the legs of Norn’s statue instead of the Emperor’s.

	Valeriya loosed another grenade.

	On the right flank, the explosion of the grenade lit a flame, penetrating one of the garden plots. Whether it had set a bush on fire or caused an electrical fire, it was impossible to tell. But there was fire, and smoke, and with it, the darkness parted ever so slightly.

	Around the pyre light, they could finally see the figures of the enemy scattering–

	along with one figure struggling on the ground.

	Illya grinned, shadows playing about her face from the flame. Her finger moved swiftly.

	She put two quick shots into the downed enemy, causing it to thrash and rattle in death

	and then she cried out as a bullet struck her in the sternum throwing her back–

	

	

	“One down.” Vanguard IX said, licking her lips, rifle in hand atop the archway.

	Beside her, Wizard III was shaking with a mixture of shock and frustration and fear.

	Her mind registered the anguished cries of several injured Vanguards.

	Those that remained had shaking hands on their rifles and their backs to cover.

	Suppressed. Too afraid to shoot back, and growing increasingly more so.

	In minutes, their ambush had been thrown back on them. 

	By three measly hominin?

	What had happened? They had advantageous positions and an outnumbered enemy!

	Even discounting the demonstrably poor aim and bad fire placement and tendency to clump together behind the same cover that her Vanguards had demonstrated– such conditions should not have even mattered, because the battle should have ended in seconds. Against mere hominin. How was the discrepancy this large? What had factored into it? 

	It should have worked– it simply–

	She had given them a perfect plan! 

	She had demanded nothing from them but execution!

	Wizard III’s mind was racing. She was ashamed, she was in shock, she was confused.

	All of her theoretical knowledge, all of her theoretical advantages.

	Why didn’t it matter? Why couldn’t she, a Wizard unit, manage a simple ambush?

	Had the false Autarch done something to the senses of these hominin? Made them stronger?

	No– It couldn’t have been– but it couldn’t be the hominin by themselves–?

	“Permission to engage in close quarters, ma’am.”

	Wizard III turned to face Vanguard IX. The shock shaking itself through her body.

	Vanguard IX was a lithe and sleek young woman, with red and white hair, a conceited grin.

	They had never locked eyes in such a deliberate way as they had then. She was– comely.

	But what did she have to be so cocky about? Her caste was doing pitifully in this battle.

	And yet– perhaps– maybe– she could be reliable– those eyes– that smile–

	“Y-Yes. Yes. Go. Cut through them. I’ll– I’ll call in Hunter VII and Sentinel X as well.”

	“Splendid! I shall bring you their heads, superior. Simply await my triumphant return.”

	In a red flash of the alarm lights, Vanguard IX’s face appeared in stark relief.

	Grinning wildly, keen on a fight. She patted Wizard III’s shoulder.

	Then, leaving her rifle behind, she took something from her uniform pockets.

	A silvery fruit brimming with stolen life. 

	While locking eyes with Wizard III, she deposited the morsel into her open mouth.

	As if for Wizard III to see every bite.

	

	

	Down on her knees, Zachikova waved her hands in every direction, struck the palms of her hands against the floor, scratched her fingers, scrabbling around for the rest of her gear in the dark. It had been kicked around everywhere in the panic. There was a lull in the gunfire, but that sniper that got Illya must have been repositioning, and they had to move. She found her flashlight, shone it upon the ground, and found her pouches and belt.

	From it, she recovered and immediately threw a smoke grenade behind themselves.

	As the smokescreen thickened to cover them from the sniper, Zachikova passed the flashlight to Arabella, sat beside her, who was surprised to be given it.

	“I need your help! Gather up everything that was in my pack and pouches!”

	Arabella nodded. 

	She took the flashlight, and quickly began to gather Zachikova’s gear together.

	Zachikova took her assault rifle from the floor.

	In the dark, she saw Valeriya on her knees in front of Illya, paralyzed. 

	Mumbling to herself.

	“Valeriya! Move her back! Behind the pedestals!”

	Whether or not Valeriya heeded her, Zachikova rose up on her bum leg and resumed shooting over the pedestal. Fire continued to spread on the right side of the park, and due to the core separation nothing was putting it out. That suited Zachikova fine. 

	In the light of the fire she could see a few enemies still scurrying about. Thin figures with long weapons, shadows from around raised concrete garden plots, enough to know where to direct her attacks. Forcing them to retreat and reposition, and preventing them from firing back. It bought them time, but it was not enough. She was not eliminating them.

	“Arabella, did you sort out my gear?” Zachikova called out.

	“Yes! I have everything laid out!” Arabella replied.

	“Alright, take out any objects that have little metal pins, and hand them to me!”

	“Yes Braya! I’m on it! I won’t let you down!”

	Zachikova shifted positions, putting her back to Norn’s statue. 

	She drew a breath, reloaded her carbine and raised her barrel forward. Now aiming for the trees on the left flank of the park, she opened fire across the front of the Emperor’s statue instead. Without enemy shadows standing in contrast with the fire, it was hard to tell if anything was still there, but she could at least suppress the other half of the park–

	Then Arabella darted up to a stand beside her, followed by a dozen strange noises.

	In her hands, she had not just one of Braya’s grenades, nor even two–

	All of Zachikova’s grenades hung on hands which now possessed a dozen fingers.

	Enough fingers to lift them, pull out the pins in a chorus of clicking and clacking metal.

	And enough dexterity to quickly toss them one after the other in every direction.

	“Arabella!” Zachikova cried out, ducking and taking Arabella to the ground with her–

	

	

	“I can smell it. I can smell it! That delicious meat!”

	Hunter VII stuck her tongue out, slobbering and hyperventilating in anticipation.

	She wrapped her arms around herself, and her knees were rubbing together–

	“Shut up. Do you have no self-control? You were not ordered to be this disgusting.”

	At her side, Sentinel X stood with her arms crossed, her back to the archway’s stone wall. 

	A living picture of stoicism. 

	Lean, well-muscled, fully in control of herself. Her face inexpressive, her pale hair cut short and without the colored streaks that brought many of the other casts such joy to dye into their hair to assert individuality. Her beret and uniform, both grey, each had a shield-shaped badge to denote her caste. Her uniform was pristine. Unlike Hunter VII, who was naked except for her hooded robe that looked to Sentinel X like she was dressed in a trash bag.

	Because she was trash. Unlike the Sentinel caste, whom Sentinel X would make proud.

	Her orders were to hold the position, and she would hold it with honor.

	No deviation from Wizard III’s grand stratagem would be tolerated.

	No enemy would escape. 

	Not without engaging Sentinel X herself in glorious combat.

	Sentinel X was so honorable in fact that she would not leave her position for such trifles as hearing a string of explosions rocking the center of the park. Or seeing a fire begin spreading. Feeling the psionic fear and anguish of the Vanguards, whom, despite being older and higher ranked than Sentinel X, were quivering and buckling and hiding amid the carnage. Certainly they were locked in absolutely brutal battles the likes of which she could not even imagine. Certainly, such was the power of the false Autarch and her hominin escorts, to give her seniors such trouble. But Sentinel X knew her place. Wizard III was her commanding officer. And she respected her comrades. So she would follow her orders.

	She would hold the position. Until commanded otherwise. 

	That was her solemn duty.

	“Hey, the Vanguards are all screamin’ and cryin’ and pukin’– should we help?”

	Hunter VII spoke up from beside Sentinel X. Sentinel glared at her.

	“You will not move from this spot, unless you desire the justice of the battlefield.”

	“Uh–!” Hunter VII bowed her head. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean t’cause offense!”

	She waved her hands intensely, then stried to stand up straight and at attention.

	Sentinel X smiled.

	“Apology accepted. Little beast, in my heart, I understand that you crave blood and battle with what measly brains you possess. This is admirable, but honor binds us Third Sphere castes to the specific tasks for which we were born. Right now, you were born to stand here with me, and prevent the breaching of our encirclement. Hold firm your honor.”

	“Ehh, I guess.” Hunter VII’s tongue rolled back into her mouth. “But I can’t eat honor.”

	“Oh, but I thought Hunter caste ate anything. Have you tasted honor, little vermin?”

	Hunter VII blinked. “Was– was that a joke? You can joke?”

	Sentinel X grinned to herself and her arms still crossed over her chest, head still bowed.

	In that moment, she felt something in the back of her mind.

	Something that cut through the vague murmuring in her thoughts, representing the ambient terror of the Vanguards whom she was ignoring; and the bloodthirst of the Hunter beside her; all of that psionic noise quieted even further by a clear and authoritative voice. 

	Sentinel X stood in attention as if she was in the physical presence of her commander.

	I have new orders for you! Turn and attack the hominin in the center of the park!

	Wizard III’s voice, agitated and louder than she had ever heard it. Was she in danger?

	“It shall be done, brilliant one. I must ask, however– what about this position?”

	She saw in the back of her mind a clear image of Wizard III’s frustrated expression.

	There’s nobody to defend it from! Unless someone attacks you right now, forget it!

	Sentinel X dutifully stepped forward from the wall and got ready to cross the archway–

	and stopped when she heard the sound of screeching metal from the elevator banks.

	Something was forcing open the elevator doors.

	Just as clearly as she heard the distress of her comrades, and the agitation of the officer in command, Sentinel X could feel the tension suddenly cutting across the aether. She could feel the colors shifting, the texture of the world turning, like the shifting direction of a nonexistent wind. Bristling in the back of her mind, brimming under her skin, shaking the tips of her fingers and toes. Just as the presence of meat aroused something inside Hunter VII; Sentinel X could now feel herself shaking in anticipation of the call to battle.

	She tipped her head to look up, to where she had felt the clarion of challenge beseech her.

	Heard the footfalls, heavy with strength and purpose, aggressive, consequential–

	Then,

	Atop the steps to the elevator banks, overlooking Sentinel X and Hunter VII–

	Appeared a strong and tall figure, shield in one hand, a weapon in another,

	eyes meeting under opposite banners amid the smoke of war,

	aura tinged red and black with the determination,

	 to stake it all on the battlefield.

	“An opponent.” Sentinel X whispered to herself.

	Near breathless, heart pounding. A grin on her face. 

	Every cell quivering with lust.

	An opponent had finally appeared to challenge her in single combat.

	With a wild smile on her face, Sentinel X adjusted her beret, and reached into her pocket.

	For the fruit, grown from hominin, that would elevate her strength.

	

	

	Tinnitus ringing in her ears for so very long.

	Her entire body was shaking hard enough it was difficult to stand, as if the explosions were still circulating energy through the ground and into her. It was not fear. She was exhausted. She had been running at the farthest edge of breathing, on the thinnest line between impetus and inertia. Shaking to stand, struggling to breath the part-smoke air, hardly able to see in the dim dream-like reds that flashed distantly around her.

	“Arabella.” Her voice shook itself out of her throat, a sputtering sound.

	“I’m here Braya. I’m sorry. I made everything worse.”

	Arabella was standing too. In front of Zachikova. She saw her when the lights flashed.

	She laid a hand on her shoulder and urged her to move. Farther back, behind the statues.

	“I’m doing better Braya, let me help you move instead.”

	In the dark, she felt Arabella’s hands around her. 

	They lifted her easily, moved her swiftly.

	“Valeriya, Illya? What is your status?”

	Zachikova mumbled weakly. Half expecting not to receive a response.

	What would even happen if Illya died? And if Valeriya was still alive? 

	It would be horrific.

	She recalled her flashlight, and wondered if Arabella still had it on her person.

	Then she realized she had another possible source of light.

	While shambling around the statues, Zachikova removed one of her antennae. 

	Her audio sensors were still working, it was not the same as having “damaged” her ear, they were built to be detachable and to serve as semi-independent devices. On one end of the object, there were status lights. By flicking a switch, to physically cut off digital data flow to one of the ears, more of the status alert LEDs on it would turn on.

	In the darkness, these were a dim flashlight that was nevertheless bright enough to use.

	As Arabella helped her walk, she shone the lights forward.

	Until they fell upon Valeriya, crouched and solemn. 

	Her hair falling over her face such that her expression was completely obscured. Her fingers, clutching her knees. All of her weapons and gear thrown at her sides, discarded. Zachikova felt her heart accelerating as she turned the light from Valeriya, to the rear surface of the pedestal. Against which, Valeriya had propped up the stricken down Illya.

	“Is she alive?” Zachikova asked. Knowing she was tempting fate to say so.

	Valeriya did not respond.

	Zachikova tempted fate again by stepping forward from Arabella’s presence.

	She crouched beside Illya. 

	Pausing every so often to glance at Valeriya.

	Reaching out her hand tentatively. 

	Holding Illya’s face by the chin and lifting it.

	No response from Valeriya. 

	Zachikova had not been hacked to pieces– yet.

	She continued.

	Lifting a finger to force one of her eyes open. 

	Feeling for vitals with her thumb.

	There was a pulse–

	“God damn it.”

	Valeriya lifted her head a little. 

	Enough for Zachikova to see her eyes filled with tears.

	Illya had grunted. She was awake.

	“Let go of my face. I’m having trouble breathing.”

	Zachikova glared at her. “Respond when I fucking ask if you’re alive.”

	“Ugh. I’m spiraling in and out.” Illya mumbled. She raised a hand over her face.

	On her chest, something that looked like a long, black fang, perhaps like that of a spider, shiny, but straight– it was the most bizarre projectile Zachikova had ever seen. It had pierced through Illya’s body armor. There was no question that this was the sniper’s bullet. It was long and thinner than an ordinary bullet, and even some time after being fired it remained warm, vibrating, and strangely enough, it was slightly moist. They had not designed the ballistic plates to fit the characteristics of this object, that was for certain.

	Zachikova pulled out the projectile and pocketed it.

	She shone her dim little lights into the orifice left in Illya’s armor.

	There was blood, and ripped skin. Beneath it, however, was a second, thin layer.

	Like a sheet of hexagon patterns just under Illya’s skin. Subdermal nanomail.

	It had been penetrated. There would be bruising around it.

	“You’ll live.” Zachikova said. She looked around herself. “But what the fuck is going on?”

	Arabella approached and crouched beside Zachikova, joining the rest.

	“This is my fault.” She said. “These are my people, chasing me. I’m sorry, Braya.”

	“Doesn’t matter who the fuck they are.” Illya said. “We’re not letting them have you.”

	She turned her face to Valeriya, who had remained dutifully at her side.

	Reaching out a hand to caress Valeriya’s dirty cheek, gently pushing away her blond hair.

	“Valeriya, I love you.” She said.

	Valeriya nodded silently. Zachikova noticed that her mask was pulled down.

	“I am sorry– you know I wouldn’t do this if I had no choice.” Illya said.

	“No. Don’t be. Let me fight.” Valeriya said.

	Illya nodded solemnly. 

	Zachikova averted her gaze. She grit her teeth, clenched her fists.

	Valeriya and Illya’s gazes locked ever more deeply. 

	Illya held the cheek of her lover and partner in a gesture that, in any other circumstance would have been interpreted to lead into a kiss. However, they could only stare each other’s eyes with gentle and yet weak expressions. For a few seconds they held their gazes firmly before Valeriya lifted her own hand to touch Illya’s on her cheek.

	Behind them, they heard footsteps encroaching in the dark on their position again.

	Illya gently drew Valeriya closer to her.

	Then, she clicked her tongue in Valeriya’s ear. Then, she spoke.

	“Love is life; love hinders death.”

	Valeriya opened her eyes wide, and the gentle smile she wore for Illya went away.

	“Eliminate all hostile targets.” Illya then said. 

	With none of the love she put into speaking the trigger words.

	Without expression, Valeriya stood to her full height, and seized a weapon.

	Pulling off the hard plastic sleeve to expose the saw teeth of the diamond sword, its blade nearly a hundred centimeters long, the motor hidden in the square guard above the handle. As she walked, as if paying it little mind while doing so, she flicked the motor’s power switch with a finger and pulled the lever hidden on the blade’s guard to actuate it. 

	A metallic whining noise followed her from then on.

	Zachikova felt a sudden and immense terror worming its way through her skin.

	An otherworldly presence, an evil-feeling presence, seemed to exude from Valeriya.

	Arabella, too, stared warily at the woman, but calmly and without Zachikova’s terror.

	Her eyes remained fixed on the entranced Valeriya as she walked, first, and then sprinted.

	Back around the statues and immediately clashing with the approaching enemy.

	In the dark, the clashing of metal of metal– Zachikova shook her head.

	She affixed her antennae back in its place, and began to search Illya’s pockets for gear.

	“I’ll support her– or at least keep you safe. I can do that much still.” Zachikova said.

	“Don’t let your girlfriend have any more of our grenades.” Illya said, grinning.

	“You’re in good humor.” Zachikova sighed. “If you die nobody will be able to control her.”

	Illya shut her eyes and took a deep breath, her hand resting over her wound.

	“I trust her completely. That will have to suffice for you. Administer some painkillers.”

	Zachikova wanted to shout at her, but she held her breath. There was no use arguing.

	Showing her displeasure instead by how brusquely she jabbed Illya with an injector.

	Valeriya was not looking, so this petty vengeance would not result in her dismemberment.

	

	

	“I’m only going to say this once. I do not want to hurt anyone. Get out of my way. I’ll take my subordinates and we can defer whatever grief you have for another day. Otherwise, my conscience is absolved of smearing all of you across the wall. Your choice.”

	Her conscience was not absolved. But she had no choice.

	That hand holding her truncheon was so close to shaking. 

	It took all her strength not to.

	Evgenya Akulantova looked down from the top of the steps. 

	Standing over a pair of pale women, horned and clad strangely, a skinny one in a black hood and the other in a unique uniform, not matching the Volkisch Movement or any Imperial unit she had ever studied up on. Behind her an elevator shaft she had broken into, climbed up, and forced the door open. There was no turning back. Here was the enemy. 

	All she could hope for is for them to see reason and avoid violence.

	That hope faded quickly. She saw the expression on the uniformed woman.

	While the hooded woman was terrified, the one with the uniform looked absolutely elated.

	She stepped forward, flexing her fingers, grinning all the while.

	Akulantova clenched her jaw.

	The flashlight on her visor clearly illuminated the face of a madwoman.

	“What is your name, hominin? I must know, for when I take you into my body as a trophy.”

	The hell did that mean–? “Akulantova. You?”

	“Sentinel X.” She said. Ten– why was she numbered?

	“Sentinel X. Step aside, now.” Growing concerned she absolutely would not.

	“It is my duty to hold this position. And perhaps it will be my honor to hold it against you.”

	Despite being seemingly unarmed, Sentinel X merely took a striking stance with her fists.

	Akulantova could still smell Illya and Valeriya. They were out there, fighting. There was blood in the air, smoke and fire, the smell of tungsten fragments and lead casings. There were many strange smells too– eerily organic smells like the skin and spit of animals. She had tracked her subordinates to this park because she knew Illya and Valeriya would follow the plans that they had already drafted for Kreuzung station, because they were efficient. 

	But the scent told her they were here and alive. Her tracking nose had its purpose.

	“I’d like to remain a pacifist for at least a few more years. Please step aside kid.”

	“Then I will have to come up there myself! I can sense the ferocious beast inside you!”

	Akulantova felt herself pulled in every direction. 

	There was limited time to escape this emergency before the station began a crackdown; her subordinates were actively in danger and in need of rescue and a way out; there was a strange enemy barring her way; but she did not want to fight! Hadn’t her hands been stained enough? Was her body just not destined for something other than violence?

	True to her words, however, Sentinel X quickly took her choices from her.

	In moments, she broke into a sprint unexpected even for her lithe and agile-looking body.

	Hurtling up the stairs in long bounds to punch with a fist that turned suddenly hard and hot.

	Steam hissed from glistening, armored skin as if her sweat or even flesh were dissolving.

	Akulantova stepped back, raised her shield and barely had time to put it in the way–

	And nearly found herself bowled over as Sentinel X crashed into her at full speed.

	Scarring in a fist-sized dent with an eerie torsion, into the multi-layered composite plate.

	“You’re strong Akulantova! You’re so strong! This will make for a GLORIOUS battle!”

	Akulantova stepped back, shield up, truncheon ready to respond to a strike.

	She could not help but notice Sentinel X’s fists, vibrating and giving off heat like weapons.

	Covered in what looked almost like the hard shell of a lobster, or maybe a crab.

	It brought to mind a word–

	Omenseer– she had been briefed by the Captain on that, but never what it entailed.

	Simply, it was the kind of person the “specialist navigator” Arabella was. It allowed her to do whatever a ‘specialist navigator’ did. Akulantova did not question it. It wasn’t her right to. She put it out of her mind, giving no more thought to Arabella than whether she was being safe while messing around in the halls and whether her hyperactive antics around the ship caused any trouble. Over time, Arabella had even calmed down a bit.

	Seeing this woman in front of her with crab-like vibro-weapon fists–

	Arabella had gone missing– and now, there was this inexplicable maniac in the way.

	“Nobody to blame but myself.” Akulantova said in a low voice.

	“Not going to counterattack? Afraid of me already?” Sentinel X taunted.

	Waiting her turn? Completely knackered. Her brain must have been vibrating too.

	“S’not my style.” Akulantova said. “Why don’t you give it another go?”

	Akulantova got ready to turn away the next strike. Her opponent took the invitation.

	Sentinel X stepped forward, throwing all of her momentum into a charge.

	If Akulantova could bash her back, she might have opening.

	Expecting to be rushed down, Akulantova pushed back with her shield–

	Where she expected to meet flesh heavily, there was air, and Akulantova nearly tripped.

	At the last moment, Sentinel X arrested her movement and stepped back.

	Precisely enough to avoid Akulantova’s counter while remaining in reach of her shield.

	And responding with a punch flying sudden and strong as a gunshot–!

	Sending the top third of the shield flying past Akulantova’s head in pieces.

	Layered composites and glass shards. One cut across her cheek. 

	She felt the wound throb.

	Each throb a slow, agonizing pulse of a heart beating for reprisal, a clamor to violence.

	Despite being nearly two heads taller and probably a third again wider in the chest and back as her assailant was, Akulantova still found herself suddenly pressured by Sentinel X. It wasn’t uncommon for a Katarran to see uncanny strength in the world. But rarely was she on the other end of what her body and presence inspired in a fight.

	Akulantova was a big girl. She had always been. Even as a larva. 

	Two meters tall, with a broad back, a big chest even discounting her bust, quite wide hips. Quite solid arms and legs and an effortlessly strong core. But people in the Union told her that she had a very pretty face too. She worked hard for that pretty face, her maidenly smile and soft features, for her silky, well-kept hair, for her easy, polite voice. Those things were difficult. She found it easy to build muscle. She found it easy to scream, to fight. 

	She found it easy to put people into the floor, alive or dead.

	That ferocity began pouring back into her, began sizzling between her fingers.

	She imagined herself crushing Sentinel X’s head like a grape and feeling the fluid drip between her hands. Like she was nothing but meat to be pulverized, and Akulantova the grinder. Like her body was a key to the lock that was Sentinel X, to make her undone and break her open. Casting her aside completely like she had been born to do.

	And she hated it. Every second of it was torture. 

	She wanted so badly to defy that vision.

	Her body had a destiny etched into it. Made to fight and kill and wreak ruin on the world. But she had made herself a body to love instead. Painstakingly. With all the world’s effort. She didn’t hate her body. Because she had etched out that evil destiny and inscribed her own.

	And she didn’t want to use it to fight Sentinel X. To kill her and succumb to that fate.

	But– god damn it all– without a shield, there was nothing to weigh down her arm.

	And she couldn’t just punch back–

	“Am I going to have to revise my estimation? Are you perhaps actually quite weak?”

	Sentinel X bounded closer throwing another fast punch from the shoulder.

	Clanging; the metallic sound of a truncheon falling to the ground.

	Akulantova’s bare, closed fist met the Sentinel’s strike, blood drawing from the knuckles.

	While a loose hand struck at her chest with enough force to drive her staggering back.

	Sentinel X coughed, surprised, she had let her guard down. But smiling all the same.

	Akulantova held a stance with a closed fist and a hand half-open. 

	Blood dripped down from sliced knuckles. Her own blood collecting on the floor. 

	It hurt like hell. Her wounds felt white-hot.

	Despite this, a hint of a smile crept on Akulantova’s face. She had found a way out.

	Her mind drifted back to her training in Union self-defense.

	Maybe it was as simple as opening her fist. And knowing when to close it.

	

	

	“Oh good. Two hominin down. After you, that means just one more.”

	Vanguard IX grinned upon seeing the lone blond-haired hominin coming out from the fading smoke. Her body coursed with the possibilities provided by the marrow fruit, unlocking all of her innate potential. Abilities which once required much concentration came to her as easily as breathing now. She hoped Wizard III was paying attention to her deeds.

	She wanted to impress her, to draw her attention.

	From the back of her wrist, her flesh opened and extended. Using sinew and bone and the metals which she had ingested, as well as her own hard tissues and the enzymes from the fruit, Vanguard IX quickly grew a vibrating black blade as she walked, with nothing but a thought. Outwardly solid as any sword but composed microscopically of tight bundles of carbon and steel nanofiber the likes of which no hominin machine could manufacture. Her grown weapon ejected from her arm and hung on muscular sinews attached to the handle allowing her to control the electric vibrations and the heat that lent it killing power. 

	She wielded it as easily as flexing her own fingers.

	Adjusting her eyes to see better in the dark, she felt she had every advantage on her prey.

	Approaching, weapon in hand, full of confidence. She had killed the other hominin easily.

	“Too bad for you! But as the exalted ones say: it ended romantically!”

	Vanguard IX broke into a charge at the blond hominin and swung the blade in her hand–

	Black edge meeting the silver teeth of the diamond sabre and grinding against it.

	Vanguard IX put her weight into the clash, attempting to push the hominin back.

	First a stalemate, and then, her efforts were actively thrown back, forcing her to retreat.

	Her blade healing the deep gash left into its surface, sucking minerals from Vanguard IX.

	Now closer and in the presence of the hominin, Vanguard IX felt an oppressive sense of bloodlust and her eyes flashed red, instinctually peering at the hominin’s aura. 

	She was astonished. 

	The blond hominin was completely wreathed in a black cloud that when examined closely had the impression of ghostly hands, mournful clawing and desperate. Some of her aura looked like it was trying to tear at her, other parts like they were pushing her forward, and the synesthesia Vanguard IX felt upon seeing it caused her to taste blood.

	And yet, her mind was so poorly guarded. Vanguard IX could peer right inside–

	Valeriya Peterburg, ‘Union special forces B.E.A.S.T.’

	Images bubbling up through the surface of her mind so easily seen–

	slashing, crushing, tearing, eviscerating, disemboweling, beheading,

	shooting heads spilling brains, chests bursting hearts, belly guts flying spirals,

	armbar head twisting slitting throats stabbing ribs ripping throats bare teeth

	saw-sword swing cleaving corpses horizontal peak to groin

	amid the vortex of violence Vanguard IX always the victim–

	Screaming, she tore herself away from the psionic visions of that vicious mind–

	It was no wonder it was unguarded! 

	There was nothing going through it but sheer brutality!

	Shaking, having never seen a monster like this in her life, Vanguard IX put up her guard.

	In the instant into which she had peered into this Valeriya Peterburg’s mind, the woman hefted her sword as if testing its weight, with her dead eyes permanently locked on Vanguard IX with a soulless, vehement expression. Vanguard IX felt her skin chill and the air grew hard to breathe as if the black tinge from that woman’s aura was growing to encompass everything. She could feel her mind succumbing, her own aura turning black at the edges with the fear of death just from staying near this hominin.

	Was this the experience of being stricken by a King’s Gaze? But it couldn’t be!

	Vanguard IX’s hands began to shake as the woman lifted her sword and broke into a run.

	Valeriya swung from the right and Vanguard IX moved to block.

	Holding her sword by both handle and the upper the section of the blade for added leverage, she batted away Valeriya’s attack with her flat. The clash threw Valeriya off balance, and Vanguard IX quickly seized the opening and stabbed the tip of her sword into Valeriya’s shoulder. Her thrust went through skin but she could go no deeper than flesh; Valeriya retaliated, the blade crossing mere centimeters in front of Vanguard IX’s face. Forcing Vanguard IX back, but giving her time to prepare her guard again.

	Guard and counterattack– it could perhaps continue to be effective.

	Her confidence was beginning to rebuild. 

	Valeriya was powerful, but a ravening beast.

	Swinging vehemently, but how much more strength could she put behind it?

	Blood drew from the wound she had left, middle of the shoulder, close to the neck.

	Precise, in a place where there was nothing but that thick grey fibrous bodysuit.

	There was no change in her expression. Valeriya hardly acknowledged the wound.

	Exactly as before, she lunged for Vanguard IX and swung her sword.

	Vanguard IX responded again with the same cover.

	Holding her weapon by the handle and blade and connecting her flat with Valeriya’s diamond sabre to try to turn it away. However, she had executed much more clumsily, or perhaps, Valeriya was much more aware of it– her fingers were suddenly exposed close to the sawing teeth, and Vanguard IX had to throw herself back with a psionic thrust.

	Creating a psionic pressure between herself and Valeriya in both directions.

	Hoping to escape and perhaps to throw her off-balance.

	She felt the moment of the blast that it had succeeded in moving her, but Vanguard IX could also suddenly see her kinetic thrust smothered in the roiling black aura around Valeriya. And rather than leaping back as she had planned, her thrust barely pushed her a few steps, and seemed to move Valeriya not at all from her position. They were still too close!

	Vanguard IX felt herself shaking again and took up her guard.

	Valeriya shifted her weapon from one hand, to the other– and then gripped with both.

	She stepped forward, she drew her sword back in preparation, black aura crawling over it.

	Swinging from the shoulder, darkness exploding behind her like a flame fed of shadows.

	Suddenly panicking in the split second instant between blow and clash–

	Vanguard IX fell back on the same guard that had proven effective.

	Hand on blade, hand on grip, and meet the enemy’s edge to deflect it–

	Flat met blade, the sawing teeth grinded for an instant,

	cut through like fluid,

	severed the shoulder,

	cast the arm down,

	sword and all leaving a hissing red mess of stringy flesh,

	It had been so sudden that Vanguard IX could not even find the space to scream.

	Before her Valeriya loomed ever larger,

	she saw her no longer as a woman but as a titan with a black cloak and crown made of corpses, crawling over her body braying for her to kill or mourning their own deaths. Towering over her with inconceivable brutality and strength. She would join those bodies and have no future but to scream and scratch into the brain-dead ear of this gargantuan berserker when she smeared her next victim on the floor of this dying Empire.

	Vanguard IX stumbled back, Valeriya recovered from the first swing,

	swung again, sure to kill,

	felt those horrid evil saw teeth kiss her ribs–

	and gasped as a bright white light interposed itself.

	Saint’s Skin: Anoint!

	A brilliant white sword turned away that bloodthirsty black blade from further harm.

	Valeriya was hardly unbalanced by the parry, but it was enough to spare Vanguard IX.

	The Omenseer’s wavering vision and fading sense of touch registered her falling into the arms of someone holding her tightly. Someone strong, whose touch was comforting, who could hold her in her arms like she was but a doll, and whose voice she heard inside of her brain. I’ll protect you. I’m sorry. All of the fear of death and the weakness of mind had left her, and she felt a sudden ecstasy. Her eyes filled with tears of joy and relief.

	Before passing out in her arms, Vanguard IX smiled fondly at Wizard III.

	Wishing that, despite her failure, she could still become hers.

	

	

	Sentinel X and Akulantova circled each other, locking eyes.

	When one stepped forward, the other back.

	Jabs flew past and retracted just as quickly, probing attacks, sizing each other up.

	Even those jabs, whether deflected or allowed to hit softly, left an impression.

	Sentinel X was monstrously strong.

	Akulantova had always relied on her size and superior strength in a fight.

	This had always posed a problem for her– because she was so big and so strong.

	It was easy to hurt someone in training; she never got to hone a lot of techniques.

	She had to admit however– 

	some of her fear had left her, because Sentinel X was so strong.

	“Starting to enjoy yourself, hominin? I hope to see you die smiling. A duel’s pleasure!”

	Sentinel X seemed to have gotten enough of probing.

	One bound of those long, strong legs carried her far and quick in a second.

	Entering Akulantova’s reach, she threw a right punch into Akulantova’s waiting guard.

	Akulantova shifted her body to the side, so that her closed fist grazed Sentinel X’s fist without completely absorbing the blow. Just enough contact to shift the direction of the attack. Even glancing it this way it felt someone had smashed her knuckles with a hammer. She moved to strike herself, but in the next instant, she felt a shockwave push her.

	Shifting immediately from the strike, Sentinel X suddenly bounded over Akulantova.

	Clearing the floor, with what strength and what leverage she could not tell.

	That leap saw her land briefly on Akulantova’s shoulder–

	and kicking off it with unbelievable force.

	Akulantova shoved forward, gasping with surprise, the wind beaten out of her back.

	Sentinel X’s second leap took her right behind Akulantova.

	In any normal situation Akulantova might have feared a grab, but she was well aware of how much this insane bitch loved strikes, and how her hands could harden or sharpen on command. She could tell in an instant that Sentinel X was bounding back toward her to strike again from behind. She was determined to keep punching until one of them died.

	Knowing that, Akulantova also knew she would not just be knocked out with a head blow.

	Bracing herself in the split second she had, she sucked in a breath and stepped forward.

	It was now or never.

	There was no escaping it. Sentinel X’s fist fell hard on her middle back.

	Enduring the pain, Akulantova managed to stumble forward from the attack–

	Recovered her footing, and turned around just outside Sentinel X’s second punch.

	“You’re mine.”

	Akulantova threw herself forward and with all of her strength, she grabbed Sentinel X.

	Ensnaring her in her arms, lifting her, fingers intertwined behind her back and pushing in.

	Sentinel X bent slightly back, gasping, her arms captive inside Akulantova’s grapple.

	Their faces, their eyes, barely millimeters away. Sentinel X’s bewildered expression.

	Akulantova’s toothy, satisfied grin.

	Grappling– it was a way for Akulantova to use her prodigious strength without killing.

	She felt Sentinel X’s knees, but her captive had no leverage to kick.

	Even with her mighty strikes and bewildering agility.

	“Stop moving already! I’m being merciful here!”

	Gripping even harder behind Sentinel X’s back, Akulantova reared her head.

	Shutting her eyes, she smashed forehead to forehead with all of her strength.

	Shattering the glass and band on her visor, sending her cap and the enemy’s beret flying.

	Breaking open Sentinel X’s forehead, drawing blood that fell over her pale features in rivulets. Akulantova could physically feel Sentinel X’s struggle weakening, though not ceasing, within her grasp. Dazed from the headbutt, crushed in Akulantova’s arms, she was finally helpless enough to be put down without having to murder her.

	“I don’t know who you’re supposed to be, and I won’t learn. But whatever brain cells you have left, use them well: my closed fist would have beheaded you. I hit you with my open hand and with my glass shield for your benefit. So learn your FUCKING place.”

	Then, she bent her knees, bore the entire weight of her captive, and leaped back.

	Akulantova took her entire body with her, drew her back, and slammed her into the floor.

	There was not a scratch on the metal tiles under them, but Sentinel X landed splayed on the ground, her limbs limp, blood rushing down from her forehead over her face, dyeing the tips of her white hair a dark crimson. Her chest was still rising and falling. 

	She was gasping for breath. 

	Alive.

	Thankfully built of stern stuff.

	Meanwhile, a shaken Akulantova rose back to her feet.

	She collected the remains of her shield, and her truncheon. 

	She collected her hat.

	Placing it on top of her head and adjusting it.

	All the while, keeping alert for Sentinel X’s weird little partner.

	But that coward had not moved a muscle the entire time.

	She stood on the periphery, hugging herself, eyes darting, licking her lips every so often.

	“Grab your partner and get out of my sight.” Akulantova said. “With you, it won’t start as a spar. I’m sick to death of this situation. I might even be sick enough of it to kill someone.”

	In response, the hooded woman nodded her head rapidly and stepped forward–

	“N-No. Hunter VII. We’re– holding–”

	Akulantova sighed. Sentinel X rose unsteadily to her feet.

	One of her eyes was red, injured. Her forehead continued to bleed profusely.

	All of the scales or chitin on her fists had begun to peel away revealing shattered digits.

	Despite her grievous state, she forced herself to stand to full height.

	“Hunter– VII–” Sentinel X gasped for breath. “Kill– h-her– attack–”

	Akulantova turned a forceful glare on Hunter VII and nearly caused her to jump.

	But the choice was taken from the spindly, pallid woman soon enough.

	Whether she had begun to move to grab her partner or in order to fight–

	–a burst of several rounds of gunfire intercepted her path.

	Hunter VII just barely avoided walking into the line of green tracers.

	Automatic pistol fire– it had come from the elevator banks!

	Akulantova turned around and spotted someone walking confidently toward her.

	Shoulder-length brown hair, orange-brown skin with mottles on her neck. Small, sharp fins coming from where her ears would have been, from under her hair. A stern expression on a face with a round jaw and bright eyes. Her light frame and confident gait, and the careful hold her hand had on the machine pistol, all were quite familiar to Akulantova. 

	Syracuse Chernova.

	Security team medic– Former special forces– Akulantova’s ex-wife–

	Just as the distracted Akulantova turned her head to look, Hunter VII suddenly leaped.

	From under her hood, a long and muscular tail like a reptile’s suddenly lashed out.

	Wrapping around Sentinel X and lifting her from the floor despite her protests.

	“Hunter VII! Stand and fight!”

	“It’s not worth dyin’ over! You’ll never taste meat– I mean– you’ll never fight again!”

	“I don’t care! Drop me! I can still fight!”

	“We’re retreating! That’s an order! You just heard it!”

	With incredibly agility, Hunter VII leaped back from the steps with Sentinel X in tow.

	Hitting the ground on all fours, she scurried away like an animal into the raised gardens on the edge of the park, nimbly disappearing from view. Akulantova watched them go, speechless, all of that brutality she had experienced simply dissipating from the world like a flash of thunder. Who had told them to retreat, and how? Impossible for her to know.

	There was something much more pressing at hand however.

	Akulantova turned around, 

	so surprised to be meeting Syracuse’s eyes in the middle of a battlefield,

	but expecting nothing–

	“I’m not here to talk to you.” Syrah said pointedly. “I’m assisting my team. Let’s go.”

	–and getting nothing as she expected. Of course. 

	She should have known.

	“Right. I know you don’t care, but I am really grateful for the assist.”

	“You’re right, I don’t care.”

	Syracuse reached into her pocket, stood on her tiptoes, and smacked a sticky bandage on Akulantova’s forehead, where she had opened a bleeding wound from headbutting Sentinel X. Akulantova stood stupefied for a moment while Syracuse nonchalantly walked away.

	“Stupid as it was for you to keep holding back; I suppose I can’t fault it.” She said.

	Said without even turning to see her, and yet, it managed to lift Akulantova’s spirits.

	Before she could get too far ahead, Akulantova collected herself and followed.

	She looked down at the park, taking a whiff of the air. Smoke, fire, blood, grinding metal, spent lead and the scents of those two maniacs who needed their help. Valeriya and Illya were still alive. They were as tough as Akulantova had hoped. It was no wonder that they came so highly recommended from Commissar-General Nagavanshi herself. 

	But they were completely out of line now.

	“They were attacked by a bunch of freaks. I can’t say how many.” Akulantova said.

	Syrah quietly lifted her machine pistol as if it was the only answer she needed to give.

	“Judging by the last one I pummeled within an inch of her life, I dunno about that.”

	“I’ll double tap. If you’re so concerned, then lead the way, Chief.”

	Akulantova hurried her pace, and overtook Syrah, with the remains of her shield up.

	Syrah audibly sighed, but followed close behind.

	Thankfully for the both of them, the park, though heavily damaged, had found peace anew.

	As they walked down the steps at a moderate and wary pace, and approached the statues in the center of the park, unbeknownst to them, Wizard III had already beat a retreat. 

	Akulantova would not see Sentinel X and Hunter VII waiting for her around a corner, and the shooters who had dumped so much alien ammunition into the center of the park were nowhere to be found. And with them, their ringleader would not be found also.

	Without further incident, they found Illya, Zachikova, Arabella and Valeriya.

	Wounded in all manner of ways; Valeriya was sitting in a corner shaking, nursed by Illya.

	But alive; and ready to return. 

	Akulantova produced a portable encrypted communicator.

	“Captain, this is the Chief.” She spoke into it. Sighing in relief. “We’re heading home.”

	Giving the wounded Illya a stern glare, before bending down to lift her to safety.

	

	

	Retreat! Leave no bodies behind! Rendesvouz in the B-block underground!

	Wizard III issued her telepathic proclamation and fled from the park.

	In her hands, she held the wavering life of Vanguard IX.

	Vanguard IX was smiling– despite everything she had been through.

	Wizard III felt an unfamiliar emotion as she escaped with all her power.

	She was so much more concerned with Vanguard IX living than with the failure of the mission. She could take responsibility and punishment from the Enforcers, but some part of her simply hated the idea that Vanguard IX could die in her arms due to her stupidity. That Vanguard IX fought so hard and brave for her, and was failed by her command. This feeling grew in her heart, ever more desperate. When she realized the hominin were not giving chase, and had chosen to retreat as well, she had nothing else to occupy her thoughts.

	Sneaking into a maintenance shaft, she adjusted her eyes to better see in the dark.

	Wizard III laid Vanguard IX against a wall.

	Her arm had been completely severed. She had a horrific wound, enough of her had been torn away to reveal the sides of the upper ribs. Her collarbone was shattered where her arm had been sliced off. There was so much blood and stringy mutilated flesh and strips of skin and broken bones peering out of the mess. Wizard III searched through the pouches of her uniform for a marrow fruit and chewed it briefly before swallowing it.

	Inside her own body, Wizard III synthesized a fluid form of healing biomass.

	It traveled up her arm, through her sinews.

	Her palm opened into a toothless mouth and the gel ejected from it.

	Pale-colored secretions covered Vanguard IX’s wounds.

	A primordial soup of benign cells slowly growing into a covering.

	Using her psionic power of biokinesis, amplified by the marrow fruit, Wizard III could carefully alter the biological material to become skin, to become sinew, to allow blood to route through. She could never replace all of the mass that was lost as the entire arm was cut off, but she could accelerate natural healing of what remained to end the body’s crisis. 

	Without a thought spared to the condition of the other Vanguards, or whether Hunter VII and Sentinel X had gotten away. All of her mind focused on caring for Vanguard IX’s wounds as tenderly as she could. To restoring her body, avoiding necrosis and shock. As she worked, she telepathically induced comfort and calm on Vanguard IX’s vulnerable mind.

	Her chest was still rising and falling, her heart beating. She was alive.

	When her wounds were finally closed, and she was as safe as she could be, Wizard III realized she was looming over her body obsessively, sweating profusely, her eyes weeping and hot and her mind ragged from having performed so much advanced and precise psionics. She laid back on the opposite side of the maintenance shaft, gathering her breath.

	She shut off her night-vision in order to conserve her mental strength.

	But she continued to stare at Vanguard IX, now resting soundly rather than– dying.

	It filled her with emotion that she could have never conceived of having.

	They had never been in any danger on this scale. It had been nerve-wracking.

	Her hands were still shaking. She could still see that monstrous hominin in her mind.

	It was not supposed to be like this. None of it. All of it was terrifying.

	Despite this– for whatever reason– the idea that Vanguard IX was still alive–

	–it was a pathetic little comfort for Wizard III. It shouldn’t have been– but it was.

	“I hate you.” Wizard III said, without truly meaning it. She wished she truly hated her.

	“You’ve made me– not normal anymore. Now what will I do? I am defective too.”

	Wizard III raised her hands to cover her face, gritting her teeth.

	Reclaiming Aer should have been as simple as wiping out all the hominin.

	No culture, no deviations, nothing but the directives given to her.

	All that she learned and practiced in the Agartha was to fight for the Autarch’s orders. Even their homes in the Agartha had been nothing but temporary, there should have been no attachment to anything but the mission. Command and tactics; equipment; hunting and killing enemies; what supplies they needed and how to acquire them; hominin basics.

	Wizard III had never learned what to do with the feeling that she wanted to take care of Vanguard IX. She did not know how it would feel if Vanguard IX was killed. 

	It was a terrifying notion.

	Because it made her tasks so much more complicated.

	And her future so much less predictable.

	Perhaps the culture the Enforcers spoke of was a curse they had laid upon her.

	Perhaps that curse was what made her heart quake.

	

	

	Preparations for the Brigand’s departure were underway. In Alcor, where the artificial sky was malfunctioning and there seemed to be not one single reliable source of station lighting, the ground and sky and the surface of the Brigand’s armor was cut across by a dozen mobile floodlight units worked by sailors. While a lot of the remaining work was internal, there was one major problem the crew had to tackle in order to escape. 

	To solve it would require a lot of manpower to make up for time.

	“Well, unfortunately, we’ve confirmed the conveyor out of here is out of commission. We should still be able to force the elevators manually but without the conveyor, we can’t move the Brigand through the tunnel.” Tigris said solemnly, speaking into one of the Brigand’s exterior cameras so the bridge crew could see her. “Luckily I came up with an ad-hoc solution out here. We’re going to modify Alcor’s mobile berth to actually be self-propelled. It already has caterpillar tracks and drive gear, but it needs an independent power source and a motor. We can cobble together both. It’s not going to be pretty, but it just needs to hold together until it gets the ship to water, which I’m almost certain that it can get that far.”

	At the bottom of the hydraulic elevated platform that Tigris was using to stand before the camera, Murati stood operating the controls. She thought Tigris looked just a little too happy to have something to tinker with on the spot, especially in the dire situation they were in, but if anyone could do it, it was Tigris. Murati certainly did not have a better plan, so as the officer in charge outside of the ship, she would support Tigris–

	“Captain, I would like to say I highly disagree with this course of action!”

	From beside the platform, Gunther Cohen, one of the engineer leads, shouted up at the camera that Tigris was standing near. He had a disgruntled expression on his face. From atop the platform, Tigris looked down at him and stuck out her tongue. This did not endear her to the man one bit. Murati turned to Gunther and waved him off from making any more gestures at Tigris. In turn she urged Tigris to continue her report.

	“Cohen, do you have a better idea for moving the ship out of here?” Murati said.

	Gunther sighed. 

	“No, I don’t. But, Lieutenant, you have to understand that this is extremely risky. If that woman’s contraption breaks while we’re in that tunnel, we’re trapped. Not only that, but we’ll be stuck where it’s clear we had intent to escape, when the station announced the closure of its ports due to the emergency. It will look extremely suspicious.”

	Murati crossed her arms, and shut her eyes. “I will support Tigris’ plan. We can’t stay here. We’ll deal with the rest when it comes. But Tigris is pretty good at what she does.”

	“And I’m not, Lieutenant?” Gunther replied. He was taking some kind of offense.

	Gunther and Murati had their problems with each other in the past. 

	Murati had gone against his wishes several times in using the dangerous prototype systems on the Cheka, a Diver that he knew much more intimately than her. She had also gone against his advice again by piloting the Agni, an even more obscure and experimental piece of equipment that had not passed formal Union vetting. Gunther was a good worker and stuck to the regulations to promote everyone’s safety– Murati did understand that. 

	He disliked Tigris, who had come out of nowhere and never followed regulations.

	She understood that too. Cohen was very safety-minded. That was certainly valid. 

	But she also knew that under the circumstances, they couldn’t afford to be safe.

	And that, under the circumstances, Tigris simply outshone him in her capabilities.

	Ultimately, Murati was not an engineer with safety regulations. She was a soldier.

	To complete her mission and defeat her enemy, a soldier accepted risks.

	In that way, they would never see eye to eye. As much as it hurt to admit.

	“Cohen, I’m not answering that question. Dismissed.” Murati said brusquely.

	Gunther remained for a moment glaring at Murati before leaving her side.

	She noted that he did not return to work, but losing one set of hands was no issue.

	A few minutes later, Tigris signaled to be brought down from the platform. Murati flipped a switch to retract it. Tigris hopped off and waved at Murati with a little grin. She had her grey work coveralls on and the slick sheen of grease already covered her gloves. Some of it had even gotten on her otherwise bright red ponytail. She had an earpiece so she could talk to the Captain, but the Captain could only see her through the Brigand’s cameras.

	“The Captain has cleared us to start working, if you agree.” Tigris said.

	“Absolutely. I will defer to the Captain’s judgment.” Murati said.

	Tigris smiled. “I heard you arguing with Cohen too. Thanks for believing in me.”

	“All I ask is that your actions don’t lead me to regret my words.” Murati said, sighing.

	“You watch! That ugly hunk of metal will be flying out of here!” Tigris cheered raucously.

	Time was of the essence, so Murati was about to usher Tigris to work–

	Until she heard heavy footfalls that were nearing from the direction of Alcor.

	Murati did not know whether Alcor had any substantial contact with the Captain yet. 

	In her heart, however, she knew what she would soon see.

	She reacted, before she heard the call from an authoritative voice to desist–

	“Stay back!”

	“Huh?”

	Murati at first withdrew her sidearm, but then she hid it behind her back.

	She stood in front of Tigris, in time to meet the approaching group first.

	Several flashlights shone upon her. It was hard to see at first, but there was no doubt.

	Black uniforms, silver eagle insignias, red armbands with a black sun-disk icon.

	The fascist troops of the Volkisch Movement.

	“Stop! We told you to desist!”

	Four of the men had their sidearms out, and one of them had a small submachine gun.

	Murati kept one hand behind her back with her sidearm.

	She felt Tigris tug on the back of her shirt. As if to say she was there in support.

	“What is the meaning of this?” Murati asked. Maintaining a façade but saying little.

	All of the men kept their weapons pointed at her– but parted to allow another through.

	“An interesting hustle and bustle here. This is an emergency situation, you know?”

	From behind the men appeared a young woman, about Murati’s age, perhaps just a little older. Surprisingly, she was a Loup, with long, brown dog-like ears atop her head of neatly arranged brown hair. Her uniform was black, the same as the rest, but unlike the troops with her, the collar of her coat had a red patch with a vertical, black symbol, the wolf’s-hook. 

	Murati knew the presence of that single hook meant an officer rank.

	And the confidently smiling woman meeting her eyes confirmed it herself.

	“Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather.” She said. “Rottenführer in the Sicherheitsdienst.”

	Volkisch intelligence. Murati tried to steady herself. The worst was coming to pass…

	 


11.12

	While the festival’s most passionate attractions played out within the habitats of the station, Kreuzung’s interstice was not untouched by the music; in that venue, the melody and drumbeat had its own unique pace. When the core separation’s began to spread through Kreuzung, a number of humble maintenance personnel and disgruntled security staff were cast into complete darkness within the station’s numerous maintenance shafts, floodbreaks, and internal cargo elevators and conveyors. Those dark crevices became their venue.

	As in the habitats, some of the principal revelers were the men and women (though mainly men) of the Kreuzung Public Security Department. Kreuzung’s police began as a private security force slowly replacing the retainers of the nobility in guarding the ports and villas, primarily in the payroll of the noveau rich. Legitimated by liberalization brought on by the purses of the capitalists, it became a formality to renew their contract, and they were renamed– they were organized as a Department of the Kreuzung government. 

	More than mercenaries, they became the law, as the station’s inhabitats suffered it.

	The K.P.S.D had a lot riding on the proper conclusion of the festivities.

	Despite the fervent denials from the corporations in charge of Kreuzung’s utilities and core power, it was immediately clear to the K.P.S.D. that foul play was involved in the core separation and its ensuing festival of carnage. When the government issued a station lock-down, the K.P.S.D was already rushing to enforce one. Not in Kreuzung’s main seaport, where millions of marks worth of lucrative business relations and K.P.S.D. racketeering could be jeopardized: instead, the effort was concentrated on securing the interstice and the private ports. Part of the hope was that from the lockdown areas, they could find ways to get around the hostage situation within the core shaft.

	In Kreuzung’s largest tunnels, the K.P.S.D had room to deploy some of their heavier equipment, budgeted for but hardly ever used outside of drills. Several checkpoints were established, where mobile barricades mounted on armored trucks blocked access and served as platforms for grenade launchers and heavy machine guns. Shoulder-fired explosive missiles were stocked in piles behind each barricade. Each checkpoint had at least a platoon’s worth of men, and all of them felt quite proud in their riot armor and heavy weapons.

	For some of the men, this presented a chance to show-up the Volkisch’s forces in Kreuzung, particularly the Sicherheitsdienst, Landwehr militia and the advance forces of the Stabswache, all of which rivaled the K.P.S.D. in recent months. Not necessarily to protect their patrons in the A-block government; but to continue to enjoy the privileges of being Kreuzung’s premier security force. Turning out in force, in excessive force, would show the fancy-uniformed fascists in their little offices and barracks who ruled Kreuzung’s streets, who pocketed Kreuzung’s cash; they were not going to allow a repeat of the election night skirmishes.

	It would show Kreuzung itself– you need the K.P.S.D. 

	You need to pass new and bigger K.P.S.D. budgets. You need to raise K.P.S.D. recruitment, and relax K.P.S.D. regulations, raise a K.P.S.D. fleet. You need to tolerate K.P.S.D. rackets. The Volkisch Movement might do the job for free, but they won’t do it right. They let the core separation happen; and after saving the station, it would be the moment where the K.P.S.D. advertised themselves as an utterly essential product. They would be the ones taking away the strongbox at the end of the festival, and divvying up the donated coins alone.

	“Oh! So that is what the hominins are doing. Tristitia understands now.”

	Hundreds of slim, pale tentacles exited from as many orifices on an armor-wearing corpse, dropping the ragged mass of mutilated flesh into onto the wet floor of a maintenance shaft. Before it even hit the ground, a soft, jelly-like body began to glide over the shallow water and around the tunnels with a speed and adroitness alien to its messy body plan, as if floating in an invisible ocean. Its surface brimmed with color like a living oil slick.

	Her mission continued. 

	Armed with information, though not necessarily understanding.

	“Tristitia will just use these hominin! The hominin will stop the heretic for Tristitia.”

	

	

	“Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather. Rottenführer in the Sicherheitsdienst.”

	“Murati Nakara. I’m a cargo operations manager for Treasure Box Transports.”

	She could let this woman know her name. She was not intending to let her walk away.

	Whether or not Aatto knew her name was the least of her potential problems.

	For the Brigand to escape, it was necessary to disable her and her men. 

	And do it quickly.

	Murati felt the chill of cold sweat tracing a line down her back, and between her breasts.

	In the midst of the Core Separation, Alcor’s module reminded her of when she used to live in Thassal. Her housing block’s power would be knocked out by faulty power conduits or junction boxes every so often. It was cold, the lights would be blinking, and it made her mindful of her breathing, as if it was actually possible to ration breath and thus breathe for longer. She was in the same situation– cold, sweaty, minding her breathing with an annoyingly deliberate mental effort. She was quite far from Thassal station, however.

	Standing in front of what purported to be the station authority in Kreuzung.

	But they were not coming to save her or assist her. Far from it.

	She had to think about the situation carefully.

	Opposite Murati stood Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather, a member of the Volkisch’s national intelligence service, the Sicherheitsdienst or Security Service. Her rank, Rottenführer, was roughly equivalent to the Union’s ‘Chief Petty Officer.’ This rank sat below that of an officer, but for a sailor, and in this case, for a technical expert or support servicewoman, this was a high rank, the next step being a commission. Murati had some awareness that within the Sicherheitsdienst this rank fulfilled important analytical work with security clearances.

	It also clearly entailed some field command, with Aatto at the head of a squadron.

	Murati tried to get a read on her opponent, in the moments of their mutual introductions. Aatto was– she looked like– an exceedingly lovely-looking woman. Murati had cultivated an anti-materialist and naïve idea (she began berating herself mentally)– that the fascists would all be foul of countenance as they were of heart, enormous pig-like men and warped-looking women like cartoon characters. She felt embarassed– Aatto had a perfectly comely face, her bangs were very neat, her hair was lustrous and wavy, and she wore a discrete and tasteful amount of makeup. Her eyes and expression were terribly conceited. She looked awfully amused with herself, as if going through life with an air of casual dismissal.

	Her distasteful uniform was undoubtedly clean, and worn with fastidious tidiness.

	She carried no sidearm. She must not have expected any resistance tonight.

	Already, Murati was thinking to herself. There might be a way out of this confrontation.

	Formed of both ethereal things, like Aatto’s appearance; and her concrete position.

	She just needed the space to create an opportunity.

	“Rottenführer, is it standard procedure to point guns at legitimate businesspersons?”

	Murati asked. She thought it was a good tack to take. 

	Behind her, Tigris remained quiet.

	Aatto responded to the inquiry calmly. 

	Peering briefly at Tigris and then at Murati again.

	Her way of enunciating was clear and confident without pauses or slips of the tongue.

	“There was an order to shelter in place, as well as orders not to leave the station.”

	“I apologize for what must seem like a disorderly scene, Rottenführer, but I am afraid that we are on a tight schedule. We are completing maintenance on our ship. We have a contract and are part of a tight operation– any further delay will be catastrophic to our company.”

	“Be that as it may, this much activity during a shelter-in-place is impermissible.”

	“Can an exception be made? We will lose our contract if we are not ready in time.”

	“That is none of my concern. I was sent here to inspect, and I found an irregularity.”

	Aatto did not look to be in a hurry to push Murati aside. She continued talking to her.

	“Rottenführer, I must object. There is a dearth of information about what is happening.”

	Murati nodded her head toward the walls.

	With how erratic and garbled the screens were, none of the warnings displayed correctly.

	She did not want to risk gesturing with her arms too aggressively.

	In fact it took all her willpower to speak without gesticulating.

	Her eyes shifted their focus subtly between Aatto and the troops at her sides. 

	Thankfully, they did not seem to have itchy trigger fingers. They were all self-composed. 

	As Aatto spoke, they had their weapons trained, but they did not appear to be tense or shaky. None made threatening gestures, all kept neutral expressions on their faces during the discussion. Perhaps Murati could trust them to hold their peace for a bit, and not immediately shoot at her without being given orders. She could take advantage of that.

	“We had no idea there was a shelter in place or any concrete orders and furthermore, we have always had a schedule to meet and were always planning to work tonight. There must be someone who can authorize us to continue working, knowing our circumstances.”

	Aatto’s quite fluffy tail, which had been swaying gently, began to stand on end.

	“I humored you for long enough, Murati Nakara. On the authority of the National Socialist Gauleiter of Kreuzung station, you will both, stop all of the work at this site, and, submit yourself to inspection. Failure to comply in this, an emergency situation, will result in far harsher punishment. Let us not complicate the proceedings any further.”

	Murati found Aatto’s response to be very strangely worded and measured.

	The Volkisch Movement had unquestioned power in this situation. They had utter political control over the former Duchy of Rhinea, and with it, they had the control over this particular station as well. They had weapons trained and a cornered opponent. It did not seem above them to arrest or kill Murati. They could get away with it. It was, like Aatto kept saying, an emergency situation. But despite being pushed, Aatto simply continued to request compliance and assert herself under the law. A curious legal display from a fascist.

	For Murati, this was the first time she had ever met a fascist official face to face.

	Murati knew fascism academically. Right-wing anti-monarchism and nationalist reform theories had existed for decades, even before the Empire’s loss of its southern colonies. From what Murati learned about the Volkisch, the loss to the “slaves and bandits” only intensified the growth of the national socialist ideology, into one which excoriated the Imperial system for its weakness and inefficiency. In its Rhinean expression, the Empire was, at the same time, decaying from outdated institutions and laws, while also being crippled by the promotion of weak untermenschen over vital ubermenschen who could renew it.

	And yet, Aatto should have been one such untermenschen despised by this system.

	As a Loup, she was a part of the perverse old order that failed to put Imbrians first.

	But here she was, speaking of Gauleiters and the legalistic strata of Volkisch rule.

	Murati, whose mind wanted to analyze things thoroughly, found this all quite perplexing.

	Perhaps there was more to these nationalists– it would need to be investigated.

	However, the contradiction also told her much-needed information about her situation.

	Aatto was hesitant to order violence, but the men were professionally ready to deliver it.

	She developed a good read on Aatto and no longer needed to look her in the eye.

	Instead, her attention focused past the Rottenführer, on the men and their deadly weapons.

	Without holding her gaze, Murati reached out a hand to Aatto, offering a shake.

	“I am deeply, deeply sorry. I will make sure everyone cooperates, Rottenführer.”

	Her eyes were on the men, whose faces briefly registered Murati’s hand moving.

	Fingers tightened on pistols, and the submachine gunner tested the weight of his firearm.

	Nobody shot at her, not out of response to that. They held firm to Aatto’s command.

	“Very well. I am glad you saw sense. I will make note of your compliance in my report.”

	She reached out her hand, delicate fingers entwining with Murati’s more rugged digits.

	Murati gave Aatto a firm shake, testing the pressure on her fingers on Aatto’s soft hand.

	At first she must have just seemed like the kind of idiot who puts effort into a handshake.

	Until she suddenly jerked Aatto toward her by that same hand and arm–

	And simultaneously pushed on the armed men with hands which only she could see.

	While her eyes were off Aatto she had tried to acquire a mental picture of the surroundings. Of the men and their positions, they ways each held their weapon, the weapons they were holding, whether or not they wore a hat or the markings on their uniforms. Like a predictive imager that used input to generate a view of reality, Murati concentrated on seeing the image in her mind, of moving in that space, acting upon that reality– and in turn, acting simultaneously on the physical. In her mind, all of the targets were locked on.

	All of her focus and desire, all of the weight of what she wanted to bring into being, she poured into the power. There was no controlling it; Murati had not learned to control the degree of force that resulted from her telekinesis. In that instant, when she quit holding herself back and pushed out the vector she had prepared, it was an utterly blunt instrument. A massive wedge of kinetic force that emanated from hopefully just behind Aatto and expanded outward from there. That was as much of a vector as Murati was able to create, despite Tigris and Euphrates’ instruction and her attempts to train further.

	Murati’s eyes blinked red and turned hot enough to vaporize her tears.

	For an instant she feared her eyeballs would liquify. All of the world swam.

	In her mind, she had pulled the trigger.

	Soon as it was released, Aatto’s coat billowed up, and she nearly fell into Murati’s chest.

	While her men were blown back as if a piston had smashed them all in the chest.

	Guns went flying from hands that bent and shattered . Air rushed out of the space, storming so loud that it almost masked the crunching of bone as force impacted bodies. Limbs twisted in unnatural directions and deformed. Eyes went up into heads, gazes snuffed out. Spittle mixed with blood burst out of the mouths and noses of the men. Murati saw their auras shift dramatically one after another before the corpses had even hit the ground.

	It was not the first time she had killed someone. 

	It was not even the first time she had seen a person die in front of her, without the barrier of a diver between herself and the reality of what she had done to them. However, it was the first time that, with her new sight and the new dimension of the world, she witnesses the final moments of a life ended in violence. That primordial scream as their soul exploded from their bodies, a wave of black and white overtaking the familiar colors for an instant before the aether dulled and drifted from the body, lingering only in the surroundings.

	Her head immediately erupted with the sheer agony of what she had done.

	Murati felt like a razor blade had traced a deep line down the center of her skull.

	Knees nearly buckling, feet shifting unsteadily, she almost fell forward.

	Involuntarily, she screamed, into the back of Aatto’s coat.

	But she still had the presence to seize hold of her captive.

	Hooking one arm around the Rottenführer’s neck, pulling her into a choke.

	Lifting, with a heavily shaking hand, her pistol to the fascist’s temple.

	Breathing heavily into Aatto’s ear. In front of the eerily stricken bodies of her men.

	

	

	Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather felt her mind empty with shock.

	It all happened in mere seconds.

	When Murati Nakara pulled on her arm with such vehemence she thought that it would be ripped from its socket. While behind her back, an immensity of power crushed her subordinates from the outside-in like dolls being smashed into walls. Something she only realized when she saw the preponderance of color around Murati as she exercised her power– and when Murati turned her around and seized her neck. Aatto’s body felt light and helpless against that power, so much so that all thought of resistance faded immediately. When she felt Murati’s head against her shoulder– she understood nothing of the situation, as if all of the signifiers of the world had lost their rooted contexts before her.

	So she stood motionless, struggling to breathe from the forceful pressure around her neck.

	Her hands raised reflexively to Murati’s elbow but could not even tug.

	And the collection of limbs and torsos which had become of her men lost all concreteness.

	She felt the cold barrel of Murati’s pistol press against her head and froze up.

	While the woman’s warm breathing tickled the nape of her neck.

	“Tell me–” Murati struggled to recover her breath. “What is really happening? Tell me–”

	Her grip lessened, allowing Aatto to breath and speak, but still controlling her movement.

	Aatto was barely all there in her own head when she responded. “Core separation–”

	“It’s not– it’s not maintenance, is it? It’s not– It’s something out of– out of your control.”

	Her voice slowly regained its forcefulness. Aatto felt sweat travel down her own forehead.

	“Cogitans.” She said. “Cogitans took over the core. To take down the station’s defenses.”

	There was silence for a second. Aatto felt Murati’s breathing slowly steady itself.

	“A severe but interesting strategy.” Murati mumbled, reflexively, as if only to herself.

	Those words went through Aatto’s brain with as much force as the still-chambered bullet.

	In that instant, Aatto’s body shook with a mixture of thrill and terror she had never felt before. Her tail wagged, her ears folded, and her breathing became labored. Murati’s strength upon her neck, upon her body, felt ever heavier and more oppressive. Aatto felt like mere debris inexorably swallowed and crushed by the gravity of a mightily shining star. 

	Murati’s light and power, of which she could comprehend only a fraction, seemed then to destroy all former possibilities and rearrange the future before Aatto’s eyes. No one in the Volkisch or from the Liberals, neither the highest admirals nor the bloodiest lieutenants, had ever instilled in her as much fear and admiration as this out of place woman had.

	This was a woman who could shatter the taboos– who could challenge Destiny—

	“You’re coming with me. Don’t try to resist. I won’t hesitate to shoot.” Murati threatened.

	Aatto smiled, and tears filled her eyes. To everyone else she must have seemed insane.

	But she was thrilled, inspired. She was Murati’s captive; and she wouldn’t escape.

	My king, her spiraling mind clamored, I have found my king.

	

	

	At first, the prospects of escape seemed daunting.

	Slowly, the project began to come together nevertheless.

	After the incident with the Volkisch, Tigris gave Murati an earful but quickly reassembled her team and got back to work. Nobody had the time to dwell on anything that happened. Murati had taken the strangely compliant Aatto to the brig as a captive, and the bodies of her men were taken to be disposed of in the ocean– uniforms, gear and identifications were collected and stored. Murati was committed to sickbay against her wishes, having been found to be demonstrably unsteady on her feet and bleeding from her nose.

	There was a brief chaos as the bridge tried to confirm exactly what had happened.

	And headaches grew into pounding migraines very quickly when they learned.

	“This is a nightmare.” Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya remarked.

	“At the very least, Murati acted quickly. She has bought us time to take further action.” Commissar Aaliyah Bashara replied. “I’ll post Zhu and Van Der Smidse outside in case of further intrusions. We’ll just have to prepare to fight our way out of here if necessary.”

	Ulyana grunted, aggravated. She rubbed her fingers on her forehead.

	“We’re quickly running out of competent people to post outside with guns.” She grumbled.

	“About that, Captain!”

	Semyonova turned around from her station, and waved a hand toward the main screen.

	One of the cameras, paired with a floodlight, shone on an approaching group.

	“Semyonova, send the doctor and some sailors out with stretchers!” Ulyana shouted.

	From the direction of C-block, Evgenya Akulantova and Syracuse Chernova had recovered their stragglers and returned. Illya Rostova and Valeriya Peterburg, along with Braya Zachikova and the ‘guest navigator’ Arabella or Arbitrator I. Ulyana, who was unaware of exactly why they went missing in the first place, was shocked speechless at the sight of them. Everyone but Syracuse was wounded with even the rugged Akulantova suffering blows and looking quite worse for wear. Illya, Valeriya, Braya and Arabella were covered in blood and grime and dirty wounds and they carried the smell of smoke and lead with them.

	All were quite mum upon being brought aboard, and as much as she wanted to scream in their faces, Ulyana did not have the time to waste doing so. Everyone but Akulantova and Syracuse ended up committed to sickbay, and formally detained and disarmed.

	“Captain, we should prioritize their care for now. I will take responsibility.” Syracuse said.

	“Alright. I just don’t have time to grill them– please write up a report.” Ulyana sighed.

	“I will endeavor to ask what animal mauled all of them.” Dr. Kappel sighed as well.

	Ulyana turned to Akulantova. Her hands heavily bruised, her forehead patched bloody.

	“I am overjoyed to see everyone returned safely. Thank you, Chief. I will be needing all of this properly reported.” Ulyana said. Her voice then turned gentle. “Evgenya, we could use you in action– Lian and Klara are stretched thin right now. But if your condition does not permit it–”

	In response, Akulantova simply adjusted her cap and smiled brightly at the Captain.

	“Captain, I returned as quickly as I could precisely because I am still on duty.” She said.

	From the side of the sickbeds, Syracuse rolled her eyes and turned her back.

	It was agreed for Akulantova to resume her position, and Ulyana returned to the bridge.

	Now that the entire crew was present and accounted for, they could leave whenever ready.

	All eyes were now focused squarely on the task of moving the Brigand out of the station.

	Down in the hangar, a dozen sailors rolled out an enormous power cable through one of the deployment chutes. Normally this particular cable was connected to a power distributor that served the battery charging apparatus on the Diver gantries. It had a direct, high-power line to the Brigand’s agarthic reactor. Taken outside the ship, the cable was stretched out to attach to a quickly-rigged power supply for use by Alcor’s mobile berth, while Tigris and two dozen other sailors worked on the motor that would ultimately draw upon that power.

	Euphrates was dispatched from the bridge to check on the progress of the work.

	Tigris immediately became distracted by her appearance.

	“What’s with that face?” Tigris called out.

	Euphrates smiled. “I am just admiring your work, and how attractively sweaty you look.”

	“You ought to quit gawking and get sweaty too!” Tigris said.

	“I would only slow you down.” Euphrates said, turning her cheek with a little grin.

	“You’re useless!”

	While the red-haired woman bickered with her blue-haired counterpart, the work continued.

	Tigris’ plan involved ‘borrowing’ a pair of electric hydroturbines from Alcor’s warehouse and modifying them along with attaching rudimentary shafts to the track gears on Alcor’s mobile berth. Normally, this berth was just a trailer unit and needed either a winch cable, a crane or a truck to pull it. With power provided by the Brigand’s own core through the hangar cable, it would work as a self-propelled prime mover on its own massive caterpillar tracks, hopefully providing enough torque for the Brigand to slide down the dead conveyor belts. 

	Then they could take the ship to a floodgate and escape out into the ocean, leaving the tractor behind. Tigris was sure there would be no issue in moving the Brigand to begin with– longevity was the actual question. The system of welded rods attaching the turbine to the drive gear would be workmanlike at best, and the cooling solution for the improvised motor could not be trusted to work for long. None of the most important parts of this system were ever intended to run in completely dry and hot conditions like those inside Kreuzung.

	Owing to the time pressure, and the many hands, the standard of quality would dip further.

	There were dozens of sailors on hand working tirelessly on every part of this messy project.

	Tigris rejoined them as soon as she had shouted Euphrates’ ear off.

	To no one’s surprise, she was working as hard as anyone else.

	Drenched in sweat, her red ponytail coming undone, taking a few bruises.

	Everyone was pushing their limits. 

	However, the work was coming together quickly before their eyes. 

	It wouldn’t be long.

	“Did you by any chance contact Alcor about using their parts?” Euphrates asked suddenly.

	Tigris peered at her from around the enormous home-made engine box. 

	“What? No? Why would I?”

	And so, the next interruption presented itself soon enough.

	Euphrates and Tigris grimaced together when they saw a party approach from Alcor’s HQ.

	“Captain, I believe your presence will be required.” Euphrates said, tapping an earpiece.

	One dark-blond woman approached the ship, while several men waited farther away from it.

	Their primary visitor was Amelia Winn, their favorite executive from Alcor Steelworks.

	Even at this hour and in this situation, she was well-attired and perfectly manicured.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya left the bridge to meet her. 

	The most she did to hide her dishevelment was to wear her teal jacket and put on a tie, her blond hair still quite tossed about compared to Amelia’s, and without any makeup. They met off to the side of the ship on the Alcor blacktop while in the background of their conversation, the sailors and the two ladies from Solarflare continued working, and even farther down the road, Amelia’s companions looked at the whole scene with confusion.

	Standing half a meter from each other, under the surreal light show of the confused sky.

	“Miss Winn, I take it you’re here because–”

	“No, I’m not here to investigate, Korabiskaya.” Amelia said, smiling at her. “I promised to uphold your confidentiality, right? It would be for the best that we don’t discuss what has happened in detail.” She glanced over at the ship. “It does seem that I may soon be losing some equipment– but that’s alright. I will be reimbursed healthily, when this blows over.”

	“Well– I appreciate it.” Ulyana was a bit surprised. “I didn’t know what to expect.”

	“I am only here to insure our continued cooperation. You’ve become something of my golden goose, Captain. Thanks to all of you, I’m set to be leaping ahead in my career. Your money was a very good deal– but I never expected you had such lucrative connections.”

	“I see. I am happy it was mutually beneficial.”

	Euphrates must have actually struck that deal she was talking about with Amelia.

	Whatever the details were was none of Ulyana’s business. At least it was convenient now.

	“So, may I ask then, since it seems your affairs are in order– why are we speaking?”

	Amelia’s eyes looked to her sides briefly. She put on a bubbly little look.

	“For appearances’ sake, we should leave on bad terms. You robbed me, threatened me, and in my fear of reprisal, I failed to report to the Volkisch. It will buy you some time and allow me to claim victimhood. I am here in person just so you can rough me up a bit.” She said. “However, I can’t help with the K.P.S.D. They have set up a roadblock in the tunnels.”

	Ulyana silently approached Amelia and grabbed hold of the collar of her coat and shirt.

	Amelia raised her hands up as if to surrender to this aggression.

	“I appreciate the gesture.” Ulyana said softly, while shaking Amelia roughly.

	“It’s just business.” Amelia said, shutting her eyes and gritting her teeth as Ulyana throttled her with such force that her head shook. When Ulyana paused in her abuse, Amelia recovered her breath and continued briefly. “I hope that we will see each other again. For a nepo-baby like myself, having adventurous clients is exciting. Especially ones with good grip.”

	Ulyana couldn’t help but crack a grin. Such an absolutely ridiculous situation.

	“We’ll be back someday. Amelia, brace yourself now.”

	After her warning, Ulyana threw Amelia to the floor with all her strength.

	It was quite convincing– Ulyana felt a little catharsis beating up the bubbly executive.

	She could not say that they didn’t get a good value out of Amelia.

	But the two of them wouldn’t be bosom friends. Ulyana wanted nothing to do with her.

	“Klara!” Ulyana called out. She made a hand gesture, toward the road to Alcor’s HQ.

	From under the ship, Klara Van Der Smidse of the security team rushed out to meet them.

	She went down to one knee and unfolded the stock on her 40mm grenade launcher.

	Aiming for the road where Amelia Winn’s other lackeys had been waiting.

	Amelia struggled to get up, her footing troubled in a way which was not all empty drama.

	With one final look back at them, and one final shove from Ulyana, she limped away.

	Even with everything agreed to between them, the scene was quite tense.

	Amelia’s party looked very aggravated when she arrived in pain back at their side.

	They chatted animatedly for a few minutes, everyone throwing frequent glares at Ulyana.

	However, Amelia finally managed to convince her subordinates to retreat to Alcor’s HQ.

	Watching them go, Ulyana heaved a sigh. Her chest was pounding from the stress.

	She recalled how safe she had felt about their arrangement with Alcor just hours ago.

	But she had no choice. 

	“Good work.” She patted Klara Van Der Smidse on the shoulder.

	“Um. Thanks Captain. Are we sure about letting them go?” Klara asked.

	Ulyana smiled. “Yes, it was all theater. Just keep your eyes on the road for now.”

	For the remainder of the work on the Brigand, she remained outside, standing off to the edge of the workers, her weary countenance visible only intermittently under the chaotic lights. While the work continued, she was briefly lost in her own thoughts.

	

	

	“Moment of truth time! Everyone cross your fingers!”

	In the Brigand’s hangar, Tigris stood on the edge of a deployment chute, surrounded by sailors. She had in her hands a portable computer with a long, long cable connecting it to the wall and another long, long cable that had been duct-taped to the power supply snaking out from under the ship. Despite all of her previous bluster, she was visibly shaking when she took up the portable. At her side, Euphrates tried to get a look at the software.

	On its screen was a simple user interface that was clearly drawn by hand.

	“What happened to all your confidence?” Euphrates asked.

	Tigris grumbled. “It’s not about the motor. It’s stage fright. If it fails, I’ll look ridiculous.”

	“But it won’t fail, right? You said it had a 99.99% chance of successfully starting.”

	“Please shut up. Just shut up. I’m going to push the button.”

	Tigris flicked her finger across the screen.

	There was no immediately discernible effect that the crew inside the ship could detect. The electric turbine motor simply was not so noisy, even with the rushed craftsmanship. Any vibrations were very minimal as well. Nobody seemed affected by the ‘pressing of the button’ in the slightest. However, Tigris started to smile, and she held the tablet up and pointed its screen at a camera on the wall nearby, while pointing at it happily.

	From inside the bridge, the officers of the Brigand could see that, on the very simple and hand drawn interface of Tigris’ hastily-written control program, there were various signs that the motor was running and ready to move. With the camera still focused on her, Tigris held her finger on an arrow, and it was then that the Brigand began to lightly stir– because it was now moving. She moved it just enough for everyone to realize it was possible.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah sat back in their chairs together, holding their hands to their faces.

	“There’s no going back. At least the tractor works.” Ulyana said.

	“If I were religious, I’d start praying for that motor to endure.” Aaliyah groaned.

	“Ha, ha, ha! Gaze upon its majesty! I call it the ‘Tigris Mover’ I!” Tigris shouted.

	She was celebrating in the hangar. Nobody was communicating directly to her.

	But she knew they could see her little cheering and dancing and shouting in the cameras.

	“Get her off the main screen.” Ulyana said. “Semyonova, focus the central prow forward camera, but keep all other cameras in the periphery using picture-in-pictures. Be ready to swap to them when needed. And get Tigris to turn over control of the prime mover.”

	“Captain, to which station should we send the program? The Helm?” Semyonova asked.

	Kamarik protested. “Captain, I’ve danced with a few ships, but I don’t know tractor tango!”

	“Captain, please send the program to Electronic Warfare.”

	Hearing that voice, Ulyana turned to the doorway, but that was not where it came from.

	“I am at my station, Captain. Braya Zachikova is reporting for duty.”

	There was a scratchy, mechanical-sounding corruption because the voice was coming from the low fidelity speakers on Zachikova’s station, and not from a human mouth. But there was no denying that it was Zachikova’s voice. When Ulyana stood from her chair to inspect the once vacant Electronic Warfare station, she found a cutesy little face resembling that of Braya Zachikova, drawn like a pixelated animation on the station’s LCD. She possessed a triangular, unfriendly-looking little mouth, lines for eyes, a simple oval head, her antennae, as well as Zachikova’s bangs and spiral ponytail rendered enough to be identifiable.

	“You’re supposed to be detained in sickbay.” Ulyana said sternly.

	“My body remains detained, Captain. But I can still work remotely.” Zachikova said.

	“You’re testing my patience.”

	She felt a little ridiculous talking to the screen. It was different than a video call.

	Somehow, she felt like Zachikova was in her presence, even though she was not.

	It was perhaps a psychological effect from knowing how Zachikova’s implants worked.

	Zachikova’s little face on the screen shut her eyes in comical contrition.

	“Captain, I know that I caused us problems. But I do take my work seriously, and as a professional I do not want to be a failure point in the system. I request to be allowed to make up for my previous disruptions to the mission by resuming my duties as fully as possible.”

	Ulyana crossed her arms.

	“Ensign Braya Zachikova. We can discuss the matter of your escapades later– my real concern is for your health! You are badly wounded! Is the Doctor even aware of what you are doing right now? Or does she think you are asleep? It could affect your condition!”

	It didn’t matter whether or not she snuck out of the ship. That could be settled long-term.

	What Ulyana actually feared the most was Zachikova dying because of this!

	On the monitor, the little face put on a softer expression. As if reacting emotionally.

	“I– I appreciate your concern for my health. But my brain can handle this much.”

	“Can your body?” Ulyana asked pointedly. Zachikova’s little face nodded energetically.

	“Yes. It can! Please, Captain. It will contribute to our success if I am allowed to assist.”

	“Ugh. I can’t believe this. Fine. At this point, I can use all the help I can get.” Ulyana said.

	Semyonova, watching wide-eyed the drama unfolding near her, handed control over ‘Tigris Mover I’ to Zachikova’s station. Much of the bridge crew had their eyes on the empty chair where Zachikova once sat, all with confusion and unease. Minutes after the transfer, there was movement registering on the main screen. The ship pulled back out of the Alcor blacktop, and then began to trundle toward the elevator platform under its own power.

	A collective sigh of relief ensued.

	Alexandra and Fernanda slumped over in their chairs. Kamarik clapped his hands gently on the side of his station as if congratulating the Brigand on her newfound powers of locomotion. Semyonova and Fatima continued to stare at the little Zachikova face on the Electronic Warfare station adjacent to their own. They exchanged brief glances, shrugged and returned to their work as if Zachikova was actually there with them.

	Ulyana sat back down, gripping the armrests on her chair like she wanted to dig into them.

	At her side, Aaliyah reached out and patted her on the shoulder and back in support.

	That simple touch was enough to partially heal what felt like hours of stress.

	“Captain, I appreciate how you treat your officers. You clearly care strongly about them.”

	On Ulyana’s other side in the restructured upper bridge, Premier Erika Kairos now had her own chair, along with a smaller pull-out seat that Olga Athanisou could occupy at her side. The two of them had remained mostly quiet during the proceedings. The Premier had requested to be off to the side near a wall, so as to not take up the Captain’s spot in the middle of the upper bridge. She had been observing with minimal input.

	“We can contact the Rostock once we’re in the water, and it can assist us.” Erika said.

	Ulyana felt like responding to Erika’s cheerful confidence– but she held her tongue.

	Slowly but surely the Brigand completely left its little lot in the Alcor work area and stationed itself atop the platform into the station interstice and the ship elevator. With Zachikova in control, they had instant access to full diagnostics of the ‘Tigris Mover I’, including its power draw and the speed at which they were moving. Rudimentary sensors in the improvised engine helped them in monitoring heat, cooling, and other vital statistics, though the fidelity of this data was dubious. The motion of the ‘Tigris Mover I’ was surprisingly controllable. Zachikova seemed to have no problem guiding it.

	“Captain, I’ve accessed the elevator controls via a short-distance connection. We will begin descent into the interstice.” Zachikova said. “It will be several minutes before we are able to move again, and very dark. Semyonova, Al-Suhar and I will remain vigilant.”

	“Good. Keep us posted. And take a– breather, if you can find the time.” Ulyana said.

	Within moments, the Brigand shook as the enormous elevator platform slowly lowered them down into the cavernous maw of the station’s depths. It was even darker within the elevator and tunnels now than it was in the Alcor module, utterly lightless rather than intermittently lit by the alarm LEDs. But it gave the bridge crew a decent respite while the elevator brought them slowly down several levels of the station. They could chat again a bit.

	“Zachi– did you ascend to a state of pure energy, surpassing the material form of life?!”

	Semyonova seemed to have been working up the courage to ask this question to the station.

	On the LCD of the Electronic Warfare desk, mini-Zachikova put on a disgusted expression.

	“You’re ridiculous. Please add some nonfiction to your media diet for once in your life.”

	On the opposite side of the bridge, Fernanda and Alex quietly chirped in their ways.

	“–this is exactly like stage 10 of ‘After The Fall: Kannonkaiser’ in Kaiser difficulty.”

	“–our situation uncannily reflects the remarkable climax of ‘The Adjutant’s Last Will’.”

	Ulyana tried to tune everything out and leaned back on her chair, letting herself breathe.

	Until she felt a gentle tug on her coat, which could only have come from one person.

	“Captain, unfortunately, the two us can’t simply take a nap at this time. We need to plan.”

	Ulyana opened one eye again to meet her Commissar’s determined but gentle gaze.

	“I know. We have one more problem ahead. Can I at least take five before we discuss it?”

	Aaliyah then gave her a stern glare. There was no rejecting whatever that gaze desired.

	As the Brigand descended, there was one final obstacle between themselves and the water. Amelia had mentioned that the K.P.S.D. was setting up roadblocks in the tunnels. Nobody on the Brigand was aware of the extent of the defenses nor their exact location, but they could make an educated guess based on the station layout: at the bottom of the elevator shaft, there was one long and wide stretch of conveyor belt that lead into a second transfer elevator and to a floodgate. Defending the length of it with man-portable weapons and mobile or stationary barricades was possible, and it made sense as the site of a checkpoint.

	“Our grand operation upon the vessel has left the nature of its forward complement largely unperturbed. We are possessed of two 76 mm guns each in their own individualized turrets, and the main turret boasting two barrels of 150 mm guns, the ship’s pride,” advised Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa in her capacity as gunnery officer. “These weapons work synergistically with the frigid depths of the sea– the heavy casemates proof them against water and ward the components. Cooling succor is meant to come from the sea herself.”

	Erika blinked. She whispered to the Captain. “Does she always talk like that?”

	“Uh huh.” Ulyana said dryly.

	“So I take it the guns will immediately overheat when fired.” Aaliyah replied.

	“Fate may will otherwise. However, my keen foresight tells me so.”

	“What about the gas guns?” Ulyana asked.

	Fernanda shrugged. Those guns were not controlled by her particular station much of the time. Rather, the non-commissioned officers in the lowest tier of the bridge controlled the gas guns, a series of small caliber double-barreled autocannons meant to stop missiles, torpedoes and ward off the approach of Divers into close range with the ship. 

	Owing to their responsibilities, gas gunners were crucial but unremarked upon. They had their own area, and a manager who looked after them. Aside from the Captain, nobody was supposed to talk to them or bother them during operations– it was simply too important that they remained entirely focused on interdicting munitions to protect the ship.

	“Perhaps owing to their diminutive caliber they may prove capable of sustaining fire.”

	“I’ve seen Imbrian style mobile barricades, Captain.” Erika said. “They may be able to withstand enough 20 mm fire for the gas guns to overheat trying to clear them.”

	Ulyana also knew they could not just run over the barricades with their tracks.

	Any unsuppressed enemies at close range could easily damage the Tigris Mover I. 

	They would be crushed and killed in the attempt and the barricades could still be toppled over after all was said and done. But it might also leave the Brigand stuck in the tunnels without backup. They had to use their limited ability to fire, with care. And there was not even any point in asking Alexandra about the torpedoes, which were equipped with hydrojets or propellers and would go nowhere in dry combat. Similarly, their new ballistic missiles installed in the middle of the upper deck had no room to crest and fly indoors.

	“We’ll just have to see what’s down there and how things develop moment to moment.”

	“Worse comes to worse Captain, Kalika, Olga and I are no strangers to close combat.”

	Erika spoke up in reassurance, but the Captain immediately shook her head and denied it.

	“We’re not going to risk your life like that, Premier. We’ll handle this.”

	Ulyana turned partially to face the communications station.

	“Semyonova, raise alert Semyon. We need every crew member available at a moment’s notice. Have Klara and Lian suit up in our powered-armor, and release explosive munitions for their grenade launchers to them. They will be on standby. Have Evgenya prepare submachine guns for twelve sailors, led by Galina– but do not release those arms quite yet. We just want to be ready. Finally, prepare the Cheka and the High-Mobility Strelok.”

	“Yes ma’am. Should I contact Shalikova and al-Shajara as well?” Semyonova asked.

	“Tell them to be ready– we just want to have options open.” Ulyana said.

	Inside the Brigand’s halls, the silent, gently red alarm lights of alert state “Semyon” got the sailors moving again after their short break from the intense work they had undertaken outside and throughout the ship. None of them had the full picture of what was transpiring, with the Bridge being the main actor in this battle– but they did not need to know. 

	A small task force had dressed up in osmium mesh hazard suits and opened the core containment area in order to drag in wheeled tanks and pumps just in case they had to dump more coolant into the core to maintain stable temperatures. Several others were monitoring electrical systems. In the hangar, a dozen engineers got the Divers checked and ready. Akulantova brought wheeled weapon rack out to the hangar, but kept it locked.

	“In a minute, the tunnel will be visible in the forward cameras, Captain.” Zachikova said.

	“Thank you, Ensign.” Ulyana said. She took a deep breath.

	In front of her eyes, the black chasm that was the elevator wall in front of them finally broke to slowly reveal the long tunnel ahead of them. The conveyor was close to seventy meters wide and tall to fit ships of their size, but no larger than it had to be. In the darkness brought on by the core separation, LED lights on the walls and ceilings flashed on and off in frantic sequences across the tunnel, but there were a few steady sources of illumination. 

	Floodlights, strategically placed by the K.P.S.D forces.

	Before them lay a K.P.S.D. defensive line. One mobile barricade mounted on an armored vehicle barred the way some hundred meters ahead. Behind it there were assemblages of infantry in riot gear, and a few nests of deployable bullet-proof shields affixed to the ground on heavy bases. At the far back, Ulyana could almost see the floodgate, barred by one final barricade. Their objective was to get close enough to the floodgate to force it open, and activate the anti-flooding gates behind themselves. Then they could sail away.

	“Captain– the K.P.S.D. is requesting communication– and ordering us to desist.”

	Semyonova’s voice carried the nervous tension of the moment.

	Ulyana tried to smile a little. 

	Here they went again– into the fray once more.

	After the ignorant peace of the shore, the chaos of the sea invited them forward.

	“Forget it!” Ulyana called out. “Zachikova, forward! Fernanda, ready guns!”

	“Aye!”

	All of the upper bridge crew called out simultaneously, even those not ordered specifically.

	They knew they were all entering battle now.

	“Gas gunners, forward barrage! Try to suppress the infantry behind the barricades!”

	“Aye!”

	All of the gas gunners in the lower tier got to work.

	Trundling forward on the caterpillar tracks of the ‘Tigris Mover I’, the Brigand began its sluggish but inexorable advance toward the first K.P.S.D. barricade. To the men on the opposing end of the conveyor it must have seemed like a gigantic piston was slowly moving to crush them against the walls. Small bursts from the Brigand’s six forward 20 mm ‘gas gun’ turrets peppered the barricade and its surroundings, red and green tracer trails slicing long lines into the dark distance, ending in blasts of fire and smoke leaving black spots on the barricade armor. Minor damage, no penetrations. Those shots which sailed over the barricade crashed between the enemy groups. Infantrymen dispersed closer to each barricade for protection while assembling arms with which to counterattack.

	In moments, the first flashes of return fire began to appear from the enemy formation.

	Shoulder-launched missiles from the barricade smashed into the prow of the Brigand.

	While the cameras shook lightly with each hit, the bridge crew felt no vibrations.

	“God damn it! We just repaired this thing!” Ulyana lamented.

	“Missile impacts are not causing damage, Captain!” Kamarik said. “She’s a tough one!”

	“They are shoulder-fired 60 mm missiles, Captain. Useless against ships.” Erika added.

	“I’m afraid an actual threat is assembling, however.” Zachikova said.

	On the main screen, the miniature, pixelated Zachikova from the station appeared and pointed at a location behind the barricade, which the predictive imager then highlighted as well. Several men were setting up a tripod mount and had affixed a large tube on top. Two other men were gathering much larger rockets than the shoulder-fired ones– 

	–munitions to be fed into a gun.

	“That is a 152 mm Panzerfaust-IV turret.” Erika said, in a much graver tone of voice.

	“Gas gunners! Hold fire! Concentrate on interdiction!” Ulyana called out.

	Within seconds, a bright orange flash and exhaust heralded the incoming missile.

	“Captain! Guns red! Guns red!” came a cry from bellow, the manager of the gas gunners.

	Overheating warnings. 

	“Brace for major impact!” Ulyana cried out.

	Then, on the main screen a few more red tracers suddenly soared out of an overheated gun.

	An enormous explosion boomed directly in front of them.

	All of the smoke from it crossed their cameras as the Brigand trundled forward.

	As yet unscathed–

	“One of the guns managed to fire! Thank everything!” the manager called out.

	Ulyana knew the gas gunners would not get much more time to celebrate.

	“Fernanda, aim a 76 mm and vaporize that thing!” She called out.

	“Captain, I have an idea!” Erika interrupted suddenly. “Aim low at the barricade vehicle!”

	Fern snapped her head to face the Captain and Premier.

	There was not even a second more for Ulyana to think, but–

	If the gas guns had already overheated, the 76 mm would overheat from firing one shot.

	They only had two of those they could use– if Erika was wrong that was–

	“Fern, listen to Erika! Now!”

	Ulyana had to trust it. They had pledged themselves to her. 

	But if she was wrong–

	“Firing 76 mm high-explosive!”

	Fernanda called out and in the next instant, the green tracer sailed out over the tunnel.

	The K.P.S.D. gunners had already extracted one enormous munition and loaded the next.

	This Panzerfaust-IV could seriously wound them, its armament was Cruiser-caliber.

	Ulyana was not a praying sort, but in the instant that 76 mm shot went out.

	She truly thought she wanted to pray. In a snap decision, she had trusted Erika. 

	Was it the right call–?

	Before she could doubt any more, the 76 mm munition struck low at the mobile barricade.

	An immediate high-explosive detonation ensued–

	fire and pressure spread under the lip between barricade and floor–

	and the force of it flipped the vehicle right off its wheels and onto its side.

	Overturned with such shocking force that tore metal pieces from it to scatter in the air. Men standing on the barricade were thrown bodily, and men behind it fled as hot metal and flying glass spread out several meters in every direction. Munitions that had been piled behind the barricade received the blow as well and went flying haphazardly, undetonated but streaking through the air like blunt projectiles and connecting with the fleeing men. 

	In that instant of chaos, the crew on the Panzerfaust-IV escaped from its vicinity, leaving the tube loaded and running for their lives to the nearest shield. The abandoned and exposed weapon became a priority target, and as soon as the gas guns could fire even a single bullet each, Ulyana ordered the gunners to fire on its position. Bursts of 20 mm gunfire crashed around the gun and sent the tube rolling off its mount, snapping its bracing legs.

	“We’ll be going over the barricade in about a minute.” Zachikova said.

	Ulyana let out her breath. She turned to her side and laid a hand over one of Erika’s own.

	“Thank you, Premier. I’m glad I trusted your judgment.” Ulyana said.

	On her other side, Aaliyah also nodded her head as if to support Ulyana’s praise of Erika.

	Erika smiled bashfully as if she did not know how to take the gesture.

	Before she could speak, there was a heavy metallic thud echoing across the tunnel.

	“Captain, there’s an enemy!” Aaliyah cried out suddenly.

	“Zachikova, stop all movement!”

	Ahead of them, one of the side walls of the tunnel suddenly opened up a panel.

	And stomping out from it, walked a giant metal impression of a person.

	Two arms, two legs, 7 meters tall, a rotund body with a helmet-like head armed with numerous cameras. In its articulated metal hands, it held a 37 mm automatic rifle. Over one of its shoulders, a rocket-launching tube had been affixed. Several remaining infantrymen rallied to it as a base of fire, instantly reassured of the possibility of their success.

	This was a Volker-class Diver, sometimes referred to as a ‘mecha’ or ‘mechanoid’.

	An armored vehicle intended to fight ships in the Ocean; and able to fight them on land.

	Mere seconds after jumping out from the side of the tunnel, it turned its assault rifle on the Brigand’s bow and opened fire, each bullet hurtling out of the barrel with a heavy crack. A Diver’s assault rifle was comparable to a heavy auto-cannon, twice the power of the gas guns, and firing explosive shells. A burst of 37 mm ammunition crashed into the Brigand’s prow, and there was enough force there that they felt the vibrations in the bridge.

	Ancillary effects of the explosions, shrapnel and explosive shockwaves, damaged an ancillary forward camera and cut a wound into one of the over-heated gas guns, completely disabling it. As quickly as that first burst of three rounds had come, there was suddenly a second set of flashes, and even more shaking followed as the bullets exploded on the Brigand’s bow.

	They could not afford to keep taking such fire for long.

	“Semoynova, tell the sailors to pipe in the coolant! Zachikova! Bring the shield up! Now!”

	Ulyana called out; Semyonova signaled the sailors; Zachikova flicked a digital switch.

	There was suddenly a purple sheen over the cameras. 

	Extending over the front of the prow like a transparent, impossibly thin blanket.

	The Volker fired a third burst from its automatic rifle. 

	Its shells exploded just off the hull.

	Harmlessly. 

	Detonating as if in the air, and the force dispersing easily away from the ship.

	“Shield is operational. It won’t last for very long in this condition.” Zachikova said.

	Tigris’ bluster had not been empty. This gift from Solarflare LLC was impressive.

	Much like the one they saw equipped on the Antenora, an Agarthic repulsion shield.

	Perhaps the most rare and valuable piece of kit that had gone into their refit project.

	But it was not perfect–

	“Captain, the core is getting upset.” Kamarik warned. “She’s not used to being hammered this hard running dry, even with the coolant. We better think of something else and quickly.”

	There was no visible effect of core strain within the ship at first, but the figures did not lie.

	Unlike Kreuzung’s core separation, their lights were not flickering randomly, and all their stations worked fine. However, Ulyana could see in the diagnostics passed to her screen from the helm that the core temperature was climbing. Slowly but surely. Cores could remain indefinitely in equilibrium provided there was water and the systems around the core were stable themselves. Once the heat and pressure started to climb, the core could spiral out of their control very suddenly. It simply was not designed to operate this way.

	It was untenable. Ulyana’s heart and lungs pounded. Her skin brimmed with anxiety.

	Just one measly Volker would have been nothing to them in vastness of the Ocean.

	On land, in this situation, it was suddenly an obstacle that could stop them in their tracks.

	“One 76 mm shot might not take down that Volker.” Aaliyah said.

	One 76 mm shot was all they had, Ulyana could not afford to waste the main guns–

	“Captain, I have an idea!”

	This time, it was a dramatically less likely source of tactical advice than Erika.

	Alexandra Geninov in the torpedo and missile station.

	She raised her hand like she was in a classroom. There was a nervous smile on her face.

	“Captain, hand me the controls to the two forward jet anchors!”

	Ulyana narrowed her eyes.

	Alex smiled. “Come on, Fern knows what I’m putting down! We can do this!”

	Fernanda narrowed her eyes and glared at Alex in a similar expression to the Captain.

	“Let them try it, Captain.” Erika suddenly said. “We don’t have any better ideas!”

	Ulyana turned to face Aaliyah, who nodded her assent as well.

	All throughout, the Volker had continued firing at the shield as if not comprehending why its gunfire was suddenly ineffective. It put round after round into the bow none of which left an impression. On the main screen, there appeared numerous explosions deflected by the purple shield, leaving smoke dancing right in front of the cameras. There was a pause, possibly to reload its gun, but the Volker instead withdrew the rocket from its shoulder.

	“Geninov has jet anchor control! Gunnery be ready to support her!” Ulyana shouted.

	“Aye!”

	“Shield down! Now!”

	Slowly the cameras lost the purple sheen that had once covered them.

	“Firing jet anchors!” Alex shouted.

	Two jet-propelled titanium claw anchors shot out of the Brigand’s bow on long lines.

	Like metal fists they pounded the Volker one after the other on its rotund torso, and the machine toppled backward, unsteady without the ocean to support it and unable to maneuver quickly without the ability to run water through its hydrojets. Fallen on its back, the machine struggled to right itself, its weapons cast to the floor of the tunnel and causing even more disarray among the infantrymen that had been rallying to its position.

	“Fern, now! Right in the underside!” Alex called out.

	“I– I see! Indeed!”

	The Brigand’s remaining 76 mm gun immediately overheated as it fired, but this did not stop the high explosive munition from soaring out of the barrel and striking deep between the legs the Volker. Perforating its less armored underside, the shell entered the cockpit and exploded with such force that the hull door burst open, spewing smoke and fire and metal and the unseen remains of the pilot. Permanently ending the threat of the diver.

	“Zachikova, forward! Take us all the way now!” Ulyana shouted.

	The Tigris Mover I began to turn its tracks once more–

	“Captain! Stop, please!”

	–and instantly paused once more at the behest of an officer.

	In the sonar and sensors section, Fatima Al-Suhar looked suddenly ill at ease.

	She turned to the Captain’s chair with tears in her eyes and her hands shaking.

	Her ears folded, and her tail stood on end. Her honey-brown skin going white.

	“Captain, something is wrong. They are getting back up– and I hear an odd noise–”

	“Captain! Main screen! Something weird is happening!”

	Ulyana barely had a moment to listen to Fatima’s concern before Alex started shouting.

	Feeling torn in a dozen directions Ulyana glanced at the main screen.

	Her eyes then remained fixed on that bizarre scene, which sent a chill through her body.

	“It can’t be. What– what the fuck?”

	“Gun status–” Aaliyah said, shocked herself at the sight, “Gas gun– status– now–”

	All the bridge officers were held captive by the horror unfolding before them.

	Throughout the brief but chaotic span in which the Brigand had clashed with the K.P.S.D., which could not have been more than ten or twenty minutes all told– scores of men had died. If there were a hundred men before them it would not have surprised Ulyana for eighty to have died and twenty to have fled by the end. Between the gas gunners’ frequent barrages, firing bullets large enough to blow a man’s torso open at a rate of ten per second; the overturning of the barricade which crushed and lacerated many more men; the overturning and explosion of the Diver which had become a base of support and thus killed all of the men who had been using it as a shield. There was a preponderance of death.

	Resistance should have been crushed, not just in spirit, but actually, concretely crushed.

	Physically hewn apart with violence. Splattered visibly all over the tunnel.

	Now, right in front of them, several of those hewn bodies and splatters resumed fighting.

	Men in all kinds of heinous conditions were standing back up. 

	Those corpses which had been in the best condition, stiffly forced themselves to a stand, and in horrid twitching motions they made their way slowly to their discarded equipment and picked it up. Bodies without arms and legs twitched useless on the ground; bodies with legs but not arms still stood; and arms without legs crawled on the floor. Bodies without heads still moved; one such body made it all the way to a discarded rocket tube.

	It lifted the weapon to its head-bereft shoulder, pointed at the bow of the Brigand, and fired.

	That missile sailed just under the bow and crashed into one of the struts holding the ship.

	Even just a 60 mm– so aimed, it caused the worst shaking the crew had felt yet.

	On the side of the main screen, Tigris and Euphrates appeared suddenly.

	They were calling in from the hangar using their officer clearances.

	“Captain, what the hell was that! Don’t let them shoot the mover!” Tigris cried out.

	“I– I wish– I could answer, what the hell it is–”

	Tigris and Euphrates looked confused. They could not see the main screen.

	Ulyana tried to control her breathing. Most of her officers were shocked numb.

	“Status of guns!” Ulyana called out suddenly.

	Fernanda looked even more pale than normal. She looked over her screen.

	“M-Main guns ready. Auxiliaries overheated. G-gas guns, um– well– some are ready.”

	Their gunner had never spoken so succinctly nor with such fear in her voice.

	“Fire gas guns. Fire! Now!” Ulyana called out.

	On the main screen, the remaining gas guns fired in disorganized bursts at walking corpses.

	Arms, legs, heads, torsos; blasts from 20 mm rounds shredded ever more ambulant meat.

	And yet– within moments, the gore-strewn things simply started moving again.

	Right in front of all their eyes, the most complete corpses started moving very specifically.

	They had begun to reassemble the knocked-about Panzerfaust-IV. 

	Lifting the tube upward.

	Several ruined bodies raising up the mount. 

	Crawling things dragging munitions over.

	They had a goal– they retained the singular purpose of stopping the Brigand.

	Ulyana had to struggle to keep from having too strong a reaction to this horror.

	Everyone was relying on her to be strong, and to give out orders. 

	No matter what.

	Her life had been replete with violence. Ravenous leviathan attacks, relentless and mighty ships of war, hundreds of lives snuffed out in a second, brutal killings in stations. Massive barrages of cannon fire and gargantuan salvoes of missiles that when detonated were so bright they left their flashes scarred into her eyes for seconds. So many horrid things were so rote and expected that she could no longer have much reaction to them. 

	These men had gone to pieces before her eyes.

	There was no thought spared to that. Men died. But for them to return from the dead?

	That was new– that was pure, absolute and utter madness. 

	It couldn’t be real– and yet–

	No, it does not matter, it does not matter–

	It was her duty to get her crew out alive! She would not allow another Pravda tragedy.

	Ulyana turned to Aaliyah. Her commissar turned to her. 

	They shared the fear in their eyes. But– they also shared a small, glowing determination.

	On the edge of the main screen Euphrates and Tigris exchanged worried glances.

	“Captain, is something wrong? Captain, Commissar, talk to me.” Euphrates said seriously.

	“Ugh, I’m coming up there!” Tigris shouted. “You can’t keep us in the dark like this!”

	“No!” Ulyana shouted back. “Stay right there! Start– start disconnecting the mover.”

	Tigris’ eyes opened wide. “Say what? But we’re not–”

	“Just do it. Tigris, don’t argue with me. Cut the mover, unclamp us, and seal us shut!”

	There was only one choice to escape from this nightmare.

	“Yes, Captain.” Tigris said.

	On the picture-in-picture, Tigris and Euphrates both left the cameras.

	Semyonova, shaken, briefly changed the main screen to show the hangar view.

	Tigris and Euphrates had gotten the sailors to assist them in pulling the plug.

	“Docking clamps have separated.” Semyonova said after, her voice toneless and rote.

	At her side, Fatima had her head down on her station and was shaking, gripped in terror.

	Kamarik was praying on the helm. Erika and Olga both had grim expressions.

	Everyone was horribly shaken by what they had seen. They could not believe their eyes.

	“Order on bridge! The Captain is speaking!” Aaliyah shouted.

	Presaging the Captain’s speech.

	Ulyana took in a deep breath. 

	They needed her– no matter what the situation.

	“Comrades! We must act now in order to escape! We’re not going to die in this tunnel! I will not allow my precious crew to fall here! Raise your heads for me, one more time!”

	She shouted at the top of her lungs, and stood up from her chair for added effect.

	With a pointed index finger on the main screen, that Semyonova quickly switched back.

	From the hangar view, to the surreal scene playing out in the darkness before them.

	“Gunnery, open fire with main guns on the far wall of the tunnel!” Ulyana commanded.

	Fernanda blinked for a moment as if in disbelief that she was being addressed.

	“Y-Yes Captain!” She shouted. “We’re shooting the floodgate?”

	Aaliyah then spoke up again in place of the Captain.

	“We’re in the lower levels– the flooding will be contained by interior pressure.” She said.

	Shooting at a station and deliberately causing flooding was a taboo–

	but they were had to open that floodgate to escape anyway– and it was life or death–

	–and there was no guarantee their guns could break open a thick floodgate.

	But they had no other choice. Everyone accepted that flimsy reasoning immediately.

	Ulyana was so grateful for Aaliyah’s support just then.

	And she wasn’t the only one–

	“Comrades! I believe in the Captain wholeheartedly!” Erika called out.

	She stood as well, and also held a hand out to the main screen.

	“Let us see a brilliant barrage, gunnery section! Show me how you’ve come this far!”

	With the Premier’s sudden enthusiasm backing the Captain’s dramatic flair, there was no one on the crew still focused primarily on the main screen. Having no choice in the matter and seemingly with little remaining willpower with which to object, Fernanda quietly worked at her station. On the main screen, a small graph appeared with a real-time calculation of the main gun’s firing arc and the predicted effect on the target– it would strike the far wall– 

	and then–

	–the computer had no idea, because it was not supposed to compute such a thing,

	“Main guns, open fire!” Erika and Ulyana said at once.

	Directly followed by a resounding bellow that thundered through the station interstice.

	Two enormous flashes lit up the bridge through the main screen picture.

	In the blink of an eye, two 150 mm shells crossed the tunnel and crashed into the far wall.

	Smoke blew across the tunnel from the blasts. The bridge held their collective breaths.

	“Only cracks! No penetration!” Fatima cried out, putting her head down again.

	Then her ears perked up. In the midst of her despair, her golden ears recognized it first.

	On the main screen, the predictive imager focused on the sound as well– 

	water.

	First a trickle, and then the flood.

	Unequal water pressures between the ravenous Imbrium and the station interior tore at the wounds left on the floodgate. Through every minute crevice, the ocean wound its way, tearing and pushing and crawling heedless like the horde of corpses before them.

	Within the seconds a storm of seething ocean and swirling metal tore into the tunnel.

	Ripping apart the K.P.S.D. blockade– 

	and with it the hidden 8th Enforcer of the Syzygy–

	washing over the Brigand, sealed tight and ready to sail past the carnage.

	

	

	“I can’t believe how happy I feel seeing the fucking Imbrium again!”

	Through a cloud of foam, debris and corpses that were finally silenced– 

	The UNX-001 Brigand engaged its newly-upgraded hydrojets, pushed water through its updated turbines for the very first time, and with some repairable damage to its bow, finally escaped from the inside of Kreuzung’s core station. In so doing, it returned to the Imbrium Ocean, embarking upon the next leg of its journey. Its officers practically fell over their stations in their collective relief, many of them openly weeping, all of them shaking.

	Ulyana dropped back into her chair. 

	Aaliyah let out a long sigh and leaned fully onto her.

	“Semyonova, we’re almost out of it.” Ulyana said. “Deploy the Cheka and Strelok I~bis.”

	“Yes, Captain.” Semyonova said weakly. 

	She pushed her back up to a seated position, waving her hands in front of her face to fan herself, her face quite red, while simultaneously calling the hangar. At her side, Fatima al-Suhar also forced herself back up. Her makeup was running, and she was still weeping gently, but in the Ocean, her station was far more crucial than it could be on land.

	“Captain, we’re receiving passive sonar data again. Updating predictions.” She said.

	“Thank you.” Ulyana replied. “Fatima, we’ll get you relieved soon, so you can rest.”

	Fatima shook her head. She wiped her face on her sleeve.

	“Absolutely not, Captain. Forgive my weakness. I’ll be resolute from now.” She said.

	“Don’t push yourself too hard. Nobody here will ever call you weak.” Ulyana said.

	Fatima nodded her head, smiling for the first time in a while.

	She was a sensitive girl, but she was unquestionably an officer.

	“Gunnery, Missiles: status report.” Ulyana turned to the opposite side of the bridge.

	“Gunnery is still cooked.” Fernanda said. 

	She sounded too miserable for her own gimmick. Rather than explain, she pushed her station diagnostics to the main screen. There were a few gas guns with damage, and the main gun was hopelessly overheated for now. The forward 76 mm guns were recovering faster.

	Beside her, Alex started hugging herself and her teeth were chattering. She was soaked in sweat, and perhaps cold from how little clothing she had worn during the chaos.

	“Torpedoes can actually be fired now. Missiles are ready as well.” Alex said.

	“We’ll be relying on you then. Let me know if you need to borrow a coat.” Ulyana said.

	“I think I’ll take you up on that, Captain.” Alex said, a chill shaking her entire body.

	“Predictions updated!” Fatima called out.

	On the main screen, the pitch black Imbrium Ocean began to part ever so slightly. 

	Using a wide variety of sensory data, the predictor computer assembled a picture of what the ocean before them would look like if it was not naturally lightless, coloring and framing in objects and features. That wall of black with hints of green that had taken up their main cameras started to fill with more than the beams of their forward floodlights.

	For the first time, the Brigand could see the absolute bedlam outside the station.

	

	

	“Sonya Shalikova! Cheka, deploying!”

	“Khadija al-Shajara! Strelok I~bis, deploying!”

	From the deployment chutes located on the bottom of the Brigand, the hangar’s engineers released two of the ship’s own Diver suits into the water. Sonya Shalikova gripped her two control sticks, her face lit only by her monitors and panels. She engaged her Diver’s hydrojets when she was released from the deployment chute. She could already feel the chaos that was unfolding in the waters around Kreuzung. Ship-caliber ordnance detonated twenty a minute overhead and the vibrations traveled all the way to the tower’s midsection, to be felt by Shalikova as she accompanied the Brigand on its ascent up the station tower.

	Despite going into danger, Shalikova felt a sense of relief to be in the cockpit again.

	Without the Cheka, or another Diver, she had no control over her own destiny.

	Until now, the bridge crew had been handling crisis after crisis, and Shalikova was not even fully aware of what had happened, nor had she been able to participate. She had been in her room or in the hangar while the ship shook up and alert lights flashed, waiting to be deployed. Unable to protect her comrades– unable to protect Maryam. 

	Out in the water, she had power, agency– she could fight.

	“Shalikova, how is the communication?”

	There were several LCD screens on the Cheka for her dive cameras as well as video from the communications equipment. On the dedicated communication screen, there was a familiar round-faced blond woman whose current dishevelment did little damage to her bright, pretty face: Natalia Semyonova, the chief signals officer on the Brigand’s bridge. 

	Shalikova practically had to avert her eyes from that shining smile on her screen.

	“It’s fine.” Shalikova said. “We’ll see how the picture holds up when we’re up there.”

	Semyonova nodded her head with a solemn expression. 

	“Based on our current predictions, there are between five and eight ships trading fire overhead. There could be more. Please be on the lookout for ordnance, particularly toward the bow.” Semyonova said. “We’ve lost half the forward gas guns, so our interdiction barrage will be weak. Our objective is to escape, so don’t pursue any enemies too far.”

	“Got it.” Shalikova said. “I’m sick of this place– I’ll make sure we get out.”

	“We all believe in you!” Semyonova said.

	“By the way, before you go. How is Mur– the Lieutenant?”

	Shalikova averted her gaze, embarassed to be asking.

	Semyonova smiled even wider.

	“She just needs some rest. She will be up and about in no time.” She said.

	“Oh– good– thank you.”

	There was a blink on the LCD, and Semyonova disappeared.

	Taking her place: a sly and attractive face, wine-colored makeup and silky blond hair.

	A pair of fluffy ears twitched lightly upon meeting Shalikova’s eyes.

	“Shali, how’s it feel to be back in the armor after a long vacation? Excited?”

	Khadija Al-Shajara winked. Shalikova had no expression to return.

	“Is our intrepid leader’s absence troubling you? Does someone have a crush?”

	“Can you defer teasing me until after we’ve escaped?” Shalikova groaned.

	Khadija suspected about Maryam already, so she was just being an asshole.

	But it did cause Shalikova to crack the tiniest smile as they worked.

	The Brigand began to ascend the water table. They had emerged from just below the center of the tower. A few hundred meters above them, there was a pitched battle, and there were signs of battle around the station as well. Murati Nakara had extracted from the Rottenführer Jarvi-Stormyweather that Cogitans were behind the core separation. The bridge of the Brigand had also detected the remains of Republic S.E.A.L. suits and small Republic vessels close to the station baseplate– likely from further failed incursions trying to relieve the Core hijackers. Shalikova, and the rest of the officers, could only conclude that the Republic had somehow infiltrated a force into Rhinea to fight the Volkisch.

	As much as Shalikova had some sympathy for their erstwhile allies in this war–

	“We can’t do something like this. We can’t win like this.” She mumbled to herself.

	Something like a Core Separation would only make the people of Kreuzung hate them.

	Shalikova was not as politically-minded or strategic as Murati or the Captain.

	However, in her mind, threatening to destroy the habitations of Kreuzung’s people would only give power to the Volkisch. How would they be any different from the fascists if they punished ordinary people like that? It was the exact opposite of the promise communism had for the people of the Union. But what exactly did the people of the Alayze Republic even believe in? Shalikova did not know, and there was no way she would be able to puzzle it out in the cockpit of the Cheka. But she felt her heart hurt at the events that had transpired.

	When she allowed herself to see the colors, to feel the aether around Kreuzung–

	She saw so much black, so much red, so much green– anger, fear, and resignation to death.

	The dark waters of the Imbrium around the station were tinged bright with those colors.

	Inside that tower, the people of Kreuzung had been exposed to the greatest of horrors.

	Their entire world was threatened. Their entire lives, threatened with the Ocean’s violence.

	That could not possibly be how they liberated them. It was– it was just– wrong–

	“Can’t let it consume me. Focus up, Sonya Shalikova.” She said to herself.

	Hardening her heart and shutting her senses and empathy off to Kreuzung.

	Dispelling the colors before her eyes and focusing herself on piloting the Diver.

	The Cheka rose alongside the ship on the starboard deck, while Khadija’s Strelok held the port closer to the lower hull. The Cheka had been equipped with a standard 37 mm assault rifle and a pair of grenades, along with a Diver-sized diamond sabre attached to her magnetic strip in the back. Khadija had been equipped with exactly the same weapons. 

	Shalikova flipped reflexively through her weapons on the armament display, toggling through it with flicks of her index finger on one of the paddle-buttons attached to her left stick. On her monitors, there was nothing to see ahead but the empty, pitch-black ocean, an endless expanse of nothing even where her diver lights shone upon it. 

	All her light revealed was the biological debris of the marine fog billowing around her.

	Marine fog, displaced water in the Brigand’s wake and sheer nothingness.

	Shalikova could see only the barest impression of the tower wall on her side camera.

	Along with her dive computer’s depth gauge, it was the shape of that long shadow which, when finally overtaken and left behind, let Shalikova know to brace herself. It indicated she had arrived at the battlefield that had formed over the station. There was no surprise to it– immediately as she climbed, she could feel the thundering of ordnance growing closer, and could even see the distant flashes of explosions on her cameras, with her own eyes.

	Semyonova appeared on the screen– her face distorting slightly every second.

	Up here, in a battlefield, the water was distorted by gunfire, and the vibrations affected their communications. Even the audio was a little troubled. But they could still communicate.

	“Shalikova, I’m establishing a live connection with predictions of the battlespace.”

	On Shalikova’s screens, the predictive output from the Brigand’s much more powerful sensors and computers overlayed directly on the otherwise near-empty ocean. 

	Impressions of quite massive ships, trading gunfire in circling battle lines. 

	There were three Republic combatants remaining, two of them Cruisers or maybe even dreadnoughts and one an escort, and two Volkisch ships of similar sizes. The Republic ships were coming close, but the Volkisch ships, firing from cautious ranges, were still hundreds and hundreds of meters away. Shalikova liked their chances of escaping now.

	An audio communication played in Shalikova’s ear through her headpiece.

	“With the way the Volkisch are circling, we’ll be safest with the Cogitans between us.”

	That had been the Captain’s voice. Likely speaking to her, Khadija, and the bridge.

	“Copy.” Shalikova said. 

	She easily followed the Brigand as it began to turn and accelerate.

	Then, quite suddenly, one of her cameras was filled with dozens of short-lived flashes.

	Rapid and powerful explosions blossomed across the hull of the largest Republic ship.

	The prediction Shalikova received from the Brigand updated to reflect the slow sinking of the vessel. As well as to display the suspected culprit. To Shalikova’s surprise, a single Diver was marked on her screen with a red warning indicator of an incoming enemy. A hundred meters away, floating still over its destructive work, and closing in as the Brigand approached it. Shalikova’s mind immediately brought her back to Goryk’s Gorge in the boundary between the Nectaris and Imbrium Oceans, one month ago.

	An image of the demonic mecha she fought back then appeared in her mind unbidden.

	It gave pause to her confidence– 

	and prompted her to unleash the psionic power in her sight.

	In front of her the lightless foaming water, the dancing marine fog, the digital outlines–

	All of it lit up in the deepest, most seething and dark aura Shalikova had ever felt.

	Within which there were sudden sparks of a much smaller, much weaker red–

	Clashes! That enemy Diver was in combat!

	“Shalikova!”

	Khadija’s face reappeared on her communicator, her eyes steeled on the threat ahead.

	“Someone from the Republic ship must have survived! I’m moving to rescue them!”

	For a moment, Shalikova’s heart sank and her breath arrested.

	Khadija did not know– she could not have known– she was not psionic–

	“I’ll move ahead!” Shalikova shouted suddenly. “You cover me!”

	“What? Shalikova?!”

	Shalikova pressed her pedals down as far as they would go and leaned forward.

	Unleashing all the power she could and minimizing the Cheka’s surface against the water in front of her. Just like Khadija had taught her to move. With the Cheka’s inherent advantage in thrust and mass distribution, as well as a proper forward stance, Shalikova practically rocketed ahead into the water, outpacing Khadija’s Strelok, overtaking her and drawing closer to the enemy before she could. Shalikova heard and felt hundreds of rounds of ammunition rhythmically exploding ahead, and in seconds could see the two combatants, exposed by the ocean like an unfolding curtain on a brutal theater play–

	In time for the green and black Diver to slice across the red and white one.

	A halberd cutting phantasmal across the sea of the soul–

	For an instant, Shalikova felt the agony of the stricken Republic pilot–

	The Cheka lifted its assault rifle and opened fire as it approached the enemy.

	Her opponent thrust away from the gunfire and the slowly sinking victim.

	Shalikova neared at high speed, interposed herself between the two combatants.

	Firing a second, closer burst while moving– but then entering a sudden twist,

	that halted her momentum entirely–

	Three rounds of 37 mm ammunition soared past the opponent’s hip as it easily leaped aside the first and second attacks, but it was caught off-guard by the suddenness with which Shalikova stopped moving entirely. She must have looked to all the world like she was just going to sweep past the enemy. Instead, she completely stopped inside the enemy’s guard, and at less than 10 meters distance with a surprised target, renewed fire.

	Striking the enemy Diver square in the center of its substantial hull, explosions followed which blossomed red in the water dispersing high-pressure vapor bubbles.

	Leaving behind– at most, pitted marks, and causing appreciably little damage.

	Suddenly, Shalikova saw those inky black trails of aura amass behind the enemy Diver.

	And then surge toward her like tentacles, hurtling toward her hull with pointed violence.

	Shalikova could feel an oppressive pressure like an enormous hand squeezing her chest.

	Bow your head in surrender to the King’s Gaze.

	There was a voice in her head that resounded as if spoken by a hundred mouths at once.

	Shalikova’s hands shook– and she gripped her controls tighter to compensate.

	Undeterred, the Cheka fired a second burst into the enemy machine.

	Rounds struck the upper torso and shoulder, putting a hole through a control fin but leaving only cosmetic damage otherwise. However, the opponent must have been surprised by Shalikova’s resolve– that had definitely been an attempted psionic attack, but Shalikova had managed to resist it somehow. Her heart quivered, her hands shook, but her gaze remained firmly on her cameras and she had not even blinked in a minute. 

	The aggressive, heavily armored Diver was temporarily shocked.

	Who– How–? Why can’t I see your aura?

	Shalikova thought to respond to the psionic inquiry, but she lost the opportunity.

	From behind both of them, six tracers struck the monster in the hip armor and back.

	Bubbles and foam erupted over the right side of the Diver’s body in the ensuing blasts.

	A piece of a control fin flung off– and a chunk of hip armor was left deformed.

	Nevertheless, the machine endured, nearly unharmed once again.

	“Shalikova! Don’t just stand there! Protect the survivor, the ship will cover us!”

	Khadija’s Strelok charged up from behind the enemy mecha, leaping out of the marine fog.

	Closing in rapidly, the Brigand’s gas guns began to pepper the surroundings shortly after.

	Amid the deepening barrage, the green-and-black Diver lost its zeal for the confrontation. Along with its remarkable armor it demonstrated impressive thrust and maneuverability as it escaped. Accelerating quickly, it thrust up and then away from the Union divers and the incoming Brigand, disappearing into the marine fog and avoiding attempts to pin it down.

	Shalikova watched it retreat into the lightless fathoms with a deepening worry in her heart.

	That had been a Volkisch craft. It had come out of a Volkisch ship to fight the Republic.

	Which meant the Volkisch movement had a powerful psionic pilot working for them.

	One maybe even more malevolent and much less reasonable than Selene had been.

	Judging by the sheer brutal power contained in that aura. 

	An oppressive, choking power. The power of a King.

	And it was unleashed on command against Shalikova. 

	Full confidence, no hesitation.

	“She used the King’s Gaze.” Shalikova mumbled, remembering Maryam’s words.

	“Hey! Help me with this Diver! The pilot might still be alive– I don’t see much damage!”

	Shalikova shook her head. 

	Khadija and the Brigand needed her. They had almost escaped.

	Shutting her eyes, she put the impression of that Diver, and of Selene’s Jagdkaiser, out of her mind. There was nothing she could do about either of them. Instead, she assisted Khadija in using their Jet Anchors to draw up the sinking Republic diver into the Brigand. 

	The Republic ships had been routed, and the Volkisch was closing in– 

	the Brigands could do no more for Kreuzung but to make good on their escape.

	

	

	Inside the Kreuzung interstice, the floodwaters had blown through every open passage they could find, filling the conveyor tunnel and partially filling the elevator shaft, and several of the ancillary tunnels. Once the Core Separation was reversed, flood mitigation began to work once more, shutting several passages and draining them to reverse the damage. 

	All of this water being pushed out left several of the ancillary tunnels scattered with debris from the fighting that had taken place in the conveyor tunnel. Flotsam, washed quite far.

	On the floor of one such tunnel, a body that had been drifting aimlessly in the flood now lay beached on cold metal ground. Coming to lie gently on her back as the water drained away.

	Her shoulder-length black hair was completely soaked in saltwater.

	There was half a halo of a bloody-looking substance suspended over her lolling head.

	Deep wounds checkerboarded her otherwise perfectly pale skin. 

	Her arms and legs were missing, snapped off or cut apart at different angles by the pressure-strewn shrapnel that had swept through the tunnels. Much of her former body, a gelatinous-seeming mass with hundreds of tentacles, had been pulverized and ripped apart and splattered across the walls of the tunnels. What remained was a mutilated human torso.

	Around her in the drained tunnels there were all manner of gory remains.

	Taking a breather, she tested how much strength the remains of her body had left.

	She managed to force herself to a sit. 

	And to then to drop forward onto her belly and breasts.

	Crawling on stumps of limbs caked bloody. 

	Patiently, without expression or frustration.

	Syzygy Enforcer VIII Tristitia. Having failed and allowed the heretic to escape.

	She made her way to the torso of a K.P.S.D. trooper.

	Gunfire from the heretics as well as the violence of the flood had left the hominin torso spread wide open and unfolded like a red and brown flower of organs and muscle and shattered bones. Tristia crawled until she could tuck her head into the mass. She took a bite of shredded, saltwater-logged meat still stuck to ribs, and tore into the chewy brined heart. She supped on coagulated blood in swollen sinews. None of these things reached what was left of her stomach inside her– all of it broke down immediately into material with which to repair the horrific damage her own body had sustained. Slowly, she closed her wounds, staved off organ failure, and began to mend her bones and limbs. 

	Her thoughts returned to her as she ate and healed.

	“Tristitia thought she understood, but Tristitia was wrong?” She said to herself.

	She laid no blame on anyone. 

	Not on Avaritia’s hands-off command, nor Accedia’s useless guidance or even the heretic who had taken shelter with Hominin and caused this to happen. She could not even blame the useless K.P.S.D. hominins who seemed so confident in themselves that even Tristitia, who absorbed and assisted their plan, believed in them and in their possible success.

	Instead, what she felt was a boundless curiosity, and a million questions. Why, why, why? What, what, what? She scrutinized every detail of every moment to try to understand what was desired of her next. She would rotate these events in her mind– but the project would bear no fruit. Only more questions would arise out of the questions pondered.

	Tristitia was a being of questions without possible answers. That was true despair.

	At least she was still alive. 

	Her leviform destroyed– but her search for purpose continued.

	

	

	The UNX-001 Brigand ascended from the Kreuzung crater.

	They departed at full speed, leaving behind the site of the festival.

	Until nothing could be seen of the place. The Brigand now sailed for Aachen.

	Resuming its journey into the vast and dark expanse of the Imbrium Ocean.

	Soon, there was only the ship, and nothing in the cameras but featureless water all around.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya collapsed into her chair. 

	She wanted to scream at the top of her lungs. At her side, Aaliyah Bashara looked equally worse for wear, her pajamas clinging to her. Both of them leaned into each other. 

	Sweaty and exhausted. 

	Another scrape; another too-close escape.

	Pounding hearts transferred stress across each other’s bodies as they touched.

	“I think it’s safe to come down from combat alert now.” Erika said, temporarily taking over command from her thoroughly exhausted upper bridge. “Give it twenty or thirty more minutes at max speed and I think we can send everyone away to rest as well. They have more than earned it. Olga and I will volunteer to hold the ‘night shift’.” She smiled reassuringly. 

	Ulyana could hardly believe the stamina on this woman. 

	“Semyonova,” continued the bubbly Premier, “Status of the survivor we rescued?”

	“Ma’am, the survivor is now undergoing surgery.” Semyonova said.

	“I see. Well, let us all pray for her good fortune.” Erika said.

	Rather than a Republic soldier, they found a Shimii in the cockpit of the Diver they rescued.

	A poor girl younger even than Shalikova– and hacked in a few pieces.

	How her body was mutilated was the least of the inexplicable things they had seen.

	“It should go without saying,” Olga spoke up then, “the mess back there– it’s classified.”

	“We’ll decide later how to communicate those events to the sailors, she means.” Erika said.

	Nobody on the bridge had any desire to argue about that. 

	They were all completely drained.

	Certainly, Ulyana wanted to the forget their ‘night of the living dead’ as soon as possible.

	With space to think, she told herself, it was probably all a result of psionics.

	Psionics– good lord. 

	She had so many insane reports she would have to endure soon!

	“Everyone!” Erika clapped her hands. Tired faces turned from their stations to see her. “Please do not let today linger on your hearts, except as the triumph that it was for all of us! You were absolutely gallant! You may not feel that way, but I have nothing but praise for all of you. We were caught by surprise, time was against us, and we had to think on our feet– you all put together a miracle before my very eyes. Now it is my turn to say: it will be my pleasure to work with all of you. Victory is possible! Believe in victory!”

	Everyone was far too knocked about to clap or to take much pleasure in Erika’s speech.

	However, the tiniest smiles crept onto the faces of the bridge crew.

	Once more, against mounting odds, they lived to return to the Ocean and fight another day.

	

	

	Around Kreuzung, the festival’s dying embers served as semaphore to new arrivals.

	A dozen ships first to gather up the remnants.

	Then, a hundred more arrived to overturn the venue.

	And soon, there would be another hundred, to clear the land.

	With the end of the festival, the grounds would be prepared for a grand opera instead.

	Thundering voices sing in turns each proclaiming their vision of Eisental’s Destiny.

	The ensuing performance would be titled, Der Nationale Volkskrieg.

	 


11.13

	Across the bridge, a bulkhead door opened from the main station.

	From the barricade, the strikers could see multiple persons at the door, but only a solitary figure started the long walk from the core station’s side over to that of Tower Nine. 

	Tower Nine was exclusively leased to Rhineametalle, and the entire tower was an absolutely massive steel plant. The steelworkers at Kreuzung were particularly responsible for manufacturing armor plate in a variety of dimensions and compositions, which would go on to be assembled into ships and divers. They also produced some ancillary construction materials for ships and stations, like interior walls with touch-enabled surfaces.

	Those same products largely constituted the barrier the striking workers had erected.

	Because they did not have control of the bulkhead into their side of the station, they used their equipment and whatever materials they had to create their own defenses. Kreuzung had forced the door to remain open, and sent negotiators, teams of scabs, and even a few strike-breaking attacks from the K.P.S.D– but with their tools and materials, the striking workers had maintained their hold on the tower. Rhineametalle had spoken against any further attacks– so for a time, the workers had some semblance of peace.

	Even the core separation, frightening as it was, had not shaken them from their spot.

	Now, however, the workers felt a bit of concern.

	There was something strange about a single woman in a black uniform approaching them.

	She took off her hat partway through her casual, ambling walk to the barricade, revealing a head of messy blond hair partially tamed by being wrapped into a long ponytail. She was tall, too, particularly for an Imbrian woman, with sharp, angular shoulders, and a frame that was somewhat lacking curves. Her uniform was slightly poorly fitted, with the all-black coat out of her pants and a bit too long, as well as unbuttoned, revealing the button-down shirt beneath which itself was not wholly buttoned, nor tucked in. 

	On one arm she had three separate armbands: all red and white, but one had a sonnenrad symbol, another a sword, and the third had an iron eagle.

	Her easy gait and strange little grin, were eerie and a bit disarming.

	As she approached, she introduced herself.

	“Gutentag! I’m a 7th Fleet Stabswache officer, Untersturmführer Skonieczny, and I am only here to deliver a letter. I mean no harm! Please forward this as soon as possible.”

	Her casual demeanor was additionally bizarre to the men behind the barricade.

	Anyone else would have gotten a bolt launched at them by a pneumatic gun by now.

	They allowed this lady to approach, and all she did was tiptoe to hand them a letter.

	She turned around and left immediately, seemingly without any worry of a sneak attack.

	To their surprise, she really did hand them a letter, stone paper, handwritten.

	Suddenly unsure of what may become of their strike action soon, they passed the letter on.

	

	

	Situated at the very top level of Kreuzung’s core station was the A-block of modules that represented the highest-end housing accommodations in the city, as well as the seat of the Eisental regional government. A-block was expansive and beautiful. Unlike other blocks, which were often situated side by side and with modules haphazardly placed like stacking blocks, A-block was one continuous module, that dominated a significant portion of the tower’s vertical space. There was a single main thoroughfare that branched into the walkways to several walled villas of varying designs.

	At the center of A-block stood the government palace, a massive building with sweeping semi-circular wings connecting to a central, circular edifice with a brilliant domed roof. In the upper distance, visible from almost anywhere in the block, there were also several thick glass berths for the private seaport available to the A-block residents and the civilian government. Within the illusion of the sky, at times made it seem like ships were flying overhead in the horizon, as they situated themselves in their places. 

	All of A-block seemed to lead to the government palace, to reside in its shadow.

	Kreuzung’s governor stood atop this edifice, and everything spread before him.

	Within the palace, the Governor of Kreuzung had a sparsely furnished office that was nevertheless the site of some arresting designs. Because the walls were at all times projecting camera feeds from throughout A-block. Capturing sights such as the park gazebos and the small artificial lakeside enjoyed by the upper crust, the beautiful tended lawns of the most well-developed villas, and the vastness of the sky. It would appear to anyone walking in for business that the Governor of Kreuzung was like a God surrounded by windows into his vast domain. Situated the middle of all of A-block and able to see every direction.

	If Governor Adolf Werner was a God, then he stood watching his downfall to mortals.

	Surrounded by scenes of black-liveried electric trucks and black-uniformed paramilitaries.

	Storming the villas, trampling the gardens, crossing the beautiful streets.

	He was surprised that most of the troops combing A-block appeared to be Shimii.

	Perhaps there was something karmic to that. 

	In this very office for nearly twenty years the Governor of Kreuzung had kept the Shimii separated and strictly controlled, and even he, who had promised reforms and liberalization, was consumed by the pragmatic calculus behind that injustice. He had let it go, because it was easy, and the Shimii were lesser compared to the peace that the Imbrians had begun to enjoy. Now, the Shimii dragged his Imbrian financiers out of those same beautiful homes they were denied and beat them on the street, with official sanction of the fascists. 

	Reform, of some kind, was slowly encroaching in armored cars down the one road.

	Leading, inevitably, to him– and he could do nothing to stop it now.

	Behind him, a door opened.

	In walked a young woman in a white suit jacket and skirt, with black leggings.

	Carrying a portable computer with a brand insignia– Rhineametalle.

	She had an impassive expression. Her red-brown hair was tied up in an efficient bun.

	“Governor Werner.” She said. She did not introduce herself.

	Werner, taller, older, hairless, severe in expression. He looked at her with utter disgust.

	They could not have been any more contrasts of themselves and the eras of their legacies.

	“I assume it is not dangerous for you to be here, because Rhineametalle is a part of this.”

	He waved at the screens, at the scenes of villas being broken into and combed through.

	She ignored his implied accusations. They did not even cause a twitch in her countenance.

	“I am here to convey Rhineametalle’s wish for a peaceful transition.” Said the young woman, delivering her stoic lines without once stumbling. “As an Eisental-headquartered business we believe this is the best outcome for the region’s economic outlook. We cannot support any decision by the government that escalates this confrontation any further.”

	“None of this is peaceful, but if you are worried I will fight back, rest assured I cannot.”

	In the aftermath of the Core Separation, Werner acquiesced to demands from the Volkisch Gauleiter to terminate the mandate of the K.P.S.D. Not because the fascists demanded it. They could fuck themselves. Rather, the K.P.S.D. had worked up tension with the Volkisch to an unconscionable degree. To continue to support them meant joining what was essentially their mafioso war against Laurentius tower. Werner had paid the mercenaries their blood money for too long– he cut them off. Without official support, any resisting K.P.S.D fought for a lost cause. Most of them gave up right away. Any stragglers were just doomed.

	Therefore, Werner now he had nobody to defend him, nobody to defend the men who had ruled over Kreuzung for so long. Nobody to defend the Gods atop the mountain who had squeezed so much out of the people beneath their gazes. It was only now, as he watched the black shirts dismantle everything around him in real time, that he realized how low he had fallen. Whatever happened to the Liberal ideal? Freedom, franchise and fraternity for all men? His liberalism had upheld only the old fiefdoms, and changed nothing.

	And now, the change was climbing the steps to his abode with gun and sword.

	Werner felt embittered staring into the eyes of the young woman and reminiscing.

	If all of the graft in Kreuzung was but a star, then Rhineametalle was entire constellations.

	She could appear here and berate him, waiting like a dog to greet her Volkisch masters.

	Because she had infinitely more power than he did. This was their town.

	There would always be Rhineametalle, while liberal reformers came and went throughout Rhinea having failed to accomplish anything. Rhineametalle was the Prime Evil of Eisental, its warped influence followed only by the likes of Volwitz Foods and Lanz Erzwerke. She stood before this black and silver wind as an immovable titan. The more he looked at her emotionless face the more violence he felt in his old heart. He grit his teeth.

	Stepping back from her, he walked around to his desk with a new clarity of purpose.

	From a drawer, he withdrew an old Dreys pistol and raised it to the woman.

	“This will earn you nothing.” She said, unwavering even when faced with the gun.

	It only made Werner angrier. He was so helpless. All of his emotions swelled out of control.

	Nothing of his spirit as a liberal elder statesman remained unsullied in that moment.

	He was willing to throw away everything if he could have killed this girl.

	Consumed in a terrible range to destroy the foul embodiment of his defeat.

	He could not shoot at Rhineametalle, and the bullet would not redeem his Kreuzung.

	He could, however, shoot this woman and sweep away her scrutinizing expression–

	

	

	–but before Adolf Werner could exit the stage a murdering God, he was cast down.

	When the door opened suddenly amid the confrontation to invite a new actor–

	Her black gloved hand wielding a sleek black semi-automatic that preempted his next lines.

	Hammer sliding with a thunder that echoed through the room, and again. 

	Five shots, neck, shoulder, sternum, belly, pouring bloody over his fine suit. His own gun dropped from the failing grip of his fingers and vanished under his desk. The old God of Kreuzung dropped back onto his chair, his role completed. Standing across the desk, the Rhineametalle communications officer Maxine Kramer shut her eyes for a moment. 

	It was the first expression she had made during this entire divine encounter.

	Then, the second– she turned and smiled at the woman walking in from stage right.

	Grinning back, the woman in the ornate black uniform and cape approached the desk, stepped behind it, and dismissively shoved the corpse of the old governor off of it. She then sat on his chair, on which there was just a little bit of blood– and put up her feet, hands behind her head, relaxing. She took a deep breath, twirling the pistol on one finger and catching it with the rest. She holstered it and appeared to be quite pleased with herself.

	It was in that instant that Violet Lehner took her place in the grand opera about to unfold.

	She was a curious sight in the black uniform. 

	Her skin was just a little bit ruddy, her eyes dark; facial features somewhat indeterminate, with strong nose and eyes with a slight angle, and yet striking in their overall configuration. She could have perhaps been a model or an actress had she been allowed an altogether different stage. Her hair was flamboyantly dyed, obscuring whatever other racial clues the fascist onlooker may have been predisposed to see. Whether she was blond, whether she was raven-haired, impossible to say. Though long, silky and straight, it was colored light blue and partially pink in a pattern reminiscent of the flag pins which hung from her earrings.

	Average in stature and figure, thin and light of frame, more angular than curved, her limbs and shoulders and back were slim, her fingers soft and unblemished, with little in the way of pronounced musculature on her limbs. Nevertheless, her impressive uniform evoked the martial spirit that her training regime may have lacked. Her uniform, a black jacket and pants with a black cape, was decorated with every conceivable symbol of the fascists. Golden wolf’s-hooks, a sonnenrad medal, a reichsadler on her peaked cap, eagles and arrows, a hooked cross lapel pin. Her armbands had similar symbols. Atop her cap there were two silver protrusions like metal cat’s ears, and she wore a tail-like tassel on her belt.

	Ruling over the 7th Fleet of the Stabswache, known as the ‘Zabaniyah.’

	Violet Lehner grinned with an ambition as easy, in her mind, as taking a life.

	Soon, her role of murderer would elevate, to ‘Reichskommissar’ of the Eisental region.

	In this opening act, she had stolen the gold ring from the abode of the Gods.

	While the drumbeat of truncheon strikes and the melodic wailing of the purge played all throughout A-block, casting from the mount the Gods for whom the audience’s sympathy was meant, her shadow grew ever more titanic in the background of the stage. Smoke and fire and great screaming horns heralded. Violet as devil, as son of a false king– 

	as player on the stage of Destiny.

	

	

	–but while the Gods bellowed for justice, the player in black experienced only silence.

	“You were so collected, Maxine. You should leave the corporate world and join us.”

	“I’m afraid I can only present the facade of strength knowing that rescue was on its way.”

	Violet and Maxine smiled at each other like old friends, minding not the corpse.

	“What’s the temperature at Rhineametalle? Did you show your bosses my proposals?”

	“I walked them through everything. They are initially cautious, but not opposed.” Maxine said. “They’ve been party to fruitless ‘labor reform’ talks with the liberals.”

	“They haven’t seen it like I plan to do it.” Violet said, a grin on her face and a winking eye. “Soon they’ll be hearing about this strike being over without a further drop of blood shed on their precious factory floors, and they will have cause for celebration. Then you can ask them again what they feel about Violet Lehner. Not to mention what will follow.”

	“With regards to labor, their ceiling is ‘neutral’ at best.” Maxine said. “They will never be happy to talk ‘trade unions’. But I have prepared the way for you as best I can.”

	Violet finally put her legs down from the table and sat up straight.

	“They will. I’ve already handed them a victory. One of my subordinates arranged a meeting with the leader of the strikers. I was informed just before my arrival here that the meeting has been accepted and arranged. You can formally announce to your employers that the strikers are coming to the table. They can do whatever with that information.”

	“It’s too early to announce anything. But I will do my best to make it a media coup, and you can share the glory of it when the time comes.” Maxine replied. “There has been a lot pessimism in the business community. Unfortunately, your father has not been–”

	“Don’t call him that.” Violet snapped. Her voice had risen almost to a breaking point.

	For the first time, Maxine looked a bit surprised. She bowed her head. “My apologies.”

	Violet sighed. Anger was unproductive. She stood up, and walked past the corpse.

	“It’s fine. I am full of optimism, Maxine. I’ve crawled up from the gutter, all the way here.”

	Violet’s gaze met Maxine’s, standing side by side. She reached out and patted her shoulder.

	“Destiny is on my side, and Endsieg is finally near to my grasp.”

	Maxine nodded her head low in acknowledgement and deference.

	“Of course, Reichskommissar. Rhineametalle looks forward to your success.”

	With her cape flowing behind her and a stoic look on her face, Violet Lehner left the office of the Governor in its state of desecration, Maxine Kramer following dutifully behind her to their next stage. Speaking of the so-called Fuhrer of Rhinea, related so casually– it was unheard of to say within the 7th Stabswache. Because it angered Violet so– 

	the holes she had to crawl out of were dug by his hand.

	

	

	Business was at an ebb at Madame Arabie’s Flowing Scarlet.

	Her main clientele were either laying low, or catching a clubbing from the Volkisch.

	Imbrians with money to blow on girls and dope had too much on their minds these days.

	And wealthy local Shimii had hunkered indoors out of sight of a very bitterly critical public.

	Kreuzung was not in a mood to drink and make merry. Their festival was over.

	In the days following the Core Separation, the little people of the segregated Tower Seven began to look to their neighbors again. It was the mosques where people chose to congregate, rather than dance clubs and eateries. They gathered on the floor mats discussing the events, what the future might hold, or anything they could do as a community to prevent further tragedies. There was so much uncertainty looming over them. One especially concerning matter was that of missing persons. Several Shimii had tried to escape the tower, and in the chaos, people had been separated from each other, and there were already a few sadly missing. One shopkeeper named Hasim, rarely seen at the mosque otherwise, actually showed up to report a missing person, for example.

	“There’s this girl– she came by my shop every day, one of my favorite customers–”

	But nobody had seen the bob-tailed girl he described. Few people even remembered her.

	There was an older woman who described another girl, who had assisted the crowd.

	“Her name was Madiha. God guard her and preserve her. She was a brave one.”

	Nothing. They could collect the names, and any descriptions or pictures, and report it–

	–to whoever the authorities ended up being now.

	That was all, and many people felt helpless and were frustrated at their situation.

	And to those most embittered, the Scarlet, and Arabie, were particular points of frustration.

	Weren’t those rich Shimii who owned everything supposed to be keeping them safe?

	What good were they if they could never stand up to the Imbrians even to prevent deaths?

	For now these thoughts remained private. The streets had emptied of crowds of people.

	Outside the Flowing Scarlet, where it was once routine for crowds to gather in front, the street was empty. And for its emptiness, and the size of the building looming over that emptiness, it made the tower feel even more hollow. Guards had been posted out of Arabie’s paranoia for what may transpire– but there was no need. Not one person came to throw one stone, or any other petty delusion held by the woman in the higher stories.

	But, just when Arabie’s mafiosi began to feel secure in themselves–

	They heard the sound of wheels turning.

	And stood in stunned silence as a black and silver liveried electric truck drove up.

	Emblazoned on the side of the truck was a shield with the number 7 in thick font.

	Surrounding the triangular shield there were two swords and three words–

	Faith.

	Fealty.

	Fascism.

	Inside the truck were a dozen uniforms. Hitting the false pavement like a ramp, the door to the truck bed creaked as the men and women, all Shimii, all dressed like Volkisch, and all armed, stepped off and formed up. For the mafiosi, this was an insurmountable enemy that instantly defeated them. Those black jackets could have been mythical wootz steel, for the protection they offered. Arabie’s gang could abuse the public, rough up journalists, turn away detectives, and maybe even disappear a K.P.S.D. who got too in their faces. 

	Madam Arabie was powerful and had good connections within Kreuzung.

	Madam Arabie’s connections, her social and financial power, meant nothing to the fascists.

	The Volkisch Movement For The National Awakening played by its own insane rules.

	They were the fiendish leviathan immune to the spell woven by the witch of Tower Seven.

	It was even stranger that they were all Shimii. It gave Arabie’s men even more of a fright.

	There was no thought of even reaching for the revolvers and pistols hidden in their clothes.

	All of Arabie’s guards stood dumbfounded, and nobody made a move.

	Then, from the passenger seat of the truck itself, another Shimii woman stepped out.

	From the outset, it was obvious that she was a cut above the rest of the Volkisch here.

	Her jacket had brighter and more impressive patches and pins to denote her rank, and on her ample chest there were several medals. She brandished no weapon on the street, but had on her hip a sabre in a sheathe as well as a revolver in a holster. Those looking at her were taken by her. She was beautiful, yes, with golden hair and lightly tanned skin and steely green eyes and striking facial features– but it was not her beauty, but her presence that captivated the onlookers. Her every step was as if taken by a titan, her gaze threw the weight of a storm wind, and when she spoke, her voice was thunder. They were instantly gripped by her.

	“Step aside or you will all be arrested! I am not here to deal with you. Where is Arabie?”

	Of course, they divulged the location instantly. The bouncers even handed over their keys.

	All of them could feel that the current flowing through Kreuzung favored the fascists.

	There was no use dying uselessly, for the woman drinking herself stupid up above them.

	Almost without effort Standartenführer Vesna Nasser gained access to the Flowing Scarlet.

	Her troops remained outside to watch over the men and the street.

	She had business with the woman supposedly in charge of this depressing tower.

	Nasser found her in the middle of a richly furnished penthouse.

	Despite her age she was just like Nasser remembered her. 

	Lavishly manicured to hide the toll time had taken on her face, dolled up in fine clothing and pigments, hiding in a room that smelled of myrrh. She had come upon her in a vulnerable moment, however. Arabie was half fallen from a plush sofa and her makeup was running around her weeping eyes. Sobbing, kicking her feet; cans strewn about the room and white powder arrayed in messy lines on the coffee table. Wearing a loose purple robe that was off her shoulder enough to unveil an olive-tan breast with a dark pink tip.

	Even without taking any care to hide her steps, Nasser managed to surprise her.

	It took the dazed Madame Arabie a few moments to register a figure approaching her.

	“Huh? Who? Leave– leave you idiots, I said I was busy–! I’ll– I’ll fucking kill you–!”

	She sat up on the sofa and stared with glassy, still-weeping eyes at Nasser.

	The Standartenführer was able to watch as if a time lapse, as the danger dawned on Arabie.

	Her eyes drew wide, her ears folded, and her lips partially opened and remained so.

	Nasser said nothing. To comment at all, would have made her angry enough to strike.

	Even when properly dressed, Madame Arabie was a fallen being destined for the fire.

	A whore; a drug pusher; a drunk. She sold her soul, and didn’t even try to pray for it back.

	Without her high class airs, it was only more evident how impious she had become.

	But she was convenient; and she would be necessary. 

	Nasser had to temper her frustrations.

	“Who are you? Did you steal that uniform? I can’t smuggle you out.” Madame Arabie said.

	Her voice was so gone. She was in an utter stupor.

	“You’ve very well met fascist Shimii already. I am a proper Volkisch Standartenführer, just like Imani Hadžić. I serve in the ‘Zabaniyah’, the 7th Fleet of the Stabswache, with many of our kin. You know me, Leija Kladuša. I am Vesna, a member of the Nasser clan.”

	Leija narrowed her eyes. Her body began shaking as if from the effort of that empty gaze.

	“I– I’ve never heard of a Vesna Nasser. I did not know– the Nassers had a daughter?”

	She was even more lost than Nasser thought.

	“You drank your brain to death. But fine. You have heard of Vahid Nasser, haven’t you?”

	Across from her, the sinner’s bleary red eyes blinked and then squinted at Nasser.

	She could not possibly have been seeing any of Vahid in the Vesna who stood before her.

	But her addled brain nevertheless made the connection. 

	She recognized her– perhaps?

	“You’re– then– you’re the same as Homa? You took the medicines– to become–?”

	“Homa? Who are you comparing me to? Leija, you need to cut the crap and clean up–!”

	Leija’s tears welled up in her eyes again. She lowered her face into her hands.

	“My precious kadaif— she was taken from me so cruelly– oh Homa! Homa!”

	Wailing that name, she fell back onto the couch, writhing as if her skin was being burnt.

	Not wanting to stare at that pathetic display, Nasser lifted her gaze– and saw something.

	In the end of the room, a shrine had been put up. 

	The myrrh incense vapor machines had been set on a shelf along with an old picture, of a very young girl. There were flowers, sticks of cinnamon, colored gems, a haphazard assortment of little things. Memorials like this were impermissible for Shimii, but so was drinking, and dealing, and whoring– it no more damned Leija’s soul than any of her other sins. However, the haphazard placement of it inspired something in Nasser. She found herself pitying Leija for her loss in that moment. Leija was actually mourning.

	She was surprised that this vile woman could care about anyone other than herself.

	Hearing that name wailed over and over, and looking at the photograph– 

	Homa– 

	Homa–?

	My name is Homa Baumann. I’m from Kreuzung. Please don’t kill me. 

	Nasser remembered.

	And then– her wrath, the coming to blows. 

	Hatefully screaming Nasser’s name in an ever-fading voice as she died.

	Nasser exhibited a brief shock that Leija was, thankfully, in no condition to notice. She would not acknowledge to Leija that she knew where her “precious kadaif” had ultimately gone.

	Seeing what she had done to this woman, before her eyes. Her heart briefly wavered.

	Nasser closed her fists as hard as she could. She dispelled a long-held breath.

	It did not matter. 

	Many more families would be separated, many more young people killed, before Nasser’s ambitions would be completed. By her own hand, perhaps less– but she was not so deluded as to think the blood shed by her subordinates did not reach her. To end the feuds, once and for all, and unite the ummah, it could only be done by shedding blood. It was inevitable that Homa Baumann had to be killed for it. It was inevitable that Leija Kladuša had to suffer.

	Ever since old Al-Khaybari turned his blade on the elder Nasser during Mehmed’s Jihad.

	Ever since then– no, even before– ultimately they were all slaves to their Destiny.

	Nasser bent and grabbed Leija by the shoulders and forced her to sit and look at her.

	“Leija! I understand your loss! Were the circumstances different I would give you all the time you need to mourn. But not this way! Do you think Homa would want to see you like this? We shoulder the dreams of all our lost kin! You need to get a hold of yourself! We need someone here whom the Shimii will listen to. Fall apart once your duty to me is completed!”

	Shaking Leija like a doll in her hands, as if it would rattle her back to her senses.

	For a brief moment, the glassy eyes of that broken-down woman sharpened once more.

	“Ugh– dreams and duties– talking big while you’re just some blackshirt!” Leija snapped.

	Her eyes were still hazy. She was completely out of it.

	And yet her words were so defiant and incivisive. Stupid woman.

	Nasser could not help but to grin in response. In the grand scheme of things, it was true. Even when it came from the drawling mouth of this drug-addled fool. To the Rashidun, events were already Qadar— a divine destiny that was already known to God. 

	Compared to this truth, Nasser was indeed very small.

	Nothing but another black shirt– but one with a heavy burden to bear.

	

	

	When she awakened, the room was as dark as when Emilia went to sleep.

	“Huh? I set an alarm. What happened?”

	She had awakened naturally– there was no sound.

	And the lights didn’t come on either.

	She reached out her arm and tried to touch the wall just over the pull-out drawer beside her bed. After a few seconds of futile reaching to the furthest her arm would stretch, she woke up enough to figure things out and turned in bed. She instead touched the wall directly beside her. However, this too had no effect. Incredulous she touched the wall a few more times, but there was no response no matter how much she pressed. 

	Nothing lit up, no computer windows opened. The wall touchscreens were not working.

	There was something just a little vexing about it.

	Emilia forced herself up from the bed.

	She grabbed hold of her blanket and wrapped it around herself.

	Her room was so cold– everything must have lost power for some ungodly reason.

	All of that Core Separation business was in the past, wasn’t it?

	Emilia stood up and went to the door. 

	She groped in the dark for the physical switch that opened the door. Finally, it slid open, surprising her. She almost fell through the doorway and out into the hall in nothing but her blanket, a tanktop and shorts– thankfully she caught herself in time. But she was all the more embittered when she peered out, groggy and with fogged eyes.

	All of her hall was in the dark. Several people were peering out of their own doors.

	There was an electric torch set up at the far end of the hall, and a pair of men had pulled out a panel in the far wall and were working with tools impossible to discern. Something must have happened to the hall’s power infrastructure. Maybe it was a knock-on effect of the Core Separation, Emilia thought. At least it was being fixed. She was about to just sigh and turn back and lie around in the dark– but then her eyes were temporarily blinded.

	A torch-light shone right on her face for an instant, causing her to grimace.

	“Oh! I’m so sorry–! Please wait, I need to talk to you!”

	Said in the voice of a woman, accompanied by clacking heels on the metal floor.

	Emilia shielded her eyes and squinted and tried to make out the woman approaching.

	When her vision returned, the woman had stopped in front of the door.

	“Unter–?” She began to speak, but was not allowed to say much–

	In response, Emilia grabbed her wrist, disarmed her of her torch and turned around.

	The woman was taken aback. “–Wait! Ma’am, I’m– You– I’m here to–”

	“I’m borrowing this. Wait here a sec, okay?” She said, sighing deeply.

	She pulled the door shut behind herself, leaving the uniformed woman outside.

	With the woman’s torch she could see into her room again. 

	She put it up on the pull-out bedside drawer, the beam shining up at the ceiling. It was so strong– Emilia flicked the tab on its handle down two notches to reduce the brightness. Now she felt like she could finally see comfortably in its presence. Immediately, she caught sight of herself in the room mirror, which was part of the pull-out drawers.

	Grumbling a little to herself, she gathered up a haphazard fistful of her blond hair and a hair tie she had left on top of the drawer. She tied a quick and messy ponytail, and brushed her bangs by running her own fingers through them. It was a little bit messy but probably not too unsightly. Across the room from her bed, she found the catch to open the panel into the bath stall. She washed her face, gargled some water, brushed her teeth.

	Another mirror. She saw herself in it. Auburn eyes. Her lips were a bit dry. She did not think she was necessarily beautiful, but she was pretty, she had a young, girlish spark– right? 

	She queried herself. She did not hate how she looked. It was acceptable.

	Back at her drawer, she applied some chapstick. She fluttered her eyelashes. 

	She sighed.

	Running through her mental checklist. 

	She wouldn’t even bother with makeup– she was so bad at it anyway. She had showered last night. She had not eaten, but this was a temporary room with no cooking furnishings, so she would need to grab something on the way to the Gau office. Uniform was a given; but she recalled that she should take her pills. She couldn’t keep forgetting.

	“Good morniiing~ Emiliaaa~ It’s Emilia’s pills time~ pills that make her dick soft~”

	Singing in a silly voice. Her good mood was starting to return.

	It helped thinking about that woman’s face when she disarmed her.

	After swallowing all of her day’s medications at once, against the instructions printed on the bottles, Emilia opened another wall panel to extract her uniform jacket and pants, as well as a button-down shirt and a tie. Her armbands were hanging on hooks. Everything smelled dusty and a little bit sweaty. She had to pay money for the wardrobe to maintain her clothing, and the prices had become ridiculous the past few days. In prison they just had a synthestitcher pop out a cheap jumpsuit for her whenever warranted.

	Her uniform consisted of a black peaked cap, black jacket and pants, all with silver trim.

	On the collar of the jacket there was a tab with four wolf’s hooks denoting her rank.

	Untersturmführer— in the old Rhinean Navy she would have been a ‘Leutnant’.

	Leutnant was so much easier to say. 

	But she was not part of the old Rhinean Navy.

	Her armbands were red with a white circle, and inside each circle resided a different symbol including: a sonnenrad, a black sun disc; the Handschar, a Shimii sword; and the Reichsadler of the Volkisch Movement for the National Awakening on the third armband. 

	She had to wear all three. One for the Esoteric Order of National Socialism; one for the 7th Stabswache Fleet; and the third to denote that she was a national socialist party member in good standing. That last one was perhaps the most personally amusing of the armbands– but it was annoying to wear all three. She felt their presence conspicuously.

	Emilia buttoned down her shirt, pulled up her pants, threw on her jacket, and put on shoes.

	She left the cap where it was, in her enthusiasm to finally meet the woman at the door.

	“I am ready! Sorry for the wait– I had to get decent.” Emilia said.

	Opening the door, she found herself face to face with a pouting young woman.

	Pointing her own torch back at her causing her to avert her gaze a bit.

	Emilia instantly thought– this one was a bombshell. 

	A sleek jaw, a straight nose, sharp blue eyes and lush lips, all with precise makeup the likes of which Emilia could not have hoped to imitate. Her hair looked so silky, and it had a sheen in the light of the torch, dark, deeply black as her jacket and garrison cap, cut straight at the shoulder with perfect symmetry. Her body was fantastic– the uniform flattered her. Same as Emilia’s, but with a skirt and black tights. Had Emilia not been a degenerate who was on the way to embarrassing herself, she would have definitely tried to make a pass.

	Instead, she simply smiled and held out her hand for a shake.

	“Untersturmführer Emilia Skonieczny.” She said.

	For a moment the woman at the door eyed her, with a slight bit of contempt.

	Then she shook her hand, firmly and without reservation.

	“Hauptscharführer Christina Fink. I am here to assist you in command duties, ma’am.”

	Her voice was strong. She had a very no-nonsense energy to her.

	“Assist me?” Emilia was confused. “I thought you were going to escort me to the Gau?”

	“To the Gau? What for?”

	“You don’t know?!” Emilia was suddenly shocked. “You didn’t come here to take me?”

	“No? I did not come to take you to before the Gauleiter. Is something wrong?”

	Emilia felt like, if she could say nothing, and continue to look normal–

	–no, it was hopeless. She wouldn’t fool this (beautiful) woman for long.

	“Err– Ah, well, you’re about to find out anyway– See, I did some jail time, so that’s still stuck on me today. I am having those old charges officially commutated. So I have to show up at the Gau office. Technically, I’ll still be a federal offender– but I can have this commutation, to then work toward acquittal thanks to some– let’s say ‘friends in high places’.”

	“May I ask what the offense was? Was it something spurious?”

	“Ah, yeah, I mean, I sure think so. It was for Sodomy. See– that’s still a federal offense.”

	“Well– that’s– I see. I am glad the Gau office is assisting you, Untersturmführer.”

	No! Her respect for Emilia had hit rock bottom! It was clear on her face!

	Ah well– such was the fate of a degenerate, no matter her rank, service and deeds.

	“So– you were sent to assist me? Are you from the 7th Fleet too?” Emilia asked.

	Christina shook her head. “I’ve been working in Kreuzung, as a Gleichschaltung officer. My job was once to analyze communications from A-block– but this is no longer necessary, so I am being seconded to the combat fleet now. I am to work as your adjutant.”

	Emilia nodded her head in acknowledgment.

	Gleichschaltung meant coordination— the Volkisch sure loved their High Imbrian.

	In this case, it was the idea that the liberal institutions of Rhinea had to be forced to accept total Volkisch rule. In places like Kreuzung where it would be too costly or chaotic to go after the liberal government in a violent purge without cause, the Gleichschaltung process began with the establishment of a Gau office that acted as a Volkisch civil authority. 

	Working with the Gau office, analysts like Christina spied and scrutinized the liberals, opening opportunities for the Volkisch to attack officials and policies, demand the alteration of laws or issue their own legal proclamations. It was a slow political war of attrition.

	But liberal Kreuzung had fallen. The Gau’s decrees were the law of the station now.

	And soon, Violet Lehner would be law and order of the entire region.

	Knowing all of that– Emilia smiled a bit more awkwardly.

	Christina now looked like a very frightening woman behind that steely composure.

	“So– if you will, I’m headed to the Gau office.”

	“Yes.” Christina said. “I will follow you. You should get something to eat too.”

	“Right.”

	Christina then stepped forward and reached for Emilia’s chest.

	Taking her tie in one brusque sleight of the hand– and tying it appropriately.

	Then also buttoning her jacket correctly, her long fingers, one button after another–

	Emilia became as stiff and dead as all the LED posts that didn’t work in the hallway.

	She tucked her shirt in, buttoned her coat, did her tie. With stoic precision.

	Then Christina finally retreated, with a final swipe at Emilia’s shoulder to pat off dust.

	“I want to assume you do not care about your appearance for lack of time and energy with which to do so.” Christina said sternly. “So I will assist you in maintaining an appropriate standard. From now on, you need to maintain decorum as an officer. You do not represent solely yourself, but us, the unit, the fleet, the party, and the fatherland.”

	Emilia felt like she was being called an embarassing pervert in code.

	“Yes. You’re right– I’ve just been busy, and tired.” Emilia replied, averting her gaze.

	All lies that they both saw through, but it was the lies Christina wanted to hear.

	“Very well. Lead way, Untersturmführer.”

	Christina was such a presence. 

	She was the armbands but hundreds of times heavier.

	Since arriving at the station, a few days earlier, Emilia had been afforded a rather plain room in D-block while she waited for her transfer and the commutation. It was not ‘hers’ precisely and she would neither keep it nor miss it when it was gone. Especially since the hallway was having electrical problems now. However, it was convenient, with elevators going farther down or straight up, easily accessible by turning the corners. She and Christina made their way around the hall, and rode the elevator up to a street module in C-block. 

	There were shops, grocers, cafes, all in quaint little buildings connected by a false cobblestone road under a gentle, false blue sky. It was like a little town road.

	Nervous glances shot their way from every direction after they stepped onto the street.

	There was no hiding within a crowd wearing the black uniforms of the Volkisch.

	Standing out was the point, as much as Emilia disliked it.

	She tried to smile and wave at anyone who stared for too long, but it only scared them off.

	It was foolish to think she was anything but an intruder in this place.

	Emilia was fooling herself about a lot of things– but that one was far too glaring.

	On one street corner, Emilia spotted another black-uniformed woman. 

	Tall and fair, with brown hair– and a pair of rounded cat-like ears atop her head, between which she wore her garrison cap. She had a simple submachine gun that resembled a grease gun, on a sling around her shoulder. It was unloaded, but she had visible magazines on her person and could have reached for one easily in response to a threat. Her bushy tail swung behind her as she stood, leaning back against the corner, looking bored.

	“Sturmmann!” Emilia called out the girl by rank. “All quiet on the front?”

	The Shimii woman raised her eyes off the floor when addressed.

	“Yes ma’am. Nothing to report.” She said. Her hands were completely off her gun.

	“What is your name?” Emilia asked, quite curious.

	At her side, Christina looked a bit annoyed with her, but she did not say anything.

	“Sturmmann Ajna Jakupović.” The Shimii said. “Is this an inspection, Untersturmführer?”

	“Not at all!” Emilia said. “I was just greeting you. I haven’t gotten out much, you see.”

	“Well. There’s not much to see. Everything is quite normal, and the street is peaceful.”

	“Hopefully we can scale down posts like this soon then? Don’t you think?”

	“I could not say. I take up my post as I am ordered, and I will continue to do so.”

	Quite a dour girl. 

	Emilia felt like she was surrounded by very tense people in the Volkisch.

	Despite her insistence that everything was quite normal, in fact, she herself represented a change for the people of Kreuzung. Even if they had gotten used to a black uniform here or there; now all of the policing was done by black uniforms. No more K.P.S.D guards.

	Armed black uniforms on every street corner. Must have been terrifying.

	Not to mention the majority of them were Shimii, once a segregated people in Kreuzung.

	When Emilia and Christina got to walking again, Christina cleared her throat.

	“Untersturmführer, please do not trouble the patrol officers.” She said.

	“It won’t matter anyway. I’m bound for the sea again soon.” Emilia replied jovially.

	“Be that as it may.”

	She did not follow up that remark and Emilia did not respond to it either.

	They simply walked, amid the morning crowd that was going to work or preparing for it.

	Partway through their trek to the Gau office, Christinia tapped on Emilia’s back. 

	They both stopped, and she led the Untersturmführer off the street and into a little café that was sharing space with a bar which was closed. Both halves of the venue could sit customers for the café, and the café was serving coffee out of the half that constituted the bar. But the coffee was a rather shocking price, for such a thing that just came in the fighting rations of Diver pilots like Emilia– instead, Christina bought the two of them cups of breakfast tea, along with breakfast potatoes, grilled with cheese and sausage.

	“I take it Kreuzung hasn’t recovered from the recent shortages yet?” Emilia asked.

	As she did, she stirred sugar cubes until they dissolved in her tea.

	“You’re– rather curious, aren’t you, Untersturmführer?” Christina said.

	“I see it as my duty to understand things, Hauptscharführer, not merely accept them.”

	Christina let out a little sigh. “I rather meant, you’re different from other officers.”

	“In that too, yes. Possibly for the best, don’t you think?”

	“Perhaps. It’s too early to tell.”

	Christina took a long sip of her tea as if to forego further conversation on this topic.

	Emilia tucked into her potatoes. They were salty, fatty, almost unctuous.

	Rhinea was known for potatoes. Potatoes, black bread, gritty sausage– all those foods that the Imbrium Empire exalted as traditional and cultural and staples of a hardy working class, they were grown in quantity in Rhinea. And these were the foods exalted by the Volkisch Movement as befitting the masculine and vital Volksgemeinschaft of the national socialist man. Probably soon, the Gau would start promoting these foods and politely criticizing restaurants and establishments that continued to drive up demand for luxuries.

	Just like in her native station of Weimar, a few months ago, just before she left.

	Before she was deployed to the front as penance for her degenerate bisexual ways.

	 “You can call me by name.” Emilia said. “Can we chat for a little bit?”

	Christina looked up for her plate. She ate quite slow and delicately. 

	“Alright. What about?”

	“Anything really. I just haven’t had a human conversation with someone in so long.”

	“From reading your file, it did seem like you have been shuffled around a lot of posts.”

	“It’s because the ships kept sinking.” Emilia said. “But I kept surviving. I made no friends.”

	“Reports spoke highly of your combat abilities. So– I expected a different sort of person.”

	“I’m kind of flattered they did not mention the penal conscription and sodomy and all that.”

	Emilia looked up from her food and smiled quite cheerfully at Christina.

	The adjutant looked quite disarmed by the sudden look on her face. 

	She averted her gaze.

	“Here I am. Not like the reports.” Emilia said. “Except that I’m good in a pinch, maybe.”

	“Unter– Emilia,” Christina said, “might I ask– do you have any ambitions in the military?”

	Perhaps a tricky question for someone who had been forced into this horrible situation.

	But Emilia had thought about it well, and for a long time, having gotten this far.

	“Since I’m here now, I would like to retire with decent benefits. I’m tired of struggling.”

	Christina looked at her with further confusion. “I see. I suppose you didn’t have a choice.”

	“I’m making the best of it. I’ve thought about everything– I had tons of time to plan it out. If I fail, I just die– that ends up solving all the problems anyway. But in the military I can get a pension, health benefits, lifetime housing, the works. For a wastrel like me, it’s great. Being conscripted was fine for my prospects. I’m too scandalous– not a lot of equal opportunity.”

	“I see. You really have given it a lot of thought, Untersturmführer. It’s– a worthy goal.”

	Emilia did not see it as particularly worthy– but it was attainable! That mattered the most.

	“But what about you Hauptscharführer? What attracts a woman like you to the navy?”

	Christina looked down at her tea. Her own perfectly applied makeup looked back at her.

	“I suppose it is similar– maybe even the same. As you say– there is ‘equal opportunity.’”

	“In times of hardship, the nation would rather allow homos and women to jump in front of the steel, than fall on its own sword purely out of pride. Suffering makes us all equal.”

	Christina looked suddenly sad. “You have a certain way with words, Untersturmführer.”

	Clearly she was uncomfortable with the rhetoric– but Emilia didn’t care.

	She was hitting her stride. Her heart was soaring, even. God was in his heaven, to her.

	All of the worst things that could be done to Emilia Skonieczny– they already had been.

	So anything that happened from now on was acceptable. Things were truly looking up.

	In fact, it was a thrilling puzzle. War. Surviving. Winning, even, the few times it happened.

	All of it was a gamble where only something worthless was at stake– her own life.

	And certainly gambling was one of Emilia’s vices, among many.

	After eating, and having gotten to know each other– at least more than not at all– Emilia led Christina to the Gau office on the far end of the C-block street module from the cafes. The building was set against the wall of the module, with a roundabout road in front of it, such that it felt like the terminus of the C-block. All roads led to the Gau office. It was three stories tall, so it was taller than all the two-story shops and offices on the street. 

	A steel Reichsadler decoration in front looked over the passersby.

	Through the door into the building, there was a lobby and waiting area with pull-out chairs.

	Emilia and Christina sat down together until they were called.

	Though they were entirely alone in the Gau office, it took almost fifteen minutes.

	At a counter, behind bullet-proof glass, a very young receptionist confirmed their identity. She was thin and blond and small– at most she could have been an older teenager perhaps.

	“Take the stairs, and it’s the third door. Thank you for visiting.” She said without emotion.

	There was a buzzer, and one of the doors leading further into the building opened up.

	Emilia and Christina walked inside.

	For the building where the downfall of the liberal government of Kreuzung had been planned and underway for months now– there was nothing about it that was out of the ordinary. Thick plastic walls painted in a faux-brick style, stagnant air that smelled like the vents it passed. Gloomy halls lit by rows of centrally-installed white LEDs on the roof. It was rather eerie. It felt like a dentist’s office more than a nerve-cluster of fascism.

	Third door, upstairs. Inside there was a small office, with a desk and two chairs.

	A blond man who tried to smile bid them to sit down. One of his armbands had a symbol of a wrapped stack of arrows– this denoted support personnel and civilian service workers within the National Socialist Party of Rhinea. Unlike Emilia, this man’s battlefield was this desk, or any other desk he was given, but he still had his markers of service to the National Socialist Party. Emilia saw his eyes appraise her quickly, but he never stopped smiling falsely.

	“Emil Skoniecszny, correct?” He said. He passed Emilia a portable computer.

	There were documents about her loaded into the device. Many had glaring errors.

	Surname frequently misspelled. Different names used. Wrong national ID numbers.

	“I had it changed.” She replied. “Before I ended up in jail. A bunch of this is wrong.”

	“Ah, yes, the government was not so efficient before as now. You would be aghast at how many of these documents we must amend.” Said the man, still trying to put up a smile. “How about this, officer. Tell me the correct ones, and I’ll see to it we fix them all. No need for paperwork or anything silly– everything has been authorized to the fullest extent.”

	“That would be lovely.” Emilia said. “So then– I will get my commutation too, right?”

	“Of course, of course.” Said the man. “The Reichkommissar’s signature guarantees it. You will no longer be considered to be serving a sentence through labor. Then we will process a formal acquittal after a brief review by all parties. You’ll be a free woman soon.”

	All of the parties involved– Emilia knew they would be amenable.

	After all– they had come to have need of the murderous skills she had exhibited.

	While the man began editing the documents, Emilia found herself looking at the ceiling.

	Somewhere, far up above, Violet Lehner was in the process of changing everything.

	

	

	After only two days in Kreuzung, the vanguard of the 7th Fleet of the Stabswache had secured control of the station in its totality, facing little resistance. Already the first reforms were beginning to roll out of the new government in A-block. A purge of local administrators was underway, along with an expansion of the Gau government seat and the reorganization of Eisental as a Reichskommissariat, a Fascist-led regional administration that was the fiefdom of its Reichskommissar, in this case the self-appointed Violet Lehner. 

	No one had heard of Violet before, but the surname Lehner rendered them quiet.

	Elections were suspended indefinitely. All appointments were by decree from the Gau or Reichskommissar, and served indefinitely until promotion, resignation or dismissal. More reforms were then planned– including a rumored desegregation of the towers. But it was not all bad. Prices had gone back to normal, particularly for Rhineametalle subsidiary goods along with Volwitz Foods products. It was a sign of esteem from the corporations.

	Whoever Violet Lehner was, business seemed to approve of her accession.

	Volkisch presence continued to grow exponentially in Kreuzung. At first the vanguard was composed of a dozen ships, but it would swell to over 200 vessels. Aside from the core of the 7th Stabswache, Volkisch militia were summoned in droves, along with a constellation of ancillary paramilitary organizations that had also rallied to Reichskommissariat Eisental. 

	Once bordering on the outskirts of the Volkisch power structure, groups appeared such as the Silver Wolf Brigade of once-oppressed Khedivate loup; and stranger Esoteric Order paramilitary fighters like the Black Sun Valkyries who were not the right kind of fascist for Adam Lehner’s neatly micromanaged central government. On the civilian front, all manner of new age polemicists, such as scientific atheists and technology supremacists, flocked to Kreuzung from places like Thuringia and Weimar, hoping for intellectual sympathy.

	Adam Lehner had tried to paper over the bizarre, fractious nature of his coalition.

	But Violet Lehner seemed to revel in the grand universe of niche fascists surrounding her.

	And it was a universe which was daily accruing more twisted stars within its firmament.

	Knowing all of this, Rhineametalle labor leader Josef Kohler decided to follow the letter which he had received from the barricades. He clutched it in his hands as he walked.

	He knew he was accepting a poisoned chalice, but he was afraid at the daily appearance of more fascist military ships, and of the rapid collapse of the liberal Kreuzung government. It felt like this was his last and only chance to achieve something tangible for the shop floor. So he donned his suit, left the barricade with the signature of the new Reichskommissar in hand, and made his way cautiously to the heights of the core station.

	He had been warned that there was chaos in A-block, but by the time he arrived, everything appeared to have long been sorted out. No arrests or beatings in progress. There was a single checkpoint staffed by Shimii in uniform, that he easily crossed. All of the villas and parks and the gorgeous lakeside, appeared untouched, just like in the pictures and television programs. There hung numerous banners with strange symbols now, but it was exactly as alien to Josef as the tastes of the previous owners, so it did not perturb him.

	When he arrived at the government building, he showed the receptionist the letter.

	It felt like all the hustle and bustle he expected to see in the street had been pushed into the government palace in A-block instead. There were hundreds of people coming and going, taking boxes of things out, bringing boxes in. Bringing in furnishings and taking them out. There was a metal painting in the process of being hung on magnets in the walls of the lobby. The painting depicted the Eisental region, but with subregional separations that Kohler had never seen before. He was ushered away before he could examine it.

	“Please wait here. The Reichskommissar will see you shortly.” Said the receptionist.

	“Wait, the Reichskommissar? I thought I would be meeting a negotiator or–”

	Without listening to him, the receptionist simply left and closed the door behind her.

	 Kohler stared speechless at the door. He then took a seat. 

	This was a small, ancillary office, nothing but a desk and some chairs, if it had been decorated to any further extent before then those decorations had been stripped, probably loaded into a box and taken out with the rest of the junk. There was nothing particularly intimidating about it, the place was extremely ordinary. It felt like he was visiting the tax office or the licensing bureau, except he was not waiting for some functionary.

	Why would Violet Lehner come talk to him in person?

	When the door opened next, it took all of Kohler’s power not to stare or make a gesture.

	A woman walked right past him, her wildly colored hair clashing with her black uniform.

	She was breezy and confident in her gait, casually taking her place behind the desk.

	As if this was any other event for her, as if her presence was so natural.

	“Mister Kohler, I am glad my letter reached you. Let’s talk about ending this strike.”

	“I– Yes.”

	Her voice was a little bit nasal– Kohler thought it was unusual for a woman.

	In terms of stature, Kohler was taller, his limbs thicker, even in his suit, he was the working class man in the room. Across from him, Lehner was almost wispy in her figure, like a dark fairy who might vanish the moment he took his eyes off her. She had a strange but captivating beauty. He couldn’t keep himself from staring at the colors of her hair. It was almost ridiculous to him that this woman was now the master of the station and the region of Eisental at large. But clearly, if she achieved that– she was formidable.

	And he thought, when she moved, when she spoke, that she had a certain presence.

	Her every breath betrayed her belief in her own power and advantage, exuding confidence.

	Kohler was dealing a girl much younger than he, a girl who looked almost unserious.

	Yet he was immediately pressured and rendered cautious by her gaze and voice alone.

	“I strongly believe that this meeting can be mutually beneficial to us. To start, I would like to hear from you the motivation behind the strike, and your demands in full.” Violet began.

	“Yes.” Kohler said. “Months ago– after the elections–” He paused to gather his breath. He had found himself about to stammer and he had to project confidence. “Rhineametalle instituted productivity targets that demanded intolerable work hours on the shops in order to fulfill them. When some of the veterans complained, they fired all the old hats, and hired a bunch of younger guys and girls. But trying to train those kids, it was impossible to meet the targets. And then the targets were set to go up again, because of demands from the government. That’s when we’d had it. Even younger workers joined the strike. That was how bad it was, Reichskommissar. They were practically demanding we live in the shops.”

	“I don’t disagree that in those conditions, the production targets were set carelessly.”

	Violet agreeing with him, even mildly, came as a staggering surprise to Kohler.

	“We either need wages to go up, and more guys and machines in the shops– or we need the targets to go back down and our work hours to normalize again in turn.” Kohler said. “They can throw out all the guys they want, and they can hire all the kids they want to replace them. Even if they replace all the guys with new machines that can shove the metal into themselves and stitch it all themselves perfectly and then shuttle it themselves out of the shop– they aren’t getting out a Dreadnought’s worth of plates every day.”

	“I agree. And replacing you all with miracle-machines would take up space that we don’t have in those shops anyway. So the realistic option is to talk things out as humans.”

	“Listen, Reichskommissar.” He had gotten so used to calling her by her title. But it felt too surreal to call her Miss Lehner or anything else. “I’m– I’m not political here. None of the guys and girls in the shops are being political about this. We all respect the government, we live here. We just need a fair shake for once. We’ll go back to work, as soon as we have a contract that makes sense. We’re not gonna work ourselves to death failing to meet targets that keep rising in desperation and getting punished for it– not for last year’s wages.”

	“All of that sounds acceptable to me.” Violet said. She steepled her fingers and smiled. “Here’s my proposal, Mr. Kohler. I looked through the production totals for the Tower Nine plant going back two years. Productivity was steadily growing– until the start of the war, when production targets grew immensely. I want you to agree to work out a plan for a 4% increase in weekly productivity in ninety days, but based on last year’s production scheme, with a guarantee that hours and totals will revert to that scheme and will not rise haphazardly. This is incumbent on immediate resumption of deliveries.”

	That was much better than Kohler expected. Only 4% was doable with what they had.

	He felt confident to push a bit. Violet seemed amenable.

	“Ma’am, I am almost positive that we could get you a 6% increase on last year– if you could agree to the reinstatement of some of my trade union boys that got fired before. We got some kids who joined the strike, and a lot that didn’t. But I got guys with families ma’am, good guys, who you could bring back, and we could do so much more. With only the greenhorn kids, I don’t know that I’ll get you 3%. What do you say to that?”

	“Very well. But I have an additional condition to add as well.” Violet said.

	“I’m listening.” Kohler said. He felt safe– he thought he was winning her over right now.

	Across the desk, Violet put on a cheekier and even more conceited grin.

	“I want all of your union members present and future to join the Eisental National Socialist Party, which I will soon chair, as our first National Socialist Trade Union. Through the Party, we will organize all future labor contracts. Before you balk at this, know that I won’t demand you attend any pointless political theater for the sake of the party. Those are simply my own numbers which I must meet, and you will help to meet them. In turn, you can have as many of your men back to work as the new hires who did not join the strike. Deal, then?”

	Kohler was stunned. “Ma’am, all due respect– that is a bit of a pill to swallow.”

	Violet leaned forward a little bit on her desk.

	“Mr. Kohler, I am willing to cooperate with you on this endeavor, in a way that nobody else is going to do. Rhineametalle won’t; and Adam Lehner won’t. Before I arrived nobody was trying to help you. I am not your friend; everything is incumbent exclusively on your results. I am taking this risk, at great personal cost, because I have crunched the numbers and the numbers do not lie. I know you can make these numbers and I know it will benefit us both. Those numbers will be met, whether by you and your trade union buddies or by someone else. But I don’t want to replace you. Please make the rational choice, just like me.”

	Violet slowly drew back and laid against her chair, looking relaxed.

	While Kohler felt himself sweating just a bit.

	“Think about it.” She said. Her voice sounded almost sultry. “Destiny awaits.”

	Kohler found his expected poisoned chalice, but now golden and studded with gems.

	It was so much more difficult to turn it down or to argue against it.

	Because if he could survive the poison, he had the gold and gems right in his grasp.

	He was not lying to Violet. Few if any of his workers viewed themselves as activists first.

	They made their living in stitching and shaping and treating steel that was then to be used in weapons for the Empire. They were part of the war machine. Had they all been ideologues, they would have quit the job when Rhineametalle quietly continued making weapons for the National Socialists. Had any of them been commies or pacifists, they would have quit even before that. All that they wanted was to live comfortably with their families. Their jobs were rare in that they were in constant demand and paid well and had perks. 

	None of them wanted to end up as contractors.

	But he would have to surrender the union to the Volkisch. Could he do that?

	Kohler imagined himself in a black uniform, with a sun disk on his chest, an eagle armband.

	Some part of him was repelled by it– but his pragmatic mind told him it didn’t matter.

	Getting paid and continuing to live mattered more than keeping his conscience clean.

	Was the Volkisch Movement any worse than the Emperor and all that, anyway?

	And Violet Lehner seemed so reasonable. She actually believed in the workers.

	“Reichskommissar, soon as I see that deal in an official stamped document, we’ll sign it.”

	He reached across the desk. Violet took his hand and gave it a curt little shake.

	“Fantastic. I will get my Reich Ministry to put it all into a contract for your review. I’ll expedite it– I of course expect you’ll continue to man your barricade in the meantime.” She said.

	“I’ll stay here until it’s ready and take it back to them, if that’s what it takes.” Kohler said.

	“Splendid. We’re planning big things here, Mr. Kohler. I’m happy you’ll be on board.”

	Kohler tried not to think about how ominous any of this sounded, nor meet Violet’s gaze. He was a member of a National Socialist Trade Union now– but god damn it, he’d be a fed and clothed member of a National Socialist Trade Union. He’d have a job and benefits.

	He wouldn’t be out on the street.

	Or dead.

	In his eyes, that was a victory for labor.

	

	

	Violet Lehner could have had any of the villas in A-block as a home, having purged most of the local politicians and men of influence who had taken up residence in the shadow of the Kreuzung central government. Of the vacancies, she preferred one of the smaller and more out of the way plots. On the opposite side of the lake from the main road, there was a small white house. While it was two stories tall, it consisted of only a foyer, a dining room, kitchen and a bathroom and bedroom on the upper floor. No sweeping wings with dozens of bedrooms. It was a little square thing that was almost cute to look at.

	After working until 2000 hours, Violet finally retired from the office to her new home.

	Having spent all day in meetings about every conceivable aspect of Kreuzung, arranging new appointees, speaking with the corporatins, as well as looking through Kreuzung’s records with her own eyes and coming up with her own ideas of how it should be managed henceforth– she was exhausted. All of the shouting and speechifying was bouncing around in her skull. She wanted to eat, and to sleep, and to be alone with her thoughts.

	She was quietly driven out of the government palace, around the lake, and left at her home. Two armed guards would take the night shift guarding her home. She welcomed them to have dinner, but they declined, having already eaten. They requested to be able to pray, instead. Violet agreed wholeheartedly, and she left them to do so on her porch.

	Inside, the house was sparsely decorated. Unlike some of the other villas, this one had been unoccupied, it was up for sale, and Violet had purchased it. It was a drop in the bucket compared to the windfall that Kreuzung had repossessed in its sweeping purges of the liberal government and their ill-gotten gains. Violet hung up her cap, cape and jacket near the door, and undid the top buttons on her shirt, removing the tie. She ran her hands through her colorful hair and sighed deeply, making her way to the kitchen. 

	She had only two major kitchen appliances: a refrigerator, and a dehydrator. She had a pantry, a cupboard, and she had a mortar and pestle out on small island.

	Violet wandered over to the dehydrator. A tall metal box with nine racks inside, designed to perfectly hold temperatures between 40 and 50 degrees centigrade. She opened the box, and there was already a rack where she had been warming up some nuts all day. She left them on the island while she gathered herbs and garlic from her refrigerator. From the pantry, she took a small bottle of olive oil. With everything assembled, she pulled up her sleeves a bit and got to pounding the ingredients in her granite mortar and pestle. 

	There was something therapeutic about the action.

	Her mind practically emptied as she smashed the herbs, garlic and nuts along with a bit of flaky salt, periodically splashing oil into the mix until she had a loose paste. 

	Then, she withdrew some mushrooms with big caps from her pantry, the stems having already been cut off, and she spread the paste on the underside of each mushroom cap like pieces of buttered toast. She put four such mushrooms on a plate, paste-side up, and took her light dinner to the dining room table along with a glass of lemon water.

	She sat down and took her first bite. She already knew it would taste good, but she was still surprised at how fresh and hearty it felt every time she had it. Vegetal and earthy, with a fresh, bright taste from the herbs, this was real food, living food. In her mind, something like a fried sausage was like eating cancer. It was a pity that they could not feed the soldiers a diet like the one she had. They did not understand its virtues, and it simply was not cheap– promoting raw vegan food was a longer term project for Violet. For now, she had to accept the political realities, but someday. Someday everyone would eat only like this.

	It would be a better world, a healthier world, a corrected world. 

	A perfect, superior world.

	A world of truly modern humans enlightened by a scientific yet mythopoetic political ideal.

	That ideal was Fascism, in the particular expression Violet herself championed.

	Halfway through her dinner, she heard the front door open.

	It did not worry her.

	Someone put up a coat in the foyer. There was the approaching clack of heeled shoes.

	Around the corner appeared a familiar figure, smiling as she took her place at the table.

	Vesna Nasser, loosening her own tie and undoing a few buttons on her shirt.

	Violet smiled back at her.

	Nasser was a sight. She was tall and beautiful, with a strong gaze and countenance. She had an amazing figure, like the treatments they both received had brought out three times as much of a woman from her body as from Violet’s. Her blond hair and golden ears and tail only added to Violet’s interest. Already predisposed to Shimii, Violet thought that Nasser was the most perfect example of the grace and wild beauty of her kin. 

	Everyone else was deeply afraid of her majesty.

	“Want some?” Violet asked, pointing to the last mushroom cap on her plate.

	“I already ate, but I appreciate it.” Nasser replied.

	“You’re missing out.” Violet said, with a little grin.

	She picked up the mushroom cap and took a bite. Some of the spread got on her lips.

	Nasser reached out and smudged the paste over Violet’s lips, grinning back.

	“I’m not a convert to your silly diet, you know.” She said.

	“It’s not silly– it’s scientific. Someday we must all eat like this.”

	“Tell me, how does a dehydrator not constitute cooking? I still don’t understand that.”

	“Heating up food past around 47 C kills all the nutrients, but just warming it up will inhibit bacterial growth while expressing some of the living flavor compounds.” Violet said.

	“If you say so.” Nasser’s ears twitched. Her smile spread even farther, and she chuckled.

	Glaring at her, Violet ate the last of her mushroom in one big bite.

	“How was your trip to Tower Seven? How are the people there?” Violet asked.

	“Badly abused, but resilient.” Nasser said. “Leija was a disaster, so I could not get anything important done. I left a few people with her to force to her clean up. I need to make sure she is in command of the place, before we begin serving carrots and swinging sticks.”

	“Good idea. Don’t feel too rushed. Every Shimii stronghold is worth the effort for us.”

	“I will keep that in mind, Reichskommissar.” Nasser said playfully.

	Violet narrowed her eyes at the tone with which she pronounced her title.

	But she decided not to make anything of it. She would just get teased even more.

	This house and their stay in it was not for productive conversations about work anyway.

	“I’m tired, Vesna. I’m going upstairs.” Violet said.

	“Mind if I join you? We haven’t had the privacy to just chat for some time.” Nasser said.

	“Oh, of course I don’t mind. My home is your home, always.”

	They made their way upstairs. 

	Up a quaint-looking set of steps in the little foyer, empty save for their coats hung near the door. Violet began undoing more of her shirt’s buttons with a mind as empty as the surroundings, with each step taken up to the second floor. She felt Nasser’s hands lay on her shoulders and rub them, and she thought idly about taking a bath before deciding to do so in the morning, before she headed off back to the palace to continue her work.

	As soon as she crossed the door into her bedroom, she felt Nasser’s grip on her tighten.

	In an instant, Violet found herself nearly hurled onto the bed, face-down.

	Nasser was on top of her just as quickly.

	One hand running through Violet’s hair and grabbing.

	And the other hand forcefully pulling down her pants from over her ass.

	Violet did not resist. 

	She was bleary with anticipation and the forcefulness of her partner.

	Her shirt was falling off her shoulders purely from the brusqueness of how she was handled.

	“Vesna–”

	“Quiet.” Vesna said, gentle but authoratative.

	Violet went silent.

	Vesna leaned forward, putting her weight on Violet.

	Her lips left sucking kisses on Violet’s neck, her back, her exposed shoulders.

	Then a bite that felt deep enough to leave red.

	Violet cried out in surprise.

	She heard and felt Vesna pulling down her skirt, and it sliding off onto the bed.

	Felt her pants finally come down. 

	A hand slid under her belly and urged her to lift her hips.

	“I love you, Vesna.” Violet said, her voice fading in the midst of her lovestruck stupor.

	Vesna’s voice in her ear. “I’ll imprint how I feel right into your skin, mein Schatzi.”

	

	

	In one of the cleaned-out rooms in the government palace, a holoprojection-capable table was arrayed in the middle, and it became a tactical room and the embryonic nerve center of the Reichskommissariat’s fleet activities. Barely a few days into Eisental’s transformation, its architects gathered in the room and around the table to formally commence the next phase of their operation. Kreuzung was their stronghold, but all of Eisental had to be taken.

	Projected between them was a map of Eisental’s regions, stations, and projections of ship traffic between them. Stations were displayed by size and type. Business traffic was simulated in real time as it was known and regulated. Around Kreuzung was the ever-growing fleet of “Player Black.” In the far northwest in Aachen, close to the continent and Ayre; in the east near Khaybar; in the northeast around Stralsund group of towers; appeared the theoretical fleets of “Player Red,” “Player Green,” and “Player Yellow.”

	It was “Black’s” turn to move.

	At the head of the table was Violet Lehner, flanked by her dutiful adjutant Vesna Nasser. On accession of Violet to Reichskommissar, Nasser was promoted to Oberführer.

	Opposite her, stood a woman with very orderly dark-blue hair, holding her cap in her hands. Her tail was extremely bushy and a little bit messier than her hair, and her cat-like ears were rounded-off at the tips. She wore her jacket off her shoulders, with her arms out of the sleeves. This was Standartenführer Imani Hadžić, a wealthy and intelligent follower of Nasser’s ideals. On that night, she met no one’s eyes and had a distant expression.

	Beside Imani Hadžić, an exceedingly stuffy-looking dark-haired woman glared at her.

	Her eyes seemed to take particular umbrage with the way Imani wore her uniform.

	Along with this woman was a bubbly blond smiling in a way Violet found stupid.

	This was Untersturmführer Emilia Skonieczny, whose career was a peculiar interest.

	Then the sides of the table. Violet looked to each, examining their countenances.

	On one side was a serious-looking Loup woman, with a long mane of brown hair. Broad-shouldered, tall, and with large hands, a scar cutting across the bridge of her nose and another extending from the side of her mouth near to the peak of cheekbones. She looked the most like a warrior of anyone in the room, but her scars and ruggedness had a sort of romantic and tragic beauty to them, itself evident in the softness of her gaze. 

	This was the Loup warlord Sushila Hatta of the Khedivate Loup “Silver Wolf Legion.” She was given the rank of Obersturmbannführer and a corresponding uniform within the Eisental fascists, having left the backwaters of Southern Rhinea to join their cause.

	Standing beside her was a woman who was also rustic, large and tough — though nowhere near Hatta’s level — with a great quantity of silky brown hair and an unfriendly expression on her pretty young face. Her girlish beauty was yet untouched by war. This was Heidelinde Sawyer, Sturmbannführer in charge of the Volkisch militias. As a kind of insult she was subordinated to Hatta temporarily– Violet did not trust her for a second. She would find a more permanent home for Adam Lehner’s personal attack dog soon enough.

	Opposite them was the final member of this group of conspirators. She was a very pale woman, blond, so blond her hair was almost white. Her icy blue eyes and icy-blue lips were twisted in a euphoric expression. Around her neck she wore an enormous medallion with a hooked cross, and she was bedecked in jewels, gold and earrings besides. She was perhaps the oldest woman in the room, with crow’s feet and a lot of makeup. But she boasted a grand and refined beauty, like an actress still slaying the lead role in sensual romance films well into her 50s. Her busty, ample figure was flattered by the uniform.

	She was the first one to speak while everyone else was getting settled.

	“Aaah! Such powerful auras! I can feel the divine feminine coursing in this room! It is touched by the sign of Venus! It is a site of Ying energy! Here the sun falls and the moon shines in its magnificence! We are pregnant with the future and giving birth to power!”

	Everyone stared at her in complete and utter confusion.

	Violet narrowed her eyes at the pagan’s rambling, as the woman began to hug herself.

	“Divine feminine? I would be very surprised to find any of that in this room.” She said.

	Perhaps the strangest of Eisental’s military forces, this chirpy and unwell woman was Luciana Waldeck, head of the Black Sun Valkyries, an all-woman female-spiritualist paramilitary. Like Hatta, she had been given a rank in the Volkisch, but hers was only Sturmbannführer. Violet eyed her skeptically. Her family had once been ennobled, and she threw a lot of money at the Volkisch Movement over the years, and she was now eager to throw even more money and manpower at Eisental. Violet was not particularly fond of her, mainly because she just could not tell whether Luciana knew about Violet’s particular form of femininity– 

	but she wouldn’t bring it up. That conversation could only be annoying.

	Let this idiot proselytize and throw money around, and let her deluded followers die for Violet’s schemes. That was perhaps the best place and the best end for such people.

	“It appears that we’re all here.” Hatta said. “I await my orders, Reichskommissar.”

	“Indeed, indeed! Let’s talk uniform-type business! I’m so excited!” Luciana added.

	Hatta stared at her like she wanted to bite her.

	“Very well. Nasser, disclose the situation and preliminary assignments.” Violet said.

	“Yes, Reichskommissar.”

	Nasser touched the table with her index finger and swiped across.

	More information appeared overlayed on the initial map. A prepared set of regional colors.

	“Prior to the declaration of the Reichskommisariat, the Eisental region was only loosely governed from Kreuzung. Despite this, most of the region has fallen in line to support our administrative reforms. One notable holdout is Aachen, an industrial station in the north. Over time, Aachen was allowed to grow into a powerful center of administration, commanding large amounts of resources from western Eisental. Aachen is the only other station with political power and economy on par with Kreuzung. Most Western stations are primarily engaged in the harvest of raw materials. Eastern Eisental is mainly Agrispheres with traditionally large Shimii populations. Kreuzung is the most important part of the southern portion of the region, and already under our control. Other than that, the South and Southwest contain many Rhineametalle facilities and a few luxury habitats.”

	“Now that you know about the region you can guess what the problem is. We have communicated the changes in status to Aachen and requested acquiescence.” Violet said. “They claim they wish to confirm with the Reichsgau in Thurin before they recognize us. Of course, I don’t believe this is the case.” Violet touched the table as well, tapping on the red units that were located around Aachen. “I am almost positive Aachen is plotting some resistance and stalling for time. They have many reasons not to accept our rule.”

	Nasser followed from Violet’s statements naturally. She pushed up her glasses.

	“We have good intelligence from a Katarran mole with ties to Aachen, that a constellation of leftist protest movements and paramilitary groups are mustering in the north. This mole also assisted us in predicting the Core Separation– the Cogitans refused the so-called ‘United Front’ and launched their own failed attack which we were able to repulse. So we can trust their information. We can surmise that this United Front is disorganized and its many groups are ideologically divided, so their cohesion will likely be very poor even without the Cogitans. But they could nevertheless constitute a threat if they are allowed to go to ground. Eisental still has the potential to break down into a greater crisis if the leftists get organized.”

	“Labor is a big issue. To bring temperatures down and weaken the labor movements, we will establish several centrally-governed National Socialist Trade Unions.” Violet said, following up easily from Nasser. “We will negotiate softly and cautiously cede demands, incumbent on continuation of work, and thus slowly calm the antagonistic animus that Eisental’s labor has toward the corporations. I want to get goods moving to the Rhinean heartland again– however, our goal is also to divert labor and materials preferentially to Rhineametalle. Rhineametalle will get first purchase on all materials, and will work more closely with the Trade Unions than any other corporation. They will then give Eisental preferential buyer status for weapons and technologies. Allowing us to build up our own power.”

	“Outside of Trade Unionism, our next potential problem,” Nasser continued from Violet, “Is Eisental’s history with the Shimii people. Shimii are the largest non-Imbrian ethnic group in Eisental, and they have historically been segregated in station towers as well as forced out of industrial work and into the agriculture sector. This is a boiling pot that could explode at any time. However, as you can see all around Kreuzung, our 7th Fleet is a largely Shimii formation. We can court the Shimii into our Trade Unions, and recruit them as a source of manpower for the ‘Zabaniyah’, and equip them with newly-purchased Rhineametalle weapons. Then we’ll use them against our enemies to prevent any further spillage of chaos in Eisental.”

	“However, this is all pointless if the leftist forces are allowed to overturn the pot, so to speak. We will send an advance party to suppress the dissidents in Aachen.” Violet said. She touched the table again. Some “Black” units began to move toward Aachen, overlapping the “Red” units. “This will be our first major military maneuver as a Reichskommissariat. Imani Hadžić will be in command, with her flag on the Mrudah. She will have the assistance of Sawyer’s militia, and will have Diver tactical command under Skonieczny. The Mrudah is a new type of vessel and Skonieczny is on the bleeding edge of Diver warfare. I have the utmost confidence that Hadžić can make the most of these assets to crush Aachen.”

	Across the table, Imani looked up briefly at Violet before averting her gaze.

	Her reticence was a bit confusing– but Nasser trusted her, and so Violet did too.

	Sawyer continued to hold her hands behind her back and made no expression.

	If Imani could get her killed somehow it would be so much the better.

	Emilia Skonieczny put up an extremely forced-looking smile and a thumbs-up.

	She looked like an idiot– but if her thesis was correct, Violet would profit mightily.

	Aachen would be the proving ground for all of them. No more needed to be said.

	“North, West and East Eisental will be divided into Wehrkreis until they are fully pacified, with defense responsibility split up among our forces. Appointments will be formalized after the Aachen adventure. Preliminarily, Hatta and Waldeck will move east and west respectively to begin setting up our new Gau and most importantly, to assert our new economy. Hatta’s Loup follow Rashidun Shimiism so they are the best choice for now to control the east. Waldeck can employ her family’s business acumen to get the west producing again.”

	“I am honored to be entrusted this command.” Hatta said, partially bowing to Violet.

	“I will miss the amenities here, but I will follow orders.” Waldeck replied snobbishly.

	There was more to discuss, but that was the meat of things. Everything was now moving.

	On the table, black pieces departed from Kreuzung to each and every station, and slowly, the black filter extended over all of Eisental. From Kreuzung, to Bad Weissee, to Stralsund; to the manufactories of Rhein-Sieg-Kries and the Agrispheres of Baden; to Aachen in the north. In weeks, they would have control of the entire region. In a month, their economy would be back on track. In less than a year, perhaps, Eisental would surpass the heartland in power.

	All of it played out on the table, under the widely-grinning face of Violet Lehner.

	Her Nationale Volkskrieg had begun– and Endsieg was finally visible in the distance.

	

	

	Deep in the bowels of Kreuzung, another group of conspirators awaited their own time.

	Overhead, a glass observation dome in the baseplate exposed the massive Imbrium ocean. Directly beneath it, with the light of a few LEDs casting her shadow over her subordinate, sat Enforcer I of the Syzygy, Avaritia, atop a small crate in the damp chamber. She loomed over, statuesque, laughing to herself. Fawning over her at her side, with her head on Avaritia’s lap like a very dressed-up kitten, was Enforcer III, Gula. Avaritia gently stroked Gula’s long hair while looking down at a woman kowtowing in front of her and copiously weeping.

	“Please, Exalted, my troops did all that we could. I beg you– if you must punish anyone, punish me alone for my weakness. The Wizard class was supposed to have the blood and instincts of powerful tacticians, and I have disgraced it. Please– punish only me.”

	Wizard III begged, crawling shamelessly in front of Avaritia’s feet.

	“Wizard III– If I were to spare only a single one of your troops. Please name one.”

	Avaritia spoke in a cruel, uncaring tone of voice.

	Wizard III felt a jolt of terror directly into her heart. Her lips quivered, teeth chattered.

	She felt almost insane to be responding to this awful question. 

	Insane to know her answer.

	“Vanguard IX.” She said. “She fought most valiantly of all of us. Please spare her!”

	Avaritia suddenly started laughing. 

	She bent down, reached for Wizard III’s head.

	And softly and condescendingly patted her hair with a cheery grin on her face.

	“My darling, did you hear that? Wasn’t it romantic? Wasn’t it so unlike Wizard III?”

	Gula rubbed her cheek on Avaritia’s lap, giggling. 

	“Darling, it was exceedingly romantic!”

	“Wizard III, you failed me, but I am proud of you nevertheless. I could feel it in that instant. That little bit of humanity in you– that little spark of greed. It was worth making this trip just to see that become a part of you.” Avaritia’s eyes formed their cross-hairs again and locked on to Wizard III. In turn, she withered at the attention of her exalted leader. She put her head low to the ground and continued to bow without daring to look up, terrified.

	“Of course, we will reward such romance! Besides, we need the troops intact anyway.”

	Gula said, before extending a very long tongue out to lick Avaritia’s hand.

	Avaritia’s fingers absentmindedly toyed with the long, slender tongue like a little toy.

	“Indeed, indeed. But, there is one action I must regrettably take, in response to all of this.”

	Avaritia lifted the hand that was toying with Gula’s tongue. Casually, she reached down.

	Then effortlessly ripped Wizard III’s arm out of its socket with a horrific wet crunch.

	Wizard III gritted her teeth, groaned, struggling to hold her bow. Her entire body shaking.

	“Please use this to assist Vanguard IX in recovering. She needs an arm more than you do.”

	Through the dizzying pain, Wizard III continued to bow. “As you command, Exalted.”

	She held that bow valiantly, never collapsing even as the blood flowed.

	Avaritia toyed with the arm a bit and pondered.

	In all likelihood they would be a little late to the conference in Aachen, but that was fine.

	All of their plans had become longer-term than any of them wanted.

	But what good was a Destiny devoid of romance? Their destination was set, so why hurry?

	“I am curious what more the hominin are capable of– let us watch them for now.”

	Avaritia smiled in the darkness, her cross-hair flashing.

	And her shadow stretching across the room as a hundred-limbed, serpentine horror.

	

	

	“I’m telling you, I’m fine now.”

	Majida al-Khaybari cast a tired glance at Raaya al-Shahouh, who was fussing over her.

	She stood at the side of Majida’s bed with her arms spread out, preventing her from rising.

	“You need to stay in bed.” Raaya said. “Please. Just a few more days. For me.”

	“Raaya. Please step aside.” Majida’s breathing was troubled. She broke into a sweat.

	“What happened to me being your wife, Majida? Sometimes wives must do these things.”

	“Not so loud.” Majida moaned. She dropped back into bed, defeated.

	Had Raaya made any more of a fuss, Mawla Asma or someone else close to her could have heard, and then they would both have some very awkward explaining to do. 

	Unlike Majida, bedridden and ill, the Mawla had a rare and blessed streak of good health and was engaged in inspecting the various tunnels and modules of Khaybar. Though Majida was not the “ruler” of Khaybar, she still felt a strong sense of responsibility for the community and as she lay in bed, she only grew more nervous of what the Mawla might think. Majida had been accruing more and more military resources while making only humble improvements to the life support and food systems. The Mawla might disprove of her ambitions.

	Seeing Majida drop back into bed, Raaya sighed and sat down at her side.

	“Everything will be fine.” Raaya said. “You’ll get to terrorize the world again soon.”

	“Funny.” Majida replied sarcastically. It did little to lighten the mood.

	Around them the room was fairly dark. In a corner of the room there was an improvised lamp of LED bulbs wired into a battery, but it was rather dim. The entrance to Majida’s simple abode was a physical door with a lever-catch. She had no possessions except her bed, and a chest for her clothes. Anything else she needed was outside that door, with the ummah she cherished. Her only precious treasure in that room now was Raaya herself.

	Majida turned her head and looked at the rock wall of their room.

	Her mood took a dark turn as she imagined the Mawla making the rounds.

	All of these people whom Majida had sworn to protect, to save; to uphold their justice.

	She had promised the old warlord al-Khaybari that she would protect everyone.

	Was it even possible to protect them? Living in this cave, with hunger and sickness?

	Confined here eternally, and for what? For the sin of believing differently?

	In a sense, was she any better for the ummah than that bastard Radu? 

	Was she really just an illusionist then? Another false hope for their beaten people?

	Majida felt a rare swell of emotion. 

	She began to weep and she hated herself for it. She felt so weak and so helpless.

	In her mind, she envisioned the man whose DNA she was cursed to bear.

	“Raaya, was I born to bring misfortune? Was Mehmed truly so evil that I must suffer too? Can I do nothing? It feels as if I was destined to struggle fruitlessly. I am afraid for us.”

	Raaya smiled gently. She reached for a bucket of cool water and dipped a towel in it.

	“My father used to say that ‘to believe in Destiny is to disbelieve in justice’.” She said.

	She laid the towel on Majida’s head. It provided some relief from the heat she was feeling.

	Even more relieving was the gentle gaze and comforting touch of her companion.

	“I like that.” Majida said softly. She smiled bitterly. “I want to believe in that.”

	Raaya tenderly laid down at her side. “Majida, I truly believe you are living proof of it.”

	Majida shut her eyes, comforted by Raaya’s presence.

	She wanted so dearly to believe that, in spite of everything, God loved her.

	That God loved her people too– and that they were not cursed to die in this place.

	She had to recover soon. She needed to get out there again and fight for them.

	If it was against such a cruel Destiny– Majida would curse and fight it with all her strength.

	

	

	“Ha! Ha ha ha! Incredible! A Core Separation? How inventive! And they still lost?”

	Laughter boomed through the room and out into the adjacent hallway.

	“Such trick was only necessary for lack of martial prowess! A sign of weakness! Pathetic!”

	Seated on a collection of colorful inflatable chairs, for one cushion alone was not enough to hold her stature: Labrys Agamemnon. A “representative” of the Mycenae Military Commission of Southern Katarre, she had suddenly burst out laughing at some news.

	She laughed at the thought of the terror Kreuzung must have gone through, and the folly of the Cogitans who still failed even after such an audacious gambit. Truly the Cogitans were the weakest race on the planet, reliant always on trickery. Only the Imbrians were truly war-like and mighty enough to rival the Katarran race in any way, she thought to herself.

	Labrys lounged in a penthouse prepared for her in Stralsund, one of Eisental’s few luxury habitats. Unlike Kreuzung, which was a tower-type station, Stralsund was an arcology, with a domed structure and vast underground works. Stralsund’s upper level, under the dome, had free-form construction, with streets and discrete buildings, and it was a gorgeous and racuous pleasure resort. Standing at 3 meters tall, Labrys was not going to be comfortable anywhere but the upper level, where there was “sky” overhead, rather than a ceiling scraping against her horns. And only a VIP suite with a sliding glass ceiling would do for her pleasures. Seated on her cushioned throne, holding a bottle of fine wine by the neck, with a tray of charcuterie meat balanced on the flat and broad side of the axe-shaped tip of her tail.

	“I thought the audacity of the method would appeal to you. Perhaps give you ideas.”

	“Hah! You still don’t know me very well, Asan. If you’re trying to suck up, try harder!”

	“I am simply concerned about our position.” Replied the annoyingly curt Shimii.

	Labrys suddenly leaned forward, eye to eye with her inexpressive subordinate.

	“Being concerned isn’t your job. But I could give you something to be concerned about.”

	Asan did not waver in front of Labrys, despite the gargantuan difference in size. A slender, fair and almost cute Shimii woman, purple hair and a little lab coat, all made up in pigments; versus the Colossus of Sebbenytos, red and orange hair like flames, clad in golden armor, her muscled figure lacquered bronze, whose very tail was a deadly weapon. It would have made for a farcical scene had it not been for the sheer power and menace Labrys exuded.

	In deference to that power, and the control it had over her life, Asan stepped back.

	She dropped to one knee in deference to the warlord. 

	Labrys grinned and leaned back.

	Raising her wine bottle and nearly downing it all in one gulp.

	While Asan waited to be either dismissed or addressed once again.

	She was lucky she was so useful– anyone else so out of line, Labrys would have beheaded.

	Talking back to a superior was close enough to sin for a death sentence in Mycenae.

	“Tell me, how is our little Warlord doing? You should be here to talk about your actual responsibility, rather than bringing me fucking news, don’t you think?” Labrys snapped.

	“I apologize for my impudence. Her review is nearly complete. The troops respect her.”

	Labrys smiled, bearing all of her many sharp teeth.

	“Of course they respect her. She was created to rule. It is her inalienable genetic Destiny. Neither of us would be alive and here if she could not command basic respect.”

	She reached out her enormous hand and prodded Asan with one large, sharp finger.

	Again Asan locked eyes with Labrys without expression.

	“But her creator is perfectly fallible. She could fail me yet. And I’d hate for that to happen.”

	“Physiologically, Astra’s body is without flaw.” Asan said. “She has not shown any signs–”

	“I’ve heard this once before.” Labrys said, moving her tail, plate and all, close to Asan.

	Before Asan could offer a rebuttal, or shy away from the blade, a door opened behind them.

	Both Labrys and Asan quieted, since the subject of their discussion had just appeared.

	They quickly shed all hostility and tension and awaited acknowledgment from the girl.

	Dressed in a uniform that was gold with black trim, festooned with medals.

	Their new arrival was a short and slight woman with a confident gait, incredibly beautiful features, very fair and regal, with copious pale hair that almost touched the floor. In her hair there were several thin black antennae interspersed within it, with a few of these structures stiffly arranged in something like a four-pronged crown at the back of her head. Infrequently, a spark of electricity would crackle from that crown. Trailing behind her was a pair of spindly, eel-like tails that could be manipulated, but were currently just dragging.

	As a Panthalassian, she had inherited features from the DNA of a– rare– donor animal.

	Perhaps one of the rarest and most dangerous in the world.

	It had to be that way– had she been born any lesser, Mycenae would have rejected her.

	That superior DNA contained the oaths that kept Mycenae together.

	When she looked upon her, Labrys could almost see Katarre reunited again too.

	“Long live the Palaiologoi! For the Golden Age!” Labrys said, putting her fist to her chest.

	That fist still clutching the nearly empty wine bottle, even in the presence of her lord.

	At this scene, the Mycenean Warlord Astra Palaiologos II simply smiled. 

	She was young still, and forgave the excesses of her great and terrible mentor quite easily. 

	Or at the very least, she mostly ignored them. 

	Labrys loved to see that beautiful little smile on her face. 

	That naïve, malleable smile.

	“Lord Agamemnon. I have completed my inspection of the troops. It is satisfactory.” Astra said softly. “Even those rambunctious mercenaries seemed to be falling in line for me. Spirits remain high too, even in the circumstances. Many seem excited for what may come.”

	“Of course! It is in the blood of every Mycenean to see opportunity in chaos.”

	Labrys reached out her enormous hand and patted Astra on the shoulder.

	Asan averted her gaze as Astra looked eager in the presence of the dark Colossus.

	“We stand to make a lot of money, my liege.” Labrys said. “Our time is soon to come. Just give the Eisental pot a few more degrees. It is bound to explode, and so will our profits.”

	Astra nodded her head. She said nothing more. She was a quiet girl, often with her thoughts.

	That part of her, Labrys wasn’t too keen on. But it did not matter. 

	Quiet was fine as long as she remained compliant.

	Soon, this patch of the Imbrium, including that girl, would all be dancing on her palm.

	Labrys knew for certain it was her Destiny to ascend to ever greater riches.

	And maybe even power. Over Mycenae– over all of Katarre.

	That was the unalienable truth inscribed into her DNA.

	

	

	On an enormous television in the middle of a lavish pink room, a soft couch full of big, fluffy teddy bears watched scenes of carnage that played out in a distant place on a distant day. The Rhinea News Network had been playing the events of the Kreuzung Core Separation nonstop. Opinionated guests urged citizens to throw their full support behind the Volkisch Movement, and referred to the Core hijackers ominously as “the alternative” to the Volkisch law and order. Every day a new reason to fear arose. Weakness from the Liberals allowed crime or terrorism or extreme communist violence or another abstract demon to slip into Kreuzung’s core. And your home could be the next one attacked by the madness.

	From the midst of the plushies, a slender and fair hand made a gesture in the air.

	The television shut off with a quick command from a remote.

	“It’s incoherent, but it will scare the oldsters who still watch RNN.”

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg spread her arms and yawned, leaning back on her couch.

	All of this was quite sad– and she felt a touch of regret about it all too.

	She had been watching days of this mess playing out in the media, while waiting for the delegates to the United Front to arrive at Aachen. It was not the media narrative itself that troubled her– the RNN’s right-wing slant was well known. Even the RNN’s accession to the premier media of the Rhinean government would not do much. Most of Rhinea was composed of apolitical liberal Imbrians who did not suddenly become fascists just from having one news network that was known to be toxic put in their faces. 

	What did haunt her– was the sheer enormity of the situation at hand.

	Twelve ships of the Cogitan remnant fleet caused a monumental event to transpire. They very nearly destroyed an entire station, and could have killed hundreds of thousands. They attacked the core of an Imbrian station. Violated the taboo and nearly eliminated a human habitat. In her mind, that felt massive. It exerted its own gravity that felt crushing in its weight. Humanity could have been reduced. They could have lost Kreuzung as land.

	Gloria was not just planning for hypothetical conflicts anymore.

	It was actual war now. War that could become apocalyptic.

	Soon, such decisions would be in Gloria’s own hands as well. 

	They would be her duty. Everyone would expect her to be decisive.

	Everything on the television had felt so distant, once upon a time. 

	Other people’s problems. Outside the walls of her beautiful gardens.

	Now, war and violence was hurtling toward Gloria, or Gloria herself hurtling toward it. Headlong, without pause. She had set into motion events that could not be taken back and written pages that could not be ripped. The “Red Player” on the board. The little rich Princess on a vast stage. Hundreds of lights would shine demanding upon her soon.

	Her hand on the remote trembled. 

	She thought of words she heard Kremina Qote scream at the crew of the Brigand.

	There is no United Front without Daksha Kansal.

	Could Gloria Innocence Luxembourg give more to the world than Daksha Kansal?

	Could she give more than Leda Lettiere– could she give her entire life for this?

	Gloria remembered, so long ago, when her eyes met those of Leda Lettiere– 

	that power–

	She hugged one of her plushies close. Hugged it extremely tight. 

	She smiled to herself. Whatever was she worriying about?

	A few tears shed from her eyes. There was no turning back. It was done.

	She was trapped in this and could do nothing but accept it.

	No– she had been hurtling toward war for a long time now.

	More than just the thought of Leda Lettiere and what she had meant– her school days were days of loss and transformation that revealed the world as too evil for her to endure. 

	Those days overturned ideas of power and nobility that she had long held. 

	Since then, she knew she had to claim the gold of the Gods for her own wicked self. 

	From the moment that Leda Lettiere met the gallows– 

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg had received her inevitable Destiny.

	

	

	At the top of the main building of the Rhinea News Network in Thurin station, the Fuhrer Adam Lehner had a private office, decorated to his liking, from which he ruled the country. At his back the wall was entirely glass, his window into all of Thurin below him. Furnished with a tall leather executive chair; a desk made of real wood; glass cases with models of ships on the walls. On that day, the model on his desk, which he had just recently assembled himself, was a Ritter-class Cruiser from Maximus Models’ “Highest Grade” line. 

	It was assembled without its various gun turrets, and partially painted blue.

	Lehner stared at it for a few minutes while waiting for a visit from his officers.

	He reached out an index finger and nudged it ever so slightly.

	Enjoying the cooler angle that it had from his vantage, when poked a little to right.

	Without the guns, it had such a sleek profile. And the guns were annoying to glue anyway.

	Then an LED blinked on his desk to alert him to someone at his door.

	Lehner cast a bored look at the door then returned his attention to the model.

	Through the door walked two figures in black uniforms. 

	One was familiar, the Chief of Staff of the Rhinean Navy, Walther Weddel. A round-headed, very sweaty man with a rather wan and pathetic expression– Lehner felt almost disgusted to look at him sometimes. He was so disappointing. Lehner had told Weddel that he needed to put on some muscle, and if Weddel was even trying, it was impossible to see. However, the person next to him, despite being a woman, was the far more impressive one.

	It was this woman that caused Lehner to lift his gaze from his sexy model ship.

	All of the gallantry Walther lacked as a man, Hedwig von Treckow seemed to possess. She was taller than him, leaner, with sharper facial features, and particularly long and attractive legs. Her dark, shoulder-length hair had a fantastic sheen, long and wavy with a slight curl in the ends, and an ornamental braid on one side. Her makeup was perfect– Lehner paid particularly attention to her lips. Outside of the recent promotions Lehner had heaped on Violet and her freakish clique, von Treckow was one of the very few self-made female admiralty of the Volkisch Movement, with the rank of Brigadeführer. Female admiralty in the Volkisch movement wore a pants uniform rather than a skirt, and it only made Treckow look all the more comparable to Weddel, and again, absolutely not in his favor.

	Lehner almost wanted to crack some kind of joke that Treckow should just become a man and replace Weddel in the high command for optics; but it made him think about Violet and all that assorted scandal and he did not want to promote further thinking along those lines. So instead he sat back in his chair and crossed his arms, bored and awaiting the two of them to report. He knew some of the points they were going to bring up already.

	“We’ve got good news and bad news, don’t we? Start with the good news.”

	“Heil, Fuhrer,” Treckow said, speaking before Weddel, “we have arranged a ninety day ceasefire with the Royal Alliance’s main force under the Brauchitsch admiralty. A few mercenaries and stray bannermen attempted to take parting shots, but were easily repelled without the main force of the nobles. The front is already quieting down as we speak.”

	“Sorry doll, that’s bad news for me.” Lehner said. He groaned. “That’s news that makes us look weak. I didn’t say ‘no’ when this was proposed, and I could’ve, because I’m the guy, but I don’t have to like it. Put that under bad news and tell me something else. How are those royal bastards holding up? They can’t possibly still have parity with us, can they?”

	“In the final accounting, we did just a bit more damage to them than they did to us.” Weddel said, taking over for Treckow. Lehner already wished Treckow had continued speaking. If Weddel wasn’t such a good manager, he would have demoted him to staff mailman just to avoid having to see and hear him. “And they have far less ability to recover long term. We have Rhineametalle and Skuld Armaments and all that– we have corporations with developed industrial pipelines. They only have whatever bits of Bruckwaldt Armorers that managed to flee to Yucatan with the clan. We will whittle them down long term.”

	“Long term doesn’t matter!” Lehner said. “I wanted these puffed-up queers dead yesterday. We should’ve had all the metals and food they’re sitting on! If I did, then I wouldn’t have to lose sleep over Rhineametalle and those corporate bastards you trust so much!”

	“Sir– I’m– Well–”

	Weddel looked at a loss for words.

	Treckow cleared her throat and interrupted his stuttering.

	“Fuhrer, I have a proposal to turn the ceasefire to our advantage.” She said.

	“Now that is what I like to hear.” Lehner said, his eyes suddenly interested in more than Treckow’s legs and chest. “See, Walther, that’s initiative. You’d do good to dig some up.”

	Weddel frowned. He eyed Treckow as if to bid her to please continued speaking.

	“Sir,” Treckow continued. “The internal situation of the Royal Alliance is deeply complicated. There are multiple competing interests within their stronghold in Yucatan. During a hot war, these factions do not have opportunity to seek their own advantages– issuing a ceasefire is necessary for their military wing to reorganize, but it will give their political factions the space to further feud. We can use the time to infiltrate, reconnoiter and exploit the political divisions of the Alliance to weaken it from the inside and make it easier to destroy.”

	Lehner sat in silence for a bit, blinking, a vacant look on his face.

	He then clapped his hands.

	“Fantastic! Finally! Look, Weddel– a winning mentality! Please, Treckow, tell me more.”

	He put on a smile and stared even more intently at Treckow.

	She continued to fix his gaze without making any undue expressions.

	Lehner had almost wanted her to blush or act girlish but it apparently just wasn’t her style.

	“There are three main weak points which we can target to weaken the Alliance. We should begin to sneak in Sicherheitsdienst and Stabswache agents into the Yucatan to take advantage of this. I would like to plan to do so in the upcoming prisoner exchanges.”

	“Draft a proposal, and Weddel, take everything she says very seriously.” Lehner said.

	“Of course– I’m the one who brought here, I cosign everything–”

	“Shut up and let her talk, Weddel.”

	Treckow continued speaking as if Weddel and Lehner were not feuding.

	She held up three black-gloved fingers.

	“First point: recently the Sedlitz and Lothair families formalized a merger through marriage between their young scions, in order to provide the Alliance with a ‘king and queen’ and a ‘royal court’ to replace the Fuellers.” Treckow said. “Sedlitz and Lothair were the 3rd and 5th houses in the Imbrium Empire as the Fuellers led it– but of course, the lower houses are not all necessarily accepting that the Fueller status quo should be reproduced within the Alliance. We could potentially find and promote a competing royal couple from the lower houses to sow discord within the aristocrats. It would be especially useful if we could disrupt the 8th House too, Brauchitsch– they are responsible for training and strategy.”

	“This one’s a tricky idea.” Weddel said. “We don’t necessarily have an in here–”

	Lehner spoke up. “We have aristocrats right in this room.” He said. “Treckow, you are part of the Treckow family– or you used to be– correct? They were the 9th House, once upon a time. Surely we have more former aristocrats around who could infiltrate the Alliance.”

	Treckow shut her eyes. “I will do as you command, for national socialism. Never has a Treckow officer abandoned her leader and duty– save for my disgraced clan–”

	Weddel cringed.

	“Please don’t send Treckow away, Fuhrer. It’s– It’s so hard to get good help–”

	Lehner bared his teeth.

	“I didn’t mean Treckow specifically! You dolt! Ugh. Treckow, what’s point two?”

	“Yes, Fuhrer,” Treckow said, “Point two entails the preponderance of mercenaries in the Royal Alliance. Katarrans, Loup and certain Imbrian adventurers have been fighting as monarchist soldiers of fortune. These forces are smaller than the core of veterans that Brauchitsch has been leading for the Alliance, but they are significant enough. If we could turn them at a crucial moment, it could shift the tide of the war in our favor. Alternatively, we can at least pay them enough to look the other way at our initial infiltrations.”

	“I’m not buying any mercenaries.” Lehner said. “If there’s anything the Royal Alliance has it’s money– all those fucking nobles are loaded with diamonds and gold and shit. I’m not gonna match whatever exorbitant price they are asking to fight for these losers. Not for what, 10 or 15% of their armed forces in total? It’s not a good deal, doll. I only take the best deals.”

	“We should consider at least paying for smuggling and informants.” Weddel said.

	“It’ll go out of your operational budget.” Lehner grumbled. “You have one, use it.”

	“Very well, Fuhrer. Next point, Treckow?”

	“My final point, and perhaps the most volatile: the native people of the Yucatan, the Campeche or ‘Campos’.” Treckow said. She launched into a history lesson that lost Lehner near immediately. “During the Empire’s expansion into the south, Imbria assimilated the Campos, who had created a militarily weak state. Yucatan remained largely dominated by the Campos since its location near the continent walls made it rich in minerals as well as growing materials for Agrispheres, so it was a region dominated by workers and corporate managers. The Alliance represents a massively extractive and domineering force over them.”

	Lehner started gesticulating as if to say ‘get to the point’ but Treckow never picked up on the gesture until she was fully done speaking. Finally, the Fuhrer sighed and put his hands over his eyes. “What you’re saying is, we could try to instigate a native uprising? How? I don’t think the Escabeche people are going to be receptive to national socialism.” He finally said.

	Treckow and Weddel ignored the flagrant mispronunciation.

	“They might be. Nationalists exist everywhere.” Weddel said.

	“And revolutionaries everywhere need a source of guns.” Treckow added.

	“Guns? What’ll they do with guns?” Lehner asked, incredulous. “Brauchitsch has fleets.”

	“We can sneak in Divers to them. Even Sturmvolkers, properly deployed, can make retaking any stations the Campos overturn painful for Brauchitsch.” Treckow explained.

	“We don’t care about the ultimate success of the Campos, just the chaos they can sew.” Weddel said. “The Campos are the Alliance’s workforce, Sedlitz is cooked without them. And with all those conceited nobles around it will not take much to stir up a conflict.”

	“I was on board at first, but the commercial went on too long.” Lehner said. He sighed. “Seriously, I don’t believe any of this will or can work– but it doesn’t feel like it costs me too much to take a gamble on it. It’s not like we’re in any condition to just break the ceasefire right away. But my priority is reorganizing the frontline– alongside all this spy nonsense, I want someone with brains like Treckow to plan a blitz ninety days from now.”

	“Yes sir.” Treckow said. For the first time, her tone sounded just a little crestfallen.

	“Weddel– keep on doing what you’re doing. Dismissed. Send me all the plans you make.”

	Lehner waved his hands dismissively, as if shooing two dogs out of his office.

	Treckow and Weddel hailed victory and left the room.

	Once they were gone, he reached into a drawer for a pack of cigarettes and lit one.

	Not some electric vapor pipe thing– real cigarettes. 

	Hundred marks a pack. The good stuff.

	“Honestly. I get behind all this ubermensch shit and not one of them is superior to fucking anything.” He took a long drag and ran his fingers across the surface of the cigarette. A concrete, vital object, not some necrotic facsimile. That’s what he wanted the Volkisch to be– but at every turn, he conceded living vitality to further erosion. 

	“All of this is a goddamn fucking nightmare.”

	He was distracted by the red LED lighting up on his desk again.

	“Come in, but it better be good! You didn’t schedule this!” Lehner shouted.

	When the door opened, a sheepish Volkisch communications officer walked in.

	Her beret was practically falling off her head with how much she was shaking.

	“What’s the matter now?” Lehner asked, exasperated. “You can speak up!”

	“Fuhrer,” said the girl, “We have a report of recent events in Kreuzung. It contains some– irregularities. We believed you should be consulted on the situation before it was officially disseminated to other analysts. I have the papers in this portable computer, sir.”

	She approached the desk and deposited the computer on it.

	Lehner looked down at it skeptically, for merely a second.

	“Just tell me what it is!” Lehner said. He was getting fed up with his subordinates.

	“Sir!” said the girl, straightening up as stiff as she could go. “It appears Kreuzung ended the Rhineametalle workers strike. They have struck a deal– details forthcoming– but apparently the deal was struck by Vladimir Lehner of the 7th Stabswache, acting as Reichsk–”

	“Violet Lehner.” Lehner said suddenly. His reaction even surprised himself for a moment. However, he was too elated for introspection. “Finally, someone around here has displayed a shred of competence. So what’s the irregularity? You just got her name wrong?”

	“Um.” The communications girl paused for a moment. “Well, sir, that was– one–”

	“So what’s the rest then? Am I going to have to read all of this? Really?”

	He picked up the portable computer and let it drop from his hand back on his desk.

	The thudding sound caused the communications girl to shake. She finally continued.

	“Sir, Kreuzung has declared itself the seat of a political unit called Reichskommissariat Eisental. It has also declared that Vlad– Violet Lehner is its Reichskommissar. Sir, it was the understanding of the Sicherheitsdienst that these proposed land divisions and governing positions were only to extend to future conquests, not to Rhinean regions.”

	Lehner blinked, hard. His cigarette hung in his fingers untouched for seconds.

	He brought it to his lips and took a long drag. Then he smashed it against his desk.

	“Send for your boss. I want Haus right here, now. Bring every communication and report from Kreuzung for the past month. And get me a meeting with this Reichskommissar.”

	Violet– his scandalous offspring was doing too fucking good a job right now.

	And it had just then begun to deeply concern him what she might be capable of doing.

	Maybe he was worrying for nothing– he was her father, surely she would not–

	But–

	But maybe she had the ambitious bastardry of a Vladimir rather than a sweet Violet.

	Or worse– a born and bred Lehner.

	

	

	“No– No, don’t leave me here– please take me away–”

	Violet mumbled in her sleep. Nightmares. It was an almost nightly occurrence.

	There was nothing she could do to protect her ward in the warped realm of her mind.

	Nasser held tightly onto Violet, who felt so thin and small in her grasp just then.

	She grit her teeth, overcome with dread as the players began the fated performance.

	They had been playing house in Kreuzung for a bit– but those days would soon be over.

	Sometimes she wanted to take Violet and run away for good.

	But there was no use to that. There was too much at stake for both of them.

	Normal lives were not meant for them.

	It was impossible to outrun it, ever since they first laid eyes on one another.

	Nasser, nothing but a wicked mercenary tasked with handling some forlorn girl.

	Violet, a seed of hatred and scandal who nevertheless could not be allowed to die.

	Ever since then, they danced upon the cruel, immense, and inescapable stage of Destiny.

	For the future of Imbria. 

	For the future of the Shimii.

	For their own futures.

	Without their politics, and their blood, and the power they conferred, there was nothing.

	There were a lot of people Nasser could curse. But there was nothing she could do.

	Mehmed’s rebellion was crushed by the predecessors of the Volkisch in Rhinea’s navy.

	Al-Khaybari’s people were confined to his mountain, to die with him.

	Nasser the Elder died cursing the Mahdists for a hundred generations despite his “victory.”

	Mogliv Omarov exiled to foreign lands to die. Radu the Marzban but a shadow of himself.

	Who would be the next Hero whose ambition would overturn these lands?

	Who would be the next one to fail and to be buried, leaving behind only grudges?

	Nasser could not afford to fail as they had.

	In order to have a future, she, too, had to realize Endsieg.

	“I’ll be strong for you.” Vesna Nasser said. “I have to be strong. I have to be.”

	For the Heroes whose feud she had to continue.

	For the Order that she needed to construct.

	And for the woman that she saved, and used, and now painfully, that she loved.

	Vesna Nasser had to become a king worth the favor of Destiny.

	 


Mourners After The Revel

	12.1

	In the beginning the world was silent and pitch black. 

	Then, she heard the distant sound of a harp and became aware of sensations.

	Slowly the errant strings became a melody, building in intensity, a tremor on skin,

	and with it there was light.

	In the center of the darkness, a spotlight shone in a great white circle.

	Casting a shadow in the center of that circle was the graceful figure of a woman. Her hair was partially covered by a long, dark blue veil, but much was still visible. She had a matching blue outfit with long sleeves, a high neck, with simple yellow embroidery forming geometric patterns across her chest and flanks. Gaps in the fabric exposed some of the upper back and belly in diamond cutouts; a long and covering skirt from the waist down completely hid her long, graceful legs. She wore a single black glove that seemed out of place with the rest.

	It was evident that she was a dancer, and in that instant, the music queued her.

	Joining the harp was the sound of drumming and jingling metal rings at once.

	To her music, the figure began to dance. 

	Hers was a natural progression with the music. Between sweeping, dramatic full-body movement; toward tight, slow and deliberate waving of the hands, fluttering of the fingers, turning of wrists, and flowing extensions of the arms. She would spin once with her arms wide and then pull them close, to cover the face, while gracefully separating them, with a confident gaze slowly unveiled. She would cross her wrists, flutter her hands like a bird’s wings while slowly taking a shallow bow, before rising suddenly, spreading them out as if casting something into the air. In her every move, there was that flowing of states, between precision and release, tension and freedom, slow deliberation and wild passion.

	In the middle of that spot of white light, surrounded by nothingness, she danced.

	But she was not alone. There had always been someone watching.

	Yearning from afar, a girl stepped forward out of the shadow and held out her hand.

	To her surprise, the dancer moved nearer, and made to touch her with her gloved hand.

	Soft fingers met the sleek plastic– slick with blood slowly coagulating between.

	Then there was no dancer, and the light shone accusatory on the girl alone instead.

	As if she had dared in yearning and now suffered for her greed.

	She stood framed, her shadow immensely long like a trail of gore-ridden sludge.

	And there were bodies. Crawling, shambling toward her. Begging for their lives back.

	“No! No, stay away! Stay away from me! I didn’t– I didn’t want any of this–!”

	She fell back, swatted with her hands, crawling, her eyes filled with tears.

	Then there was no spotlight. 

	An unsettling half-darkness suddenly loomed overhead. In her defense, a mechanical arm extended that bristled with weapons, attached to a massive body– a Diver. Great flashes and detonations and the booming reports of the guns made their own music, and the bodies burst into blood and meat that sprayed across her in great whipping gusts of viscera,

	And she screamed and cried and she begged hoarse for it to stop–

	It would never stop– she felt like she was defiled forever–

	

	

	A dark-haired, cat-eared young girl opened her eyes and squirmed in her bed.

	Her breathing came in fits and starts, and the blanket felt so heavy that she felt trapped, and it provoked a sudden and intense need to get it off herself. She crawled up against the headboard, lifting her back onto her pillows, but she found the task so monumentally difficult to perform with her missing arm and leg that it engendered ever mounting desperation. She continued to feel ensnared until she had fought for almost a minute.

	Then she realized what she was doing– 

	and felt so deeply pathetic she could have cried.

	Dripping with sweat, her long hair disheveled and gritty and greasy, dressed in a little white hospital smock clinging to her breasts. Her breathing started to normalize. 

	Her panic-addled sight came slowly into focus.

	Homa Baumann bowed her head. 

	Examining what had become of the arm that Nasser cut off.

	There was dim illumination from a tiny white LED on her headboard. She could see how her arm, missing above the elbow, had a black cap grafted onto it. They did not even try to make it look pretty– Homa had seen some prosthetics around Kreuzung before that had these sleek carbon-fiber and transparent glass looks. This was a simple metal cap with the grooves and holes to affix the rest of the arm later. There were exposed mechanical ligaments which would probably be connected to the rest of the arm once the whole thing was installed.

	Maybe it would look okay when she had the whole thing. 

	She felt a bit disgusted.

	Her left leg was in a similar state. Nothing but a cap and the wriggling ligaments.

	When she tried to “move” the parts of her which were gone, instead the ligaments would move, but they were connected to nothing. So it appeared to her that worms were trying to crawl out of what remained of those lost limbs. It sent a chill down her entire body, it was so disgusting, it made her want to cry. But sometimes, she couldn’t help but try to move her lost limbs anyway. In the attempt the ligaments wriggled uselessly out of her control.

	Tears welled up in her eyes but she tried not to cry. It was stupid to cry.

	But she was that weak– weak enough to just cry and do nothing and hate herself.

	She laid back against the pillows and the headboard. Tears spilled from her eyes.

	While the blanket did not feel so heavy anymore, she was still trapped.

	Homa could not get up out of bed. And even if she could, she was not in Kreuzung.

	Kreuzung was impossible to return to now. She had abandoned her old home.

	And had instead found herself aboard a ship that rescued her.

	Because of the drugs, and the suddenness and horror of the surgery, she had been going in and out of sleep, dragged into fantastic nightmares and then back out into the mundane nightmare of living over and over again. She did not really know where she was, nor what kind of people had rescued her. It was only now that her wits were beginning to slowly return to her, and she could worry about what sort of situation she was in. 

	But that brought its own new agonies as well.

	Her newly lucid thoughts filled with shame that she struggled to cope with.

	

	

	“Good morning, Homa. Have you been awake long?”

	“Oh, no, only for a little while. Sorry; my head’s been all fuzzy.”

	“You do sound much more lucid. I was worried about your mental state yesterday. You may not have been in a condition to realize before; there’s a labeled button on the bed arm. Here. Do you see it? Whenever you feel any discomfort or distress please try to push that button. Even a quick tap will do. I will be at your side as fast as I can. Do not hesitate to use it.”

	“Thank you. I will keep that in mind.”

	They were both speaking Low Imbrian; or at least, Homa could understand her easily.

	Everyone here had just a little bit of an accent, but Homa could not place it.

	Her new doctor, who had been responsible for her surgery, was Winfreda Kappel. Despite how much a blur the past day had been for her, Homa still remembered this name. She was a truly colorful individual– quite literally as her hair was a few different shades of blue. Homa wondered whether she dyed it that way as a color theory kind of thing, like the reason that hospitals for children had walls painted certain colors to be inviting and calming. Probably not. Her attire under the white plastic coat was pretty casual, with a synthetic orange turtleneck and skirt and what looked like black tights or a black sheer bodysuit. 

	That led Homa to think she may have been saved by a merchant vessel or something of that nature. It felt foolish to speculate any further than that with the information she had.

	“Doctor, can we talk?” Homa asked. “I– my head has been kinda hazy before, but now–”

	“Of course. But I want to bring you food and medicine, and give you a check-up first.”

	“Oh, yes, thank you.” She tried to sound grateful– and not too sad.

	Dr. Kappel left the room with a brisk walk, after turning the bed’s arm around presumably so that Homa’s plate and drinks could be set on it. Homa looked around the room. 

	There was nothing too identifiable in her immediate vicinity. There was a green plastic separator set up between herself and an adjacent bed that seemed too quiet to be occupied. All of the walls were bare metal, and projecting different charts, reminders, and posters. Next to Homa’s bed the wall projected a poster with a pretty blond girl striking a pose with bionic limbs, the caption reading, “She is your comrade! She can do anything!”

	It was pretty strange– the art style, and especially the choice of words. Comrade, huh?

	Homa appreciated the attempt to motivate her, not that it actually helped much.

	When the Doctor returned, she had a plastic bowl that had spork in it, along with a plastic cup and a tiny pill bottle containing yellow and blue pills. The bowl contained a porridge, from the look and taste Homa recognized it as maize. White corn porridge dusted with cinnamon and speckled with fruit. Meanwhile the drink looked like a creamy coffee. 

	Homa had not realized how hungry she was until just then.

	“Would you like to try eating yourself? Or would you prefer to have assistance?”

	“I can feed myself. Thank you.” Homa reached for the spork with her good arm. She took a sporkful of porridge and discovered the fruits were jammy, preserved figs. It was a good porridge, creamy and gently sweet. She put down the spork and picked up the cup to taste the coffee; and almost smiled at the sweet and heartwarming creaminess of the condensed milk that had been added to it. It was a simple but invigorating breakfast.

	“Our chef, Minardo– her favorite trick is adding sweet condensed milk to dishes.” Doctor Kappel said, with a bit of a sigh. “If it is too sweet for you, let me know so I can scold her.”

	“Oh no, it’s lovely. Please let her know I liked it and that I am very grateful.” Homa said.

	“She’ll love to hear that. We’ll hopefully get you something more substantial later today.”

	Dr. Kappel sat by Homa’s bedside, watching her eat with a relaxed contentment in her face.

	One arm was more than enough to eat porridge, drink coffee and swallow some pills.

	It took more effort than if she had both. Sometimes she tried to reach for the cup with her nonexistent arm, or thought of shifting the spork to her missing hand. 

	But she could do it.

	Homa felt like if she asked for too much help, it would be shameful of her–

	“Oh, wait– Doctor–” Homa had a sudden, arresting thought. “I– I can’t really pay for–”

	“No, no, it’s all free. You worry about recovering, not about money.” Dr. Kappel said.

	Homa blinked her eyes hard. “It’s free? I don’t understand. Is someone else paying?”

	Dr. Kappel nodded. “You don’t owe us or anyone, any amount of money. Don’t worry.”

	“But– you’re giving me a new arm and a leg, right?” Homa said. She was still shocked.

	“Absolutely. Please do not be concerned about our supplies. We want to help you.”

	Homa felt a continuing swell of concerns. “I mean– the drugs too– all of this costs–!”

	“Homa, if it helps you feel better, maybe once you’re recovered, you can help around the ship. You could help the cook, or be a nurse, or something like that– but nobody will demand compensation. It costs us money, not you. All of your care will be absolutely free.”

	Dr. Kappel stood firm. Homa could not understand it.

	In Kreuzung everything cost money. Even existing cost money. 

	Failing to make rent at best landed you in a shelter until you could save up for a place– at worst it landed you on the streets at night until a K.P.S.D cracked your skull open one day. Food cost money! Without money you would have to find a soup kitchen every day, or beg, or starve to death. Healthcare certainly cost money. There was no place that would see you without at least some token bit of payment. Right now, Homa was eating their food, taking up space and time, taking hormones; she was getting two limbs replaced–! For free?!

	Who were these people? Were they crazy? Was this some kind of a cult?

	Dr. Kappel narrowed her eyes and looked suddenly a bit exhausted.

	She could see the fright and confusion on Homa’s face.

	It looked to Homa as if Dr. Kappel was torn up about what she wanted to say.

	“Homa– the reason it’s free is because we are communists.”

	Homa blinked. “Communists?”

	“Yes. We’re communists. We are not trying to profit from you. Do you understand?”

	Dr. Kappel seemed to be bracing for Homa to be upset at her, but Homa remained confused.

	Nobody could have lived in the Imbrium with their eyes and ears open without hearing the word communist at one point or another. Older Imbrians grumbled and blamed the communist rebels for various things. Ever since the Volkisch took over they accused various people of being communists, and people accused the Volkisch of being communists too. 

	This did not engender an understanding of what communism was, but Homa had certainly heard the word. She did know that the people at the gender clinic received some money from social democrats whom, as Homa understood it, were kind of like communists. These grants were part of the reason they could keep the clinic open at all, since the Rhinean government was not fond of transgender people or their healthcare needs.

	She had also heard that communists followed military dictators who completely controlled their government. But that it was different from swearing fealty to the Imbrian Emperor; sometimes she had heard communism compared to the people who had followed Mehmed the Tyrant during the Jihad in the Age of Heroes too. Homa did not know what to think about Mehmed, and she certainly did not know what to think about communists.

	Her mind spun around in a momentary circle, moving quickly to arrive nowhere.

	“I– I have to admit I didn’t know there were really communists here.” Homa said.

	“We’re not from around here, really.” Dr. Kappel said in a guarded tone.

	Homa picked up her spork again and took another bite of the porridge.

	“I guess that explains things.” She said. She hardly interrogated it any further.

	Imbrians were all greedy shaitans, but these folks were just political oddities.

	Maybe they were Bosporans– she had heard the Bosporans had a revolution now too.

	Her thoughts started spinning again.

	“I promise we will explain everything– for right now, I would like to focus on your care, and I would like you to focus on resting, taking your medicine, and letting us know how you feel.” Dr. Kappel said. Homa nodded wearily. “Right now, we just need to observe the interface for a day or two for any rejection symptoms. Then I can install the mechanical limbs.”

	Homa nodded her head with compliance. She was in no position to resist anything anyway.

	And even if she was– she didn’t even know what kind of a life she could even have now.

	All of the rationality left in her mind was screaming at her that this was too weird.

	But so what? What did she have left? Maybe– if she died, it wouldn’t even matter now.

	The Homa Baumann who worked and lived in Kreuzung was dead anyway.

	Dr. Kappel reached out and laid her hand over Homa’s good hand, with a smile.

	“I know things must be very tough for you right now. But I am not lying nor exaggerating when I say, we all want you to recover. Even the sailors who got you out of the Diver have been asking how you’re doing. You’re not alone; we want to help you, Homa.”

	“Thank you. I– I’ll think about it. Things are– things are fine right now.” Homa said.

	After the pep talk, the doctor gave her a closer look, asking her questions about the remains of her limbs, how they felt, whether she had certain symptoms or discomfort. She had Homa try to move her limb remnants, which resulted in the exposed filaments wriggling out of the metal interfaces. Unlike Homa, the doctor seemed pleased by their appearance. She also examined Homa’s good limbs, and checked her for cold and flu symptoms. Everything she found, she would input on a portable computer– a quite chunky and beige model that Homa had never seen the like of. It was nothing like the sleek devices sold on Kreuzung.

	“Thank goodness, everything seems to be going well. I want to take a few scans soon to make absolutely sure, but there don’t appear to be complications.” Dr. Kappel said. “You may not see it that way, Homa, but you are very lucky. You’re all set for a full recovery from very serious injuries. Once the limbs are installed, we’ll start physical therapy soon after.”

	Homa again nodded her head compliantly. She had nothing to say. She was not elated.

	Dr. Kappel sat down again and reached out her hand and patted Homa on the shoulder.

	“I wanted to ask you– with your consent, I have a volunteer willing to help with your care.”

	Homa nodded her head. “I don’t mind.” She muttered, staring at the empty porridge bowl.

	Avoiding Dr. Kappel’s cheery face. Even if she was sincere, Homa couldn’t meet her eyes.

	“Alright. She did say you were acquainted– if there are problems, please let me know.”

	Homa’s ears stood on end upon hearing that. Acquainted? Who could it possibly be?

	She started wracking her brain and her heart started to pound.

	There were very few people she would consider herself “acquainted” with–

	And in this situation–?

	“Knock, knock~ is it okay to come in, doc?”

	From around the open door threshold, there was a sound like metal knocking on metal.

	“Ah! We were just talking about you. Please come in, Ms. Loukia.”

	Sounds of heels clicking the floor, moving closer.

	Loukia–? Just as she started to remember–

	Around the green barrier, appeared a woman Homa was surprised to be able to recognize.

	A Katarran woman, identifiable as such by two rectangular horns coming from the back of her head and framing a reddish-purple ponytail of shiny, silky-looking hair. Her skin was a matte pink, with a lighter shade of purple eyeshadow and lipstick than the color of her hair, and her beauty and style were as elegant as the art by which she applied those pigments. Her fashion was quite arresting as well, with a fancy steel-grey jacket worn over a button-down shirt, and a pencil skirt and tights. Her high heels could not be seen from Homa’s vantage but she could easily hear them, and in her mind, she had filled them in.

	Homa had indeed met this woman before, and never imagined she would see her again. She had tried to assist in finding a prosthetics shop that used to be in Tower Seven. It was a somewhat embarrassing memory– Homa had been utterly crestfallen, coming home from a date with her ears folded and her head down. She then walked right into the lady.

	Judging by the one black glove, she must have actually found some help.

	“Fancy meeting you here, Homa Baumann.”

	She waved elegantly with that one black-gloved hand.

	It was so surprising– why would anyone remember her?

	“Oh! I– wow–” Homa blinked hard as if disoriented. “I never thought–”

	“Me either.” Said the woman. “But life’s little coincidences can sometimes be beautiful.”

	Dr. Kappel smiled. “I don’t know the circumstances, but this is Kalika Loukia, Homa. After your surgery, she confided in me that she had met you before and was worried about you. I thought it would be helpful to have a friend here with a shared experience. She also had a traumatic injury requiring a prosthetic, so you can lean on her experiences for support.” 

	While the Doctor spoke, Kalika removed her glove to show Homa her mechanical hand.

	Homa vaguely remembered that Kalika’s old, broken arm used to have a syntheskin cover.

	She wondered then if she, too, would just have bare metal limbs exposed at all times.

	“Of course, this is only if you are comfortable with it. Feel free to say no.” Dr. Kappel said.

	“Thank you. I’m– I’m okay with it. Thanks.” Homa was rather taken aback by Kalika’s appearance. Why was she on this ship; could it be that it was a mercenary ship that rescued her? She assumed that all Katarrans were mercenaries– Homa tried to push the detective-level thoughts into the back of her head, but the coincidences were staggering. She shook her head, and twitched her ears, trying to recover her sense and to speak without affect. “It– sorry– It looks like you were able to get your arm fixed. I’m like– I’m glad.”

	No matter what, she was having trouble speaking. 

	Her thoughts as murky as the deep ocean.

	“It was actually all thanks to you, kind stranger.” Kalika said. “I was standing on the verge of a nervous breakdown when you went out of your way to help me in Kreuzung. No one else would have bothered– I think it’s only right that I be your kind stranger now.”

	Homa smiled. It was a bit wan. But– Kalika was nice. It was nice to see a smiling face.

	Nothing else that had happened to her recently was this nice–

	even if it was an exceedingly odd little coincidence.

	“In my memory of it I just bumped into you and acted like an idiot.” Homa muttered.

	“Are you trying to downplay being a nice girl? It won’t work on me.” Kalika said.

	Dr. Kappel seemed pleased with their rapport.

	“Homa, remember that you can always tell me anything or make any requests to me; but Kalika is– well, she is an employee of ours on this ship. I trust her, so you can trust her too.”

	Kalika put a hand on her chest.

	“I am a typical fixer.” She said, smiling. “I think it will help with the physio and all that to have someone who has experienced it before. Also, I think you ought to take her out of this stuffy room, and maybe give her a shower– you’re supposed to be on station, but I can do all that. Is it depressing being bedridden like this, Homa? Wouldn’t you like to ride around a bit?”

	“Hey now– wait a second–”

	Homa interrupted Dr. Kappel. “No offense, but it is a little depressing. I’d love to go out.”

	“Well– she’s not so delicate she can’t go out, but–”

	“Then it’s settled. Can we get a blanket and a wheelchair?” Kalika said.

	Dr. Kappel looked between Homa and Kalika and looked a bit helpless herself for once.

	“Fine, fine. Kalika’s right, I have other patients and you could use some cheering up.”

	Kalika gave Homa a victorious little thumbs up.

	Homa felt ever so slightly more elated than before. She wanted to look around.

	“Have you ever been on a ship before, Homa?” Kalika asked.

	“Not for years and years. I can’t really remember what it’s like.” Homa replied.

	“It’s my habit to say ‘it’s not so different’ from living on a station– but Kreuzung is a bit more luxurious than here. It’s a Cruiser though; as sardine cans go, it’s spacious.” Kalika said.

	Homa wanted to ask whether Kalika thought this was comforting– but suppressed the urge.

	Perhaps this was just a Katarran’s sense of humor.

	Dr. Kappel left their side for a moment and returned with a foldable wheelchair. She set it on the floor near Homa’s bed and stretched it out, locked in the plastic frame parts and made sure the arm and footrests were leveled correctly. Homa sat up and slid herself to the side of the bed and Dr. Kappel lowered the railing for her. But as much as she initially desired to do so, she could not get onto the chair by herself. Instead, Kalika soon picked Homa up without much effort and laid her gently on the seat. A synthetic blanket was then laid over Homa’s lap, covering her legs. She could pull it up to her chest with her good hand.

	Behind her back, Homa felt Kalika’s hands take hold of the push handles.

	Her ears twitched ever so slightly, as did her tail, at the proximity of her touch.

	“Comfy? Ready to go?” Kalika asked.

	“I’m fine enough.” Homa replied.

	Kappel waved her hand at them and watched them leave the clinic.

	As she was wheeled out, Homa noticed that there were several more beds in the clinic, and that several of them had other patients too. She could see through gaps in the green dividers set between each bed that they appeared occupied. It had been very quiet in the clinic, so she assumed she was alone all this time. She wondered whether they had rescued any more people– and how badly wounded they must have been to be so deathly quiet. 

	Dr. Kappel really was busy. Homa felt a bit ashamed about it.

	She felt that a Doctor’s time and medical resources ought to have gone to anyone else.

	Rather than all of this apparent focus on herself. What good was she, anyway?

	“There are not very many places to see, but I will take you to the nicest ones.” Kalika said.

	“Anywhere is nice enough.” Homa said. “Nicer than being in bed all day.”

	Kalika wheeled Homa at a gentle pace out of the clinic door. Directly outside there was a large connecting hallway that seemed to go from one end of the ship to the other. Homa was not able to gauge its length. All of the wall panels had separators with exposed bolts, and there were vents on the lower wall and on the ceiling that hummed constantly. The air smelled stale and there were two dozen people walking up and down the hall at any given time, not mention the ones ducking into and out of meeting rooms and other facilities. Everyone had the same uniform: white shirts, teal half-jackets, black bottoms.

	Homa knew nobody, and nobody knew her– but there were people waving at her the instant she stepped out onto the hall. Homa bashfully waved back with her good arm– at first. It happened enough throughout her trip, however, that she ultimately started nodding her head or smiling when more of the crew would wave or wish her well. There were so many people greeting her. At least Kalika was there to keep people moving. None of them stopped to talk, they all had places to go and work to do. But Homa must have received two dozen well wishes and salutations in just her first short trip down the hallway alone.

	She did not know how to feel about that– and so she tried to push it to the background.

	Something immediately surprising to her was how many different kinds of people there were on the ship, judging by the crew in the main hall. There were a few fair-skinned blonds and brunettes around, but there were also other Shimii, and more Katarrans than just Kalika, and dark-skinned Bosporans as well. Homa was aware that Kreuzung had a particular problem with racial divide, and did not expect everywhere in the world to be as racist– but the veritable melting pot on this ship was still bewildering to see. Everyone was wearing the uniform, or work coveralls like Homa used to wear. Nobody had weapons. 

	“Hey, um, Ms. Loukia–”

	“No~; please call me Kalika, Homa.”

	“Kalika– what kind of business is this ship involved in?”

	“Ah. Well. It’s part of a ‘transport company.’ That’s all I can say.”

	“So they’re doing something illegal.” Homa whispered.

	“You didn’t hear it from me.” Kalika said, betraying a hint of amusement.

	Working at Bertrand’s, Homa had first-hand experience with the shady outfits coming and going under that euphemism. ‘Transport company’ meant smugglers, hired guns, gangsters; port privatizations in Kreuzung created a boom in illicit logistics for syndicates and privateers alike. Men like Bertrand took anyone’s money. Homa’s sense of morality led her to look upon criminals unkindly– but then she quickly felt she no longer had any higher ground to speak from anyway. Not after everything she had done in Kreuzung.

	But– there was also another thing she heard that was difficult to square away–

	“But they’re communists? Communist mercenaries?” Homa asked.

	“It’s funny how the world works sometimes– that’s all I’ll say.” Kalika replied.

	Homa was not an expert on the interiors of ships, but in the ‘After Descent’ era, there was no part of humanity that was not confined to a metal habitat of some description. 

	So living on a ship was perhaps not so unfamiliar to her. From what she saw, the interior of the ship felt only ever so slightly more confining than her old hallway in Kreuzung. In the hall, people could easily move two abreast with potential room for a third, rather than single file like the training ship Homa had sailed with during her vocational studies. The clinic was bigger than her old room several times over. Kalika wheeled her past a social area that looked actually cozy, with several plush couches and booth seats, and even games. She imagined the individual accommodations for the crew were probably as cramped as hers back home, but overall, it seemed surprisingly humane and livable for a ship.

	“Want to go see the ‘ship’s tree’? It’s the darnedest thing.” Kalika asked.

	Homa gasped. “Wait, what? They have a tree in here? Do you mean a real tree?”

	“It’s a real tree! I had the same reaction. It’s apparently a tradition where they come from.”

	A tradition? Keeping a tree inside of a ship of all places?! Homa was quite curious to see.

	Despite Kalika’s gentle demeanor and measured pace, Homa still felt strange being pushed around on a wheelchair. It was comfortable enough, and it was nice seeing a different set of metal walls, as well as people coming and going. However, it was hard not to succumb to a feeling of helplessness. As much as she was under the thumb of various forces in Kreuzung, Homa had her independence. She could fend for herself. She had been fending for herself for years. It was routine to her. Wake up, eat from the pot, go to work, come back, eat from the pot, go to sleep. For close to four years that had been her stable, unbroken routine. 

	As reliable as the beating of her heart.

	Or the movement of her limbs. When they were whole, anyway.

	Food could be scarce; wallets got tight; but her room was her room, her life was her life.

	Everything that once constituted that life was now as distant as a dream.

	Homa could not help but feel trapped. Her blankets felt heavier than they should. There was a restlessness working itself out in the remaining muscle of her missing limbs. She wanted to stand up! She wanted to get her own food; she wanted to ‘go to work’ again like she used to.

	There was an even more devastating thought that had embedded itself in the back of her mind like a knife, sending a burst of pain through her when prodded– what would her life even be like now? Without a home; without family; having done– the things she had done. (She could hardly envision the events of that awful day again without breaking out into shivers and sweats.) She was a criminal now. She was a killer; she was not innocent.

	Before she could fall into a spiral, an elegant and rich voice shook her out of her thoughts.

	“Homa, we’re almost at the lab. You can meet the science officer there too.” Kalika said.

	Her gloved hand laid on Homa’s shoulder and gave her a friendly little squeeze for comfort.

	“Oh. Sure.” Homa replied. She did not know how to feel about mingling with the crew.

	She was still not able to fully accept her situation– everything felt transient, surreal even.

	Why bother ‘introducing’ her to anyone? Why would anyone here care to know her name?

	But she did not say the impolite things that had come to mind. Kalika was trying to be nice.

	“She’s a real chipper one. If it gets to be too much, just wink at me.” Kalika added.

	At the end of the hallway, there was a doorway into a very large room. Larger than any of the other spaces Homa had seen on this ship. It was even bigger than some of the upscale stores Homa used to see on her way to work. White-ceilinged and brightly lit, the middle of the room had several desk stations and work benches with glass boxes, plastic baubles, table-mounted machines and various smaller devices bubbling and whirring. There was some kind of analysis being done on some fluids and tissues with the results pending.

	Homa thought that the equipment appropriately conveyed the function of a ‘laboratory’.

	Much of the wall on two sides of the room was taken up with tanks, one of which was covered in grey mushroom caps each the size of a fist; the other full of vibrantly green and blue algae. Each tank was divided into sections that could be independently controlled, and each section had its own diagnostic screen. They were rather orderly and surprisingly clean. Though there was a lot of growth, the strata for the mushrooms looked healthy, and the algae tank was not too murky. Everything seemed close to ready for harvesting.

	However, what truly dominated the space was an enclosure of steel, glass and plastic that was indeed encasing a real, live tree available for everyone to see. Boasting a vibrantly green crown, a multitude of sturdy roots and a thick brown trunk. Beneath the tree was a mound of black soil. When she approached it, Homa could even smell the earthy, sweet scent of the leaves, piped out of the enclosure. This tree was planted in the center of the laboratory– everything else Homa saw was arrayed with this tree as a reference point.

	Even enclosed as it was and surrounded in its life support machinery and the rest of the laboratory amenities, seeing that beautiful lush greenery through the glass lifted Homa’s ailing heart just a little. For a moment, her emotions were arrested by it. Kalika wheeled Homa close to the tree and then walked beside the wheelchair and kneeled down. She smiled and looked over Homa’s expression as if hoping to see the same– and sure enough, Homa found herself smiling. Inside this can of sardines there was a living thing.

	“It might sound crazy, but looking at it just fills me with cheer somehow.” Kalika said.

	Homa did not respond, because she was still taking in the sight of the tree. It’s not like she had never seen a tree before. Kreuzung had trees in enclosures just like this. And yet, seeing this tree inside this ship, with its tight halls and small rooms, it was different than meeting it in a station. She did not know where ‘they’ had come from who had this ‘tradition’, but Homa thought in that moment that she understood it. Sitting in front of that marvelous tree, a real tree, a living being that survived so much, as alien to the ocean as human beings were. 

	It could live in this ship too. Heedless of the circumstances, it reached skyward.

	It almost felt like– Homa had a responsibility to sit up a bit straighter for that tree.

	Like a venerable elder was watching her and wishing her well.

	“Oh! Visitors! I’ll be there in a moment!”

	On the far wall of the room there was storage space for the lab. A woman deposited a big brown cube of carboard into one of the units and slid it into the wall. She then turned around sharply and walked briskly around the tree to greet Homa and Kalika. Homa was surprised to see a pretty girl working in the Science pod. She was a Bosporan, too, dark haired and bright-eyed, her brown skin a bit more of a light honeyed color. She wore a white coat instead of a teal jacket over the sleeveless button-down and black skirt that was common on the ship. She was lithe and lively and probably older than Homa by a few years, but still young.

	“Welcome to ‘Science & Observation’! My name is Karuniya Maharapratham!”

	In her hands, she had a phial of white fluid which she quickly shoved into a pocket.

	Homa opted not to bring it up. In fact she had lost all desire to raise her voice.

	Looking at the bubbly woman in front of them, she tried to make herself small.

	“Back to see the tree again? You must be really fascinated with it.” Karuniya said.

	“I’m showing our guest around.” Kalika said, tapping her hand on the wheelchair handles.

	“How kind of you! Hopefully the vibrant color of our tree can help lift her spirits.”

	Karuniya winked at Homa, who said nothing and averted her gaze.

	“Homa this is the ship’s resident expert on all things non-human. We met a few days ago. Now that I think of it, is it alright to call you ‘doc’?” Kalika asked Karuniya suddenly.

	“Nope! I haven’t earned it and I don’t want to hear it.” Karuniya said, shutting her eyes and smiling mischievously. She spoke quickly and with a strangely cheerful and excited affectation. “I have not gone on my scientific commission, and I haven’t formally completed my thesis. Therefore, I am but the people’s very own lovely Karuniya Maharapratham, one of the ship’s ‘Four Beauties’– and not a doctor of any kind! Please just call me Karuniya!”

	“Wow, okay!” Kalika said, laughing. “Karuniya it is then. Or perhaps ‘Karu’?”

	“Only my hubby gets to call me ‘Karu’!” Karuniya replied sharply.

	Kalika shrugged comically. “You’re really a stickler for names, aren’t you ‘doc’?”

	Both of them laughed.

	Homa looked between Kalika and Karuniya and wondered how they could be so chummy.

	Then Karuniya bent over a little to acknowledge Homa specifically.

	“Homa Baumann! Our latest guest. I hope it’s not too awkard to say, I’m happy to see you, miss! You may be surprised for the attention you’ve been receiving, but it was a dramatic scene when you were rescued. There were a lot of people in the hangar, and everyone who was not there passed on the story about what they saw– everyone on the ship was so nervous and hoped you would pull through against the odds. It’s like witnessing a miracle. Sailors love their death defying tales– I hope you can forgive their enthusiasm.”

	“It’s alright. Everyone’s been quite kind.” Homa said politely. “I– I appreciate it.”

	Karuniya nodded her head and patted Homa on the shoulder. She was far too chummy.

	She then stood up to full height and smiled at Kalika.

	“Feel free to look around. I’m available to answer any science trivia type questions.”

	Of course– but not any fundamental nature of this ship type questions, Homa supposed.

	“What do you say Homa?” Kalika asked. “Want to bask in front of the tree some more?”

	“Let’s keep moving. No offense.” Homa avoided Karuniya’s gaze. “It’s a lovely tree.”

	“No worries at all. Feel free to come to me for help if my crazy husband annoys you.”

	Homa fixed Karuniya a stare suddenly. “Your husband? What does he want with me?”

	“She’s a military nerd and is impressed with the data out of your Diver.” Karuniya said.

	Wait– She–? Did she not just call this person her ‘husband’? 

	Homa averted her eyes again.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll keep your fans off of you.” Kalika said, leaning close to Homa.

	Somewhat mortified at the idea that anyone grabbed the combat data from the DELTA and could plainly see all of what she now considered ‘her crimes’; Homa was wheeled out of the lab in a state of quiet consternation. She had managed enough politeness to wave goodbye to Karuniya Maharapratham, but dreaded ever meeting her ‘husband’. The idea that anyone could have poured over those records and not felt immediate disgust, and instead become excited– it troubled Homa. What possible reason could they have for that?

	“Homa, the bathroom is vacant. What do you say to a nice refreshing shower?”

	Homa was unprepared for that suggestion. “I’m– I don’t know that I’m able to– my arm–”

	Kalika read right through the stuttering. “Of course, in this case I would assist you.”

	Homa’s ears folded. She shrank a little in her seat. Her face felt hot and her skin shuddered.

	“We don’t have to.” Kalika said gently. “But I think you’ll feel better afterward.”

	When she thought about it– Homa could practically feel the grit in her ears. Her hair had a bit of salt in it too. It had been a while since she had the opportunity to bathe. How her body was now– it was a direct product of that day– all of it– so awfully filthy– covered in blood–

	Thinking about it instilling a sudden, driving need to be cleaned.

	“Alright. Please help me.” Homa said. She tried to suppress a sob and partially succeeded.

	Her head was spinning with shame when Kalika took her into the bathroom.

	Thankfully, it was empty, just like Kalika had said. 

	Half the space was a blue-tiled set of showers that were completely open and undivided, essentially just six or seven shower heads hovering over drains, each spaced about a meter apart. The other half of the room had basins for washing hands and faces, stalls enclosing toilets, and a few mirrors. There were dispensers for mouth wash, toothpaste, soap and hair formula, as well as recyclable synthetic towels and wipes. Despite the comfortable size and openness of the space, there was no privacy in the shower. Homa sighed to herself.

	Behind her, she heard Kalika’s coat rustle. Her ears and tail stood on end.

	Partially turning, she saw her volunteer chauffer undressing. Hanging up her coat, undoing the buttons on her shirt and pulling down her skirt. Homa spread her lips as if to speak but the words caught in her throat catching a glimpse of a fancy, lacy black brassiere and a hint of Kalika’s breasts. She turned back around sharply. Kalika tittered in response. 

	Of course she had seen it.

	“I can stop if it bothers you; but I’d rather keep my clothes dry, you know?” Kalika said.

	“No. I’m just– I’m being silly.” Homa said. “It’s okay. I– I really– appreciate the help.”

	After putting up her clothes on a series of hooks and drawers outside the shower area, Kalika sought and received Homa’s consent to remove her blanket, and pull off the hospital gown she had been wearing and hang both up with the rest of their clothes. Gingerly, she lifted Homa onto her remaining good leg, with her good arm held over the shoulder. She helped Homa walk to a pair of shower heads, and sat with her on the tiled floor.

	“Hot or cold?” Kalika asked. She reached up to a square of wall that accepted touch input.

	“Warm.” Homa said dispiritedly, looking down at the bare remains of her leg.

	Kalika set the temperature on the wall. A few seconds later, water came out of the spouts that was just warm enough, causing little wisps of mist begin to rising around the two of them. It was a somewhat pleasant temperature on Homa’s skin and hair. Regardless her mood had cratered. Sitting down in the shower, she felt like she did not know how she would stand up again. Everything felt too heavy. She sat under the water despondent and silent; while Kalika sidled closer. Homa’s skin shuddered when she first touched her, Kalika running her slender fingers through dirty dark hair, holding her shoulder for support.

	Into a dispenser on the wall, Kalika reached her hand. She collected a bit of foamy, thick fluid on her palm. She spread the foam across Homa’s scalp, working it into her hair, between and around the cat-like ears atop her head. Homa shut her eyes. It was strange but not necessarily unpleasant. Had her mood been stable and all of her wits available, she would have appreciated Kalika’s gentle ministration. Having someone wash her hair, lather her back and breasts with soap, looking over her in detail. It was a luxury she had never experienced in her life. And yet she could not fully appreciate it, not in that moment.

	Kalika must have felt the tension. 

	Her hand stopped along the middle of Homa’s back.

	“How are you feeling, Homa? You can be honest with me; and yourself. Under the shower nobody can tell whether your eyes are full of tears, nor hear you sobbing.” Kalika said.

	Homa finally broke down at Kalika’s suggestion. 

	That unwarranted kindness was finally unbearable.

	Tears that streamed down her cheeks along with the water washing over her hair.

	Her chest seized into an ugly sob. Her shoulders slouched.

	She grit her teeth and closed the fist of her good arm.

	“I don’t know what to do.” Homa said. “I feel like I don’t know why I am still alive.”

	“Your life is irreplaceable Homa; as long as you have it, there’s hope.” Kalika said gently.

	“How?” Homa shouted. “I don’t have a home– or job– I don’t have anything anymore!”

	Leija– she could not even say goodbye to Leija. She would never know if Leija was okay.

	Her gnawing sorrow began to tear free the resentment and anger inside of her.

	Kalika rubbed her shoulders a little. Homa shoved back against her suddenly to push her.

	She suddenly wanted Kalika off of her and gone. Her heart surged with violence.

	“Why are you paying me any attention?” Homa shouted. “What’s in it for you?”

	“You are deserving of kindness, simple as that.” Kalika said. “When I saw you dragged out of that Diver, and how badly you were hurt, I was upset with myself. I was in Kreuzung; I was able to fight; but everyone in my crew was blind to the true danger taking place all along. We were caught up in the crisis as helpless as anyone else. We couldn’t stop anything.”

	“Nobody could’ve done shit to stop that.” Homa grunted. “Nobody fucking wanted to.”

	“You wanted to.” Kalika said. “You fought hard, all alone, trying to stop it. Am I wrong?”

	Despite Homa’s petty resistance, Kalika never raised her voice back to her or judged her.

	She remained unfailingly kind despite how petty Homa was acting. 

	She even praised her.

	“I’m sorry.” Homa whimpered. “I’m sorry for yelling. And shoving back at you.”

	“I don’t hold it against you.” Kalika said. “I know exactly how you feel right now.”

	“You think you know?” Homa said, sobbing. “Because you’re disfigured like I am?”

	“You’re not disfigured and neither am I. We are more than our limbs.” Kalika said. “But I still remember exactly when I lost my arm. I remember what I lost with it. People I cherished; a place I belonged to; a path I believed in. I fought as much as I could, alone against a tide, to the bitter end. I will never forget that. I know you have suffered a scar like mine too.”

	“Yes. That’s right.” Homa replied weakly. She was exhausted; the tears wouldn’t stop.

	“But, I’m here now Homa. I survived back then; and so I am alive now. I am still living.”

	Homa could not help herself but to scoff. “Yeah? So then– what? I become a merc too?”

	“You can do whatever you want to. Nobody here will coerce you, I promise you that.”

	In that moment Homa was too resistant to empathy. Too bitter and angry still.

	She was collected enough not to snap or shove or be too awful to Kalika.

	But she did not want to listen to sense. Not right now. 

	She just wanted to feel the water washing over her head and back, and nothing else.

	All around her the warm water fell in a steady stream of fast, heavy droplets.

	She wished it would dissolve her and pull her down the drain.

	Homa remained quiet. Trying not to think of anything or have any sensations.

	Kalika respected her silence for a few minutes. Then, the water shut off.

	All of the warm mist began to fade. 

	And at least– Homa felt just a bit less filthy.

	“Here, I can dry you off. It’s really okay.” Kalika said.

	She retrieved a towel, and rubbed it over Homa’s hair and shoulders. 

	Homa complied.

	“Thank you.” Homa mumbled. She turned to look Kalika in the eyes.

	“It’s nothing.” Kalika replied. She smiled. “I’m just a fellow survivor.”

	“No,” Homa whimpered, “I really mean it. Thank you. For everything. Kalika.”

	Kalika pulled the towel from over Homa’s hair. “You’ll be okay, Homa.”

	

	

	“…for too long, military planning has concerned itself exclusively with the political, social and economic basis of the military endeavor, with only pale reflections of thought spared to the actual military conduct, as in the movement of the weapons and the combat aims of the forces. There is a widespread belief in the Imbrium that as long as sufficient ships are built, and the crews of these ships have enough biscuit, and the people’s unrest against war is sufficiently nullified, then the carrying-out of combat is a secondary concern. Admirals of the Imbrium Empire, during the Revolution, performed maneuvers like rigid chess strategies based purely on intuition without thought to the Union’s intentions. They had become used to equally languid Republic forces that emerged from Ratha Flow in specific formations with limited operational thinking, then clashed over the Great Ayre Reach, a flat and shallow domain with limited possibility. They expected that their larger resource base and greater quality of arms presupposed victory, and they lost many battles and ultimately retreated in shame because they had no operational theory by which to adapt to the new conditions the Union imposed on them through hit-and-run warfare and new improvised weapons, like the use of Divers hidden in benthic rifts to create unexpected marine ambushes.”

	“However, the Union, having won their right to exist, also entered a languid period in which the operational art was given very little thought. The Kansal administration believed that the building-up of the productive forces of the state was a sufficient military endeavor, and the Ahwalia regime then tried to abandon military build-up altogether. Even in the current Jayasankar administration, in which the military is the primary receiver of the state’s resources, military thinking is subordinated to production of arms, to building up rations, and conditioning the people militarily. There is great concern about having ‘only’ built a fleet numbering the low thousand of ships, supported by several thousands more Divers and scores of logistical objects and even bigger thousands of supporting personnel otherwise. While there are theorists among the military high command, the development of an operational art is nascent, and Academy graduates are still mainly taught the basic handling of weapons, and for the officers, the basics of managing people socially and politically. Thinking about the battlefield is still at a nascent, improvisational stage, where it is subordinated to thinking about shipyards, agrispheres and councils. It is not my aim with these writings to say such things should not be seen as military concerns. But focusing on these concerns exclusively, leaving the battlefield itself to happenstance, is just as foolish.”

	“It is incomplete thinking to view, solely, the deployment of economic, social and political forces as the means to render the foe suppressed; and to respond, if the foe has greater such forces, by surrendering that our own must surpass them to succeed or all else is lost. Logistics remains the mother concern, without which there can be no war– but it is in the operational art that the appropriate usage of the arms must be found, and theory developed to employ the arms and personnel that we possess in a way which maximizes a strategic aim. The Union did not secure its freedom because it had more arms than the empire, nor because its economy was stronger, and not because its social conditions were more stable. Rather, the Union operationally employed its forces to maximize their strength, exploit weaknesses, and shape the conflict itself. This is not solely because the Union has developed the most correct political system. It is not solely because of war communism as a productive model, or because the proletariat are better conditioned for war. It is my intention in this thesis to fully detail the lessons we should have learnt from past conflicts, and draw solid and sensical conclusions from them in order to extrapolate how to properly conduct war in the terms of employing arms, interacting with the enemy, and shaping the battlefield–”

	Murati Nakara heard the door to her room open behind herself.

	She adjusted her reading glasses and turned around from her desk, expecting Karuniya to have barged in– but finding someone else in her place. A salmon-pink haired, soft-faced young Diver pilot with a curvy figure and a reserved body language– the unassuming Valya Lebedova had appeared at the door. Dressed in black-spotted coveralls and work goggles, they resembled a bit more their formidable aunt, the mechanic chief Galina Lebedova. Except Valya was a bit rounder where Galina was much more well-muscled.

	“I apologize for just walking in Lieutenant! I wanted to talk to you.” They said.

	“It’s not a problem. I would have locked the door if I wanted privacy.” Murati replied.

	“I also apologize if I smell a bit oily. I was lubricating all the Diver’s joints.” Valya said.

	“That’s nice of you– but shouldn’t Cohen be in charge of that type of thing?” Murati asked.

	“Engineering is busy with the machine we picked up.” Valya said. “And, um, if I’m allowed to speak freely ma’am–” Murati nodded and Valya continued. “I feel that Gunther’s work has been noticeably bad lately. I don’t know I trust him much with my machine anymore. And if I have time, nowadays I also tune up the squad’s machines myself too. It’s fun anyway.”

	“What do you figure is wrong with Cohen? Have you heard anything?” Murati asked.

	Valya loved to do little optimizations to the machines, so they were the pilot who was most often around the engineers. Murati knew she could trust them when it came to hangar chatter. Valya was a bit bashful, but they never withheld anything from Murati.

	“It’s because of Tigris.” Valya said. “I think Gunther feels like Tigris has disrupted things.”

	“I’d call her disruptive too.” Murati sighed. “But probably not in the way Cohen means.”

	“He seems less motivated since Tigris has unofficially become our technology chief.”

	“There’s nothing I can do about that.” Murati said. “Tigris is an incredible resource for us.”

	“I agree.” Valya said. Then their voice picked up and they looked even more excited while they spoke. “I’d love to learn from her, to be honest. And she’s not just loud– she works hard! She’s not afraid to get her hands dirty and she’s the first one who lines up for repairs– we’ve already seen her suit up and go repair the ship while it’s in the water and in motion a few times already. She’s not just a ‘hangar queen’ like some big-headed engineers can be. That’s why the crew as a whole really likes her, I think. Cohen is a rules type of guy, not a fast action type of guy. I think Tigris makes him look bad, so he sulks and tries to throw the book at her.”

	Murati smiled. “I appreciate your candor, Valya. I’ll try to be in the hangar a bit more and see the situation for myself. Then I might bring it up to the Captain– I do trust you, but I don’t want to use your own experiences as evidence, otherwise you would be dragged in.”

	“Thank you, Lieutenant. I don’t like ‘office politics’ either– but it is what it is.” They said.

	“I believe I interrupted you though. You did not come here to talk about Cohen, I presume.”

	“No, I did not.” Valya said. “On a break from tuning stuff up, I looked at that combat data.”

	“What did you think? How would you rate Homa Baumann’s piloting skill?” Murati asked.

	Back in the Union, Valya participated in the Diver training programs for the Academy. Because they had mechanical engineering and piloting skills, they helped the Academy to update their Diver simulations. Valya themself was the opponent that the current crop of Academy pilots would test themselves against. The new simulations also made use of new material models for movement, weight, response, and other such properties that Valya helped to implement. Because of this, Murati sought a second opinion from Valya on the data recovered from the Delta, the diver the injured Homa Baumann had piloted.

	They had the machine down in the hangar and were working to restore it, and to make the necessary changes so it could wield Imbrian and Union weapons rather than its stock Republic kit. Murati was curious about Homa Baumann’s predicament. Had she used the machine to try to escape from danger, or had she been deployed to do battle against the Volkisch? She found her answer in the combat data of the “SEAL Delta.” It was an impressive machine, but Murati found Homa’s piloting of it quite remarkable. Before she made any decisions that the officers might typify as rash, however, she wanted a second opinion from someone whom nobody would be so quick to dismiss as reckless or impassioned.

	“Well, we lack some context. We don’t know her background.” Valya said. “But just from the data we can read off the Dive computer’s logging, I feel that she has strong fundamentals. In my view, she has definitely piloted before, and I think she piloted regularly. She has certain habits; you can see patterns in the hardware inputs that were recorded. I think that she mastered moving efficiently in a Diver, trying to cover distances quickly. Her use of weapons is not meticulous though. I don’t think she had problems killing, which is a normal hurdle for a rookie in a combat situation. Her computer recorded several kills, including a scout ship. She used all available weapons; but she was reckless with her ammunition usage.”

	“From what you saw, do you think she is a republic soldier?” Murati asked.

	Valya shook their head. “The machine was activated using an external hardware ID and did not log a pilot ID, so I cannot be certain that it was intended for her. The Delta’s depth logging began tracking the water table just above the baseplate, while the Republic ships came from above to attack Kreuzung below. If I were to extrapolate, I think Homa Baumann somehow got her hands on the Delta, activated the Delta from a lower port, and then fought her way up. She fought exclusively Imbrian model hardware, so she must have been trying to help the Republicans against the Volkisch. We can only speculate about her origins.”

	“Thank you. Your insight is invaluable. I knew I could count on you.” Murati said.

	“My pleasure!” Valya said in a chipper voice. “Let me know if you want a typed-up report.”

	“Valya, I think I want to try to recruit Homa Baumann to our cause.” Murati replied.

	“That explains your interest.” Valya said. “Well, I’m not opposed to it. She can definitely pilot that machine, and there are not a lot of other convenient options for it. Maybe if she joins the squad I can retire from piloting and focus on tuning up. Give me Cohen’s job.” 

	They grinned with a little bit of mischief.

	“You’re going to have to slow down a bit on that one.” Murati said, in good humor.

	Valya laughed. “Well, that’s my report Lieutenant. I should get back to the hangar.”

	“Indeed. Good luck, future engineering chief.” Murati said, with a little laugh.

	With a final salute, Valya left the room, the door shutting automatically behind them.

	Though the question of Homa Baumann would have to wait for some time, Murati felt that she had the answers she needed. There were more pressing concerns needing her attention.

	Murati turned back around. On her desk there was a portable and a digital keyboard.

	She had begun writing her own book. 

	Untitled as of yet; but a military treatise in nature.

	After she talked to Premier Erika Kairos, Murati had gotten the idea to write a book in her spare time. At first she considered writing a political thesis, but she realized there were enough spirited defenders of Mordecism and Jayansakarist thought in the world already. 

	However, when she sat down and thought about the state of Union scholarship, what she realized was missing was a central military thesis. A collection of techniques that actually fit the conditions of current warfare, and not the past. The Academy taught a lot of military history, and combat training taught weapons handling as well as piecemeal “tactics.” But many officers followed a script, and lacked complicated critical thinking about warfare.

	If Murati had to describe the current state of the Union’s military doctrine, and as far as she knew the Imbrium as a whole, she would have likened it to handing officers a hand of playing cards to use. “Flanking” was a good tactic, you should try to do it, the card has a pretty symbol and a high number in the corner; direct assault was a tough card to play, not one you want in your hand; the teaching of officers was trapped at that level of thinking. Specific maneuvers that should be used based on their desirability rather than the situation.

	Murati had already experienced several cases of this simplistic mentality.

	For example, The Third Battle of Thassal, where Admiral Gottwald presupposed that dividing his forces to attack from two sides would be advantageous and so he split the fleet as soon as possible, long before the battle had started. Murati predicted they would meet one element far sooner than the other and thankfully her superior officers listened to her. The Union concentrated their forces and completely nullified the advantage of the pincer by destroying one half of the flanking attack before the other half could join battle.

	However, prior to the intervention of Murati, the Union was planning to divide its forces too and meet both sides of the flanking attack. That was the entrenched, simplistic thinking.

	Even outside of conventional situations the same tactics saw overuse.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg, during the chase out of Serrano, seemingly believed her superior armaments would force the surrender of the Brigand and engaged in a direct chase of her target vessel. She gathered a fleet combat section with force protection, big guns and superior scouting capability. She had every advantage in a conventional scenario– but she did not realize that her chosen tactics contradicted her unique operational goal!

	To retrieve Elena Lettiere alive, she could not risk heavily damaging the Brigand. Showing her hand and attempting to attack them directly was foolish. Murati saw an opportunity to fight back despite being outnumbered and outgunned, exposing the contradiction between Lichtenberg’s tactics and objective and ruining her plans. A more sophisticated approach could have allowed Lichtenberg to track the Brigand until it was vulnerable to boarding or could be surrounded or sabotaged for capture. Lichtenberg was too blunt and too desperate to achieve her goal and so she employed her considerable assets to complete failure.

	Certainly, many officers in the Imbrium and the Union could exceed that level of thinking and become distinguished in battle. Murati did not think she was special. Any officer could potentially read their enemy and respond in an effective way to achieve success. But those who simply followed their script could be condemned to failure at the cost of many lives. Murati found it intolerable to accept this as the baseline for training. Officers could not be programmed like little machines with binary responses to complex situations.

	But they had been; and it would cost them.

	It was inevitable. One of many poor admirals would make a mistake someday.

	She had seen many pathetic officers in her time in the Union. They were not rare.

	And she knew this was not an individual but systemic issue. No one had fought with the Academy for better training more than Murati. Ever since she was a kid, in fact.

	She could do nothing about this now. But she could do something for the future.

	Murati wanted to teach prospective officers to read the battlefield, know their weapons, synthesize multiple types of information and consider the day to day employment of various technologies in developing plans that supported a comprehensive strategy. Best practices that could elevate an ordinary officer and empower already talented officers to shine even brighter and think even more radically. So if Murati returned alive from this journey, what she wanted to bring back to the people of the Union, was her first-hand accounts of real military combat, as well as her theories collected into a complete military doctrine.

	Since she began to write, it had taken up many hours. It would be worth it.

	In thinking about her book, Murati caught sight of the chronicle device at the end of the desk. Euphrates had given her parents’ records to her. They remained in arms reach.

	And Murati had not dared yet to open them.

	She knew some things about her parents. Her mother had been a Solceanos sister for a time and gotten an education that way, before leaving the convent with her father. Her father had been part of a long line of academics whose fates were tied to Bosporus’ chaotic world of scholarship. Until that lineage ended with Murati, who would never be a professor at a Bosporan college. And yet, she was afraid of some things she did not know. 

	There would probably be a disappointing answer as to why the General Strike failed to materialize; there would probably be some liberal ideas about war and violence; there might be some wishy-washy naïve hopes for some utopian future. Murati, who had once admired the idea of her parents greatly, now feared more disappointment in their reality.

	Rather than worry about their legacy; perhaps she wanted to focus on her own instead.

	So whenever she caught sight of that chronicle in the corner she felt compelled to write.

	It was good inspiration; but perhaps not a healthy response.

	

	

	After the shower, with permission, Kalika helped Homa to dress and got her back onto her chair. She then nonchalantly stepped in front of Homa and began to dress herself up seemingly without paying her any mind. Seeing this caused Homa to realize how close and how naked their bodies had been the whole time, and it made her run a bit hotter. 

	Kalika was laissez-faire about the whole thing, a confident nudist, to the point Homa wondered if this was what ship life habituated in people. That and the lack of privacy.

	Homa tried not to act too childish about the situation. 

	She wasn’t a kid, and Kalika had already gone over all of her body in the shower; she tried to avoid acting embarrassing. It helped her a bit when she realized that Kalika was also transgender and had not made any untoward comments about Homa in the shower. She wondered what kind of hormones Kalika was on to get that kind of figure though– unless it was a Katarran thing. Maybe it was– Katarrans were custom made in tubes–

	–or so Homa had heard. She had no first-hand knowledge of such things and,

	then her wondering, largely brainless gaze descended to somewhere sensitive,

	“Checkin’ me out?” Kalika said, a sly smile on her face. “It’s okay, I’m flattered~”

	Homa’s gaze darted back up to Kalika’s face and then sideways to avoid her eyes.

	She was remarkably pretty even with all of her makeup washed off. And her dick was–

	AAAAAAAHHHHHH

	“Uh, no, not at all. I mean– no offense or anything– I just wasn’t–” Homa mumbled.

	Kalika giggled. “It’s okay. I think I know what you must be thinking, actually.”

	Her eyes wandered down between Homa’s legs, causing her to twitch–

	“I’m afraid while they might look similar, yours definitely works– while mine does not.”

	Then with a fox-like grin, she pointed at Homa’s– and then at herself– and winked–

	THIS WOMAN–!

	–as usual Homa found only misfortune when it came to the world of “gender stuff.”

	Thankfully that was it for Kalika’s teasing. She must have seen how red Homa had gone.

	So she put her remaining clothes on with her back turned and allowed Homa to cool down.

	After that episode, they were all set to go. Kalika seemed excited to continue their trip.

	Homa was not so eager however. She put a sudden stop to the festivities.

	“Sorry. I’m feeling more tired than I thought I would be.” She said.

	“I understand. I’ll come visit again, or you can call me any time you want.” Kalika said.

	“Thanks. I really– I had fun.” Homa said. It was even true– partially– a little bit–

	Kalika dutifully wheeled Homa back to the clinic and helped her back onto her bed.

	She then left to collect the Doctor herself and inform her that Homa had been returned.

	Homa sighed deeply when Kalika left. She both welcomed the silence but felt lonely too.

	Like all of her feelings, it was a paradoxical spiral that she could not get control over.

	Nevertheless– she was in bed, she had her blanket up to the shoulder and a comfortable pillow behind her. Her skin was soft and felt moist and pliable. Her hair smelled minty like the shampoo. She felt so clean! There was nothing like the feeling of a warm blanket over freshly-showered skin. It was the best Homa had felt, physically at least, in days. Overcome with warm and tender feelings, She shut her eyes and emptied her thoughts. 

	She managed to rest a bit.

	Hours later, her breathing was troubled, her heavy lidded eyes between sleep and wake–

	“Homa? Homa, are you okay?”

	Her folded ears stood up straight. Homa recognized the world around her again.

	At her side, Doctor Kappel had been shaking her shoulder.

	“I’m sorry, doctor.” Homa said, reflexively.

	“Nothing to be sorry for. How do you feel? Your breathing sounded troubled.”

	“I’m okay. I’m breathing fine, I think.” She couldn’t remember anything from her sleep. Maybe she had a nightmare. It wouldn’t surprise her. Her mind felt like pieces barely held together.

	The doctor put her hand to Homa’s chest and wrist and seemed satisfied she was okay.

	“If something is bothering you, please know that you can speak freely.” Dr. Kappel said, bending so she was eye-level with Homa on the bed. “I’ll do everything I can for you.”

	“Thank you, doctor. I think I’ll be okay. Just a little hungry.” Homa said.

	Dr. Kappel nodded her acknowledgment. “I’ll go get you a plate. Dinner should be out.”

	Out the doctor went; and in a few moments she returned with a cheerful demeanor.

	“Minardo had Khadija as a volunteer tonight, so they actually made some Shimii food!”

	She brought a multi-sectioned tray of food, a vitamin pill, pain medication and a cup of citrus water clearly flavored by a powder. For the main course, there was a mound of fluffy yellow rice topped with roughly chopped cashews, raisins and carrot strips. There was a small mound of light brown spread flecked with chickpeas that Homa suspected was just itself mashed, seasoned chickpea. On the side, a fresh biscuit, still warm and soft, and a salad of pickled, chopped up onion, cucumber and tomato glistening with a fresh dressing.

	Homa looked over the plate. Pulao rice, an attempt at humus, shiraz salad. Everything was fragrant with the vegetal smell of pickles and the earthy scent of the spiced rice almost feeling like home. Homa rubbed the fingers of her remaining hand gently over the surface of the plastic spork that came with the tray. She forked through the rice meticulously. Turning it over, mixing up the nuts and raisins, but staring at it as if searching for something. 

	After a few moments, she sighed and worked up the courage to ask what had been bothering her as she mixed the items on the tray. It felt embarrassingly selfish.

	“Doctor– I am really grateful for the food– but is it okay if I have some meat?” She asked.

	Dr. Kappel suddenly put on a helpless expression, perhaps involuntarily.

	“I used to start every day with a pot of beef. I would make it myself– I had a little pot back home.” Homa said. She had called Kreuzung home and it tore at the glass cracks in her little soul. But she tried not to cry about it. “I would put cabbage and beef in the pot and flavor it with zlatla and top off with water. It was really simple, but I kind of miss it right now.”

	She put on a little smile. Already, she sort of knew the answer.

	Just from the Doctor’s face.

	Dr. Kappel shut her eyes and shook her head gently.

	“I’m sorry, Homa.”

	“Can you tell me why not? Is it my condition, or–?”

	“No. We just don’t keep meat aboard. It’s– well, it’s not part of our culture.”

	“I see.”

	Homa shed a tear, but she prevented herself from crying further.

	She took a sporkful of the colorful rice and tasted it.

	Her cheeks tingled suddenly– it was really quite flavorful. 

	There was the earthiness of the spice mix in the rice, the savory notes of the stock, the sweetness of the raisins, the crunch of the nuts. Strong notes of umami and a certain creaminess to the dish, an unctuous mouthfeel. While the humus was just okay on its own, it made a good companion with the warm, fluffy biscuit that melted in Homa’s mouth. Meanwhile, she was surprised at the subtle vinegary tang of the Shirazi. She expected the pickles to come in too strong and mushy, but they had bite and were dressed well.

	Compliments to that certain ‘Miss Minardo’ in the galley, and her Shimii helper tonight.

	Everything was delicious. Almost as good as Madame Arabie’s restaurant dishes.

	It just did not have any meat– and Homa dearly wished for some.

	She wished she had her pot from back home.

	She wished that she was back in Kreuzung and none of this had happened.

	“Doctor. What will become of me?” Homa asked. 

	Her little wan smile enduring bravely.

	Even as the tears started to flood from her eyes that she could no longer stop.

	“Whatever you decide, Homa.” Dr. Kappel said. “Our officers are good people, they would not force you to stay here. We are headed to Aachen– we can set you down there, with your new prosthetics, and with some money. We could help you find a place to stay. We have a few connections we can pull to get you a job, perhaps. Or you can stay with us.”

	“I don’t know who any of you really are.” Homa said, her tearful eyes meeting the Doctor’s.

	“I’m so sorry Homa.” Dr. Kappel said. She laid a hand on Homa’s shoulder and held her hand as well, trying to comfort her. “We are not trying to hide anything from you. Things are busy and I would just like you to focus on recovery. I can try to get our Captain to come talk to you as soon as possible. I understand you have many questions and need more information before making a decision. But right now, you don’t have to trouble yourself. We are a week out or so from Aachen. You can just relax and recover until your surgery.”

	“Why are you all doing this for me? I don’t understand it! Am I worth all of this?”

	Homa raised her voice.

	Dr. Kappel spoke with a gentler tone in return.

	“You are absolutely worth it. Your life is precious to me, Homa. I want you to recover.”

	“What about your crew? What do they want with me? Why would they care?”

	“They rescued someone from a horrible situation. They just want her to get better too.”

	Homa knew she was just being difficult. But she could not help but be cynical.

	“I’m supposed to believe you’re, what? A bunch of wandering heroes?” She said bitterly.

	“I’m not asking you to believe anything.” Dr. Kappel said. “As your doctor, the only thing that I am asking is that you take your meals, take your medicine, and rest up. Right now, your life does not need to move at 90 knots, Homa. I don’t know what your life was like before; and I do not need to know. Whatever you believe; whoever you are; I just want to treat you.”

	“A communist doctor; for some transport company. Whatever then.”

	Homa stopped talking and doggedly polished off the rest of her meal.

	She then turned her shoulder on Dr. Kappel, wrapping herself up in her blankets.

	Staring at the wall. Not wanting to see the doctor or anything else.

	“Let me know if you’re having nightmares, or a hard time sleeping.” Dr. Kappel said. “There are a few medications we can try to reduce your stress or to help you sleep better.”

	“Fine.” Homa said.

	“Good night, Homa.” Dr. Kappel said. 

	Still gentle with her. Still without cause.

	Homa heard her walking away, and closing the green shutters around Homa’s bed.

	She grumbled and turned and tossed in bed, feeling restless and angry. A directionless, amorphous anger, like barbed wire writhing in her chest. At first it was directed at this ship and its crew. Soon it turned inward. She felt so stupid. Ungrateful, childish, even evil.

	But she would not call back the doctor. She wanted to rot in her wicked futility.

	

	

	Later in the night, Homa rolled over in bed, groggy, and froze up at the sound of voices.

	Across the barrier from her own bed, the doctor and a patient conversed. 

	Everything was dark save for a dim white LED cluster across the plastic barrier. It cast the shadows of the doctor and patient onto the wall. Nobody had noticed that she had awakened so they spoke candidly. Homa could hear everything as they spoke. 

	She made herself small and still in bed; deeply curious.

	“–I don’t have the materials or expertise to repair this sub-dermal nanomail you have. I’ve never seen anything like it. I know you and her are under Nagavanshi’s curtain of silence. But as a doctor, I’m going to request a detailed specification of your body modifications.”

	Doctor Kappel.

	“You’re not getting one. But it’s fine. Don’t worry. What did you do to the wound?”

	That was the patient then.

	“I secured it with a sterile mesh-plate. I am hoping that promotes recovery.”

	“That’ll be fine then.”  

	“Don’t get shot in the sternum again.”

	“I wasn’t planning on it.”

	“No strenuous exercise for a few days. We need the wound sealant to incorporate. That’s only for the flesh wounds. I’ve no idea how your body will respond to other treatments.”

	“I’ll be fine with just the mesh. How is Valeriya doing?”

	“Better than you. Nothing wound sealant and stitches could not fix.”

	“That’s great. I was more worried about her than anything.”

	“You should worry about yourself some more!” Dr. Kappel sighed.

	“I only worry about the things I have no control over.”

	“Illya. Valeriya is highly dependent on you. That’s why you need to care for yourself!”

	For once, the patient, Illya, was quiet in the face of the doctor’s scolding.

	Homa thought she saw the shadow of the patient on the wall turning.

	“I’ll avoid strenuous activity for as long as I can. It’ll heal up right. Don’t worry.”

	Dr. Kappel shook her head.

	“I’ll tell the Captain you’ll both be walking out of here tomorrow then.”

	“Wouldn’t it be funny if she had me executed after you did all of this work?”

	“No, it truly would not be. Go to sleep. If not for my sake then for your poor partner.”

	Homa heard Dr. Kappel stand up and start walking away.

	That one little LED cluster went dark. Casting the entire room into darkness.

	Tired but with her mind abuzz, Homa thought about what she had heard.

	On the next bed from hers, was someone who had been shot in the chest.

	And she would recover from that injury, and leave as early as tomorrow?

	Homa was dead certain now that they were mercenaries, but she also realized they must have been formidable. They had tough chicks with body mods so scary-advanced a medical doctor had never seen them. They had a Captain who had the power of death over them. Dr. Kappel treated gunshot wounds and amputated limbs every day because of all the combat they saw. They had Katarrans with them! A Katarran like Kalika, wandering the halls being a tart at a random girl they picked up. And that science lab was growing so much food, and had its own tree– were they rich? But then what did it mean for them to be communists? 

	Could there really be rich communists?

	The more she pored over the details the more Homa just gave herself a headache.

	Would she really be alright?

	She was helpless to do anything about it.

	Turbulent images turned over in her head. Homa shut her eyes, trying to sleep again.

	“Hey, kid, trouble sleeping over there?”

	Homa’s eyes drew wide and she curled up tighter under her blankets.

	“I know you’re awake.”

	It was the patient in the next bed over– Illya. Were her blankets rustling that loudly?

	“You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to, I guess. Homa, right? You don’t have to be scared. I saw when they brought you in, so I know you’ve been through some shit. It will pass. Hell, if you’re like me, you might even like the bionic shit better. Anyway: they don’t let me ‘bother’ you, so I’ll just say this. If anyone gives you shit and I haven’t been executed for treason, you can tell me.” Illya laughed a bit, seemingly amused at the idea.

	Homa swallowed a lump and kept quiet. 

	“I have a– let’s call her a ‘kid sister’. Around your age.”

	“Where is she now?” Homa felt compelled to raise her voice after a moment of silence.

	Illya laughed again.

	“She’s on this ship actually. Maybe you’ll get along? She pilots Divers too.” Illya said.

	“Maybe. I’ll keep that in mind.” Homa said.

	“Good. Now go to sleep. Pretend you didn’t hear anything, and that we didn’t speak.”

	At Illya’s prompting, Homa shut her eyes again– and somehow, she did manage to sleep.

	She did not recall any dreams and nobody tried to wake her up hours later.

	When she next opened her eyes, she did so slowly and naturally. Her blurring vision of the room slowly came into focus, and she lifted her head from her pillow and pulled the blankets from over her hair. She looked around with a bleary expression. There was gentle yellow light from the sunlamp clusters overhead, but the white LEDs that made up most of the illumination had not yet been turned on. On one side of her bed, diagnostic equipment which had been absent yesterday was now there, perhaps ready for her surgery. 

	On the other side– Kalika was sitting in a chair.

	Homa looked at her, slightly dumbfounded. 

	Kalika noticed, smiled back and waved.

	“Good morning, Homa.” She said.

	There was a thick beige portable computer in her hands just like the Doctor’s model.

	“Good morning.” Homa said. “You don’t have to wait for me.”

	“I only got here a little bit ago.” Kalika said. “I don’t have much to do.”

	“So I’m entertaining you?” Homa said. More bluntly than she intended at first.

	“It’s not like that.” Kalika said.

	Homa laid back down, adjusting her position in bed and staring up at the ceiling.

	“Sorry.” She mumbled.

	“It’s fine. I get it. But look, I actually brought something for your entertainment.”

	Kalika stood from her chair, closer to Homa, and showed her the portable.

	Looking at it up close, and being able to hold it with her hand, it was a little bit heavier and chunkier than the types of devices like this sold in Kreuzung. The screen was 200 mm by 140 mm or so, not counting the bezel around it, and it was about 9 or 10 mm thick on the whole. There were buttons on the front bezel as well as the sides. Kalika also demonstrated that part of the top bezel slid out, and within it there were a pair of small earbuds that were permanently affixed to the machine with thin wires. Homa had never seen a device quite like this, and it did not have any corporate brand logos that she could recognize.

	Kalika helped stretch the earbud cord and put the buds comfortably in Homa’s ear fluff.

	With a few taps of her finger, she summoned a woman’s voice; a pop music track.

	Just as easily, she put on a video from one of the ship’s underside cameras, with full audio.

	Mostly marine fog. There was the odd shadow rushing past that could have been a fish.

	Then, Kalika tabbed through the interface and opened up a small book of poetry and puns.

	“There’s a lot of stuff you can do with it. And, even better for your current situation,”

	Kalika demonstrated that a pair of bracing legs could be pulled from the back of the device.

	In this way, it could sit on Homa’s lap, so she would not need to hold it all the time.

	“Um, wow. Thank you. It’s– it’s nice.” She was at a momentary loss for words.

	Homa felt touched. She was not necessarily a fan of any of the pieces of media that Kalika had so excitedly shown her on the device. But there was something so warm about it that it made her want to cry. When Kalika slid out the device’s little legs, and she could look at it sitting stupidly on her lap, this thing which initially read as a chunky beige piece of crap that was uglier and heavier and less glitzy than the devices she knew– it now felt like something that was made for her. Perhaps even something that was made for humanity— something that was made for people rather than money. It even had little earbuds attached with a design, and long enough cord, for use with Shimii ears as well as other types of ears. That would have been a separate device worth fifteen or twenty marks in Kreuzung.

	She almost wanted to ask again, who even are all of you? 

	Where does this all come from?

	But she knew– communist mercenaries or whatever– no point in asking Kalika again.

	Seeing the little device, its screen filled with a page of childish puns, made Homa laugh, a bit bitterly but also, a bit fulfilled. Her heavy heart was beating, her skin was warm.

	Despite everything– she really was alive.

	“Thank you. Now that I think about it, I haven’t listened to a lot of music.” Homa said.

	“How did you pass the time before?” Kalika asked.

	“I watched TV I guess. I read books sometimes. Mostly I worked.” Homa said. She let out a sigh and laid back in bed. “I used to work morning to night. Then I ate and I slept with the TV on. When I had a day off– ah, I can’t even remember. I guess, I haven’t thought about what I wanted to do with myself for a really long time. I wanted to make money to pay my bills.”

	“Well, one positive about being a mercenary is having decent free time.” Kalika said.

	“How about a positive of being a communist?” Homa asked bluntly.

	Kalika grinned. “Having a decent amount of free time too. Also, being in the right.”

	“Being in the right, huh.”

	Homa brushed the top of the device with one of her fingers.

	“I can’t promise promise anything, but I will try.” She whispered, smiling a little at Kalika.

	Whether Kalika had heard her or not, she simply smiled back.

	Homa started to play with the touchscreen controls again right when a new visitor appeared.

	Having walked all the way past the other beds to stop at the end of Homa’s medbay bed.

	Homa lifted her eyes from the screen to see a familiar fair and long-haired blonde woman.

	Long-legged, busty, tall and fit, a bit of makeup; a mature beauty in mercenary uniform.

	Along with a peaked cap that had a gold-bordered red star displayed front and center.

	“Greetings, Homa Baumann. I’m Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya. Let’s have a little chat.”

	

	

	After the Core Separation crisis, the Brigand finally escaped from Kreuzung Station.

	Now they traveled across the rocky and deep terrain of Eisental, close to 2000 meters deep.

	Rendezvousing with the rest of the Rotfront, before heading north-northwest to Aachen.

	Between them and the destination was almost the entire length of Eisental.

	And all of its many features. Barely recognizable in the pitch darkness and marine fog.

	Low-lying underwater peaks, rising and falling mounts, rocky stretches of flat ground; smooth silt valleys and plains where dust and sand sometimes streamed across as if carried on a wind; mineral-rich continental rifts and underwater caves. Abutted to the west by the continent wall and to the east by Jabal Khaybar. Eisental teemed with humanity in its stations, substations and ships, along with aphotic creatures languidly exploring the deep with their bioluminescent bodies. At times, an abstract tunnel of fast-moving water could be observed to snake around the darkness, spiraling here and there and into the distance, part of the treacherous Rhinean jet-streams that could have shaken to pieces a smaller ship.

	Commonly seen were small columns of gas wafting up from small pockets of geothermal activity throughout the region. Perhaps during the travel one’s sensors might pick up a particularly consistent outgassing in the distance while navigating the rocky terrain. In the northern and north-western Imbrium, like Rhinea and the Palatine, there were several areas that were home to notably livid rifts, seen to shine red with hot magma or even to crackle purple with massive, exposed clusters of high-grade Agarthicite too reactive to safely mine. These rift areas bore the prefix ‘Bad’ in their names, such as the site where Mehmed’s ambition met its end, Bad Ischl. In these names ‘Bad’ meant ‘Bath’ or ‘Hot Spring’.

	As far as humans were concerned, Eisental was a producing region. 

	Vast mining projects cut deep into the rock to extract a king’s ransom of minerals. Clusters of Agri-Spheres in the calm silt valleys harvested seabed soil, pearlite and geothermal deposit to use in meticulous and vital agroponic works. These produced multiple millions of tons of food– much of it sold unprocessed, requiring extensive logistics to deliver it to upscale grocers and restauranteurs in good condition. Hydrocarbon rigs collected petroleum and natural gas necessary for plastics, an absolutely vital component of deep ocean living. Factory complexes turned these and many more millions of tons of raw materials into products for numerous brands that had become aspirational parts of Rhinean life.

	Yet, the ocean was vast and dark, and each of these necessary parts of Imbrian living could no better see one another than the blind creatures of the abyss saw their next meal. Between all of these stations and substations were vast stretches of lonely ocean, within which it still felt as if humanity had ceased to exist and never rebuilt their world under the waves. So as the Brigand navigated the waters, the crew saw darkness, marine fog, and more silt and rock. Stray animals; and perhaps the distant blip of merchant vessels on sonar. 

	 “Onward to destiny I guess.” Olga Athanasiou said sarcastically at the empty screen.

	On the bridge of the UNX-001 Brigand, Erika Kairos, who had sat beside her, stood up.

	“Not for destiny!” Erika said. “To defy Destiny and those who would confine us to it!”

	With a dramatic flourish and a self-assured grin, she pointed her index finger at the dark.

	And so resumed the journey of the revolutionary ship from the communist Union.

	 


12.2

	A pair of dark-furred cat-like ears stood up straight and engaged in a subtle wiggling.

	“I’m hearing an Imperial ship! Ritter-class Cruiser!” Fatima al-Suhar called out.

	Several bridge officers stiffened up in their seats.

	The Ritter-class encompassed quite a few ships that had given the Brigand and its guests substantial grief in recent events. The Aleksandr detected near the end of the battle for Kreuzung; the Greater Imbria that had chased Elena Lettiere out of her home; and worst of all, the Antenora, flagship of the fearsome Norn the Praetorian. Ritters were high-tech types of vessels that could fight toe to toe with the Brigand if not give it pause outright, with comparable 150 mm guns, secondary 76 mm guns, missiles, torpedoes, drones and Divers.

	“Check for the IFF before getting nervous.” Olga Athanasiou said, in a blunt tone of voice.

	There was a rare configuration of command on the bridge. Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya was out taking care of ‘personnel issues’; Commissar Aaliyah Bashara joined her; and Premier Erika Kairos meeting the sailors and thus, also indisposed. Prior to their adventure in Kreuzung this should have made Murati the next-in-command on the bridge as First Officer. 

	Instead, Erika’s right-hand woman Olga Athanasiou was given the bridge, sitting in the big chair in her black hoodie and long casual pants, her pale hair tied up in a ponytail. This was more of a mercenary situation than the strict military regimentation the crew was used to.

	On the main screen, a small Zachikova model appeared and nodded her head.

	She pointed her round, tiny hand at waveform graph that appeared beside her little body.

	“This signal perfectly matches the ‘Day Code’ given to us by Premier Kairos to identify the Volksarmee’s acoustic beacon IFF. I am certain that this is an allied vessel.” She said.

	Olga smiled and leaned farther back in the Captain’s chair, putting her feet up.

	“That’s the Rostock then. Helm, rendezvous with them. Signals, send an acoustic hail.”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	Kamarik and Semyonova worked as instructed, efficiently and without complaint.

	“So– do you think she is ever going to learn our names?”

	On the opposite side of the bridge from signals, Torpedo Officer Alex Geninov grumbled.

	“Gamer, tis been but few moons since she joined our band. Silence your errant tongue.”

	Gunnery Officer Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa whispered back with typical verbosity.

	Olga sighed audibly at the two of them.

	“Rejoice you two; I know your names, because you get scolded the most!” She said.

	Fernanda shot Alex a glare as if to say ‘you got me in trouble again!’

	Alex squirmed in her seat, under both Olga and Fernanda’s glowering expressions.

	Even with Olga in the Captain’s chair, there could still be an air of familiarity.

	Soon after, the National Volksarmee flagship answered the Brigand’s message. Within 30 minutes the two vessels closed enough to one another for laser-based communications. On the main screen, the Rostock came to loom massively within 50 meters of the Brigand in the otherwise empty-seeming, near-black landscape of Eisental. It was the first time since they had left Thassal Station that the Brigand was face to face with an Imperial model ship on assuredly friendly terms. Quite a unique image to be seeing in ultra-high resolution.

	The Ritter-class, also known as the “Sword class,” resembled what its nickname suggested. The prow of the ship was sharp and roughly triangular, while the gently flared rear armor over the hydrojets resembled a sword’s handguard. Atop the slight curve of the top deck rested the main gun turret, its dual 150 mm barrels and their chunky drainage housings permanently engaged, unlike the Brigand’s retractable guns. But the Rostock had a few modifications. Most obviously, it had a livery, dark green with a red stripe running across the bow. In addition to the interdiction gas guns and the secondary 76 mm cannons, there were also additional jet anchor pods installed on the front and rear of the ship. Sixteen cells of vertical missile launchers were evident as well. How had Erika acquired such a vessel?

	Olga always answered the same– that is a story for another day.

	So the crew remained curious but nonetheless professional as they could be.

	“Yeah, that’s her all right.” Olga said. “Accept the hail, Sig– Semyonova. Main screen.”

	Semyonova smiled at Olga. “Yes ma’am. Right away.”

	She promptly routed the communication from the Rostock to the main screen situated on the forebridge. After a few seconds a woman appeared, saluting the entire time, rendered massively in front of everyone due to the size of the main screen. Like Olga and Erika, the captain of the Rostock had the same rectangular horns coming out of the back of her head pointed up, barely visible from behind her peaked cap. Her skin was lightly pink with orange mottles visible around her neck. On her cap, there was a silver badge that had been evidently defaced, a crude star cut over whatever it had once represented. She dressed in a long red coat over black pants and a cut-off black top, and wore her dark blue hair quite long.

	“Comrade Olga. Captain Daphne Triantafallos of the Rostock is reporting in.”

	Her voice was serious and her enunciation was very deliberate.

	Olga cracked a little grin upon seeing her.

	“How have things been, Daphne? We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, and we’re going to have do it while on the move. It is going to be pretty annoying, you know, so get ready for that. But until Erika gets back from chatting, we can take it easy for a little bit.”

	Rather than respond, Daphne glanced around.

	From her vantage, she could see some of the Brigand’s bridge crew.

	“These are Union soldiers, Olga?” Daphne asked.

	“Indeed they are.” Olga replied dryly.

	“To think– I will fight alongside the great liberators of the southern sea. It is my honor!”

	Semyonova narrowed her eyes with confusion as Daphne adopted a more compliant tone.

	“May I attend the Brigand for a spell in order to observe their operations? I’m sure we can learn something that will improve the Rostock’s efficiency!” Daphne said, with a little smile.

	Olga laughed. “Sure, sure. We’ll have a lot of people coming and going.”

	“Are we that special?” Geninov whispered, but not low enough–

	“Have some faith, torpedoes!” Olga declared almost as quickly as Geninov spoke.

	Geninov frowned, and there was some light giggling throughout the bridge at her expense.

	On the leftmost edge of the main screen, beside Daphne, a second figure peeked into the picture. Daphne turned to acknowledge her and bid her to come closer and greet everyone. In the next instant, a round-faced and pretty young woman took the opportunity to jump in, cling very close to Daphne and fully enter the picture. Dressed in a plastic, hooded coat with numerous pockets that seemed like it had either been sloppily dyed red over or blue; or that it had faded from red with specks and streaks of blue dotting its surface. When she pulled her hood down, she rendered visible her brown hair, collected into a big braid. Her skin was a brownish-grey with spots of white, but most peculiarly, she had a single horn stretching from the top of her forehead, a few centimeters long before it was broken off. Big orange eyes and rosy cheeks, gave her a more girlish and soft appearance than Daphne’s sleek edges.

	“Greetings everyone! I am Nomia Grammateas. I am Daphne’s adjutant. Nice to meet you all.”

	She spoke in a voice so dulcet-soft she earned an easy comparison to Semyonova.

	“You can catch up later.” Olga said. “Daphne, we should not stay put for much longer. We need to get the show moving. Pull the Rostock alongside us, we’ll synchronize navigation data. We can use shuttles or Divers to ferry personnel between the ships in motion.”

	Daphne acknowledged with a shallow nod.

	In a corner of the main screen, a camera picked up movement and brought up a picture-in-picture showing the ocean ahead of them and what had been detected. There was only one sight to see. The Rostock began to pull water through its jets again, leaving the area of the forward cameras to be picked up by side cameras. Slowly circling around the Brigand to face in its direction while maintaining a fifty meter distance from starboard. Olga ordered Kamarik to get the Brigand moving also; the two ships resumed their journey together.

	Olga sat back in the Captain’s chair and shut her eyes for a moment. 

	She thought of the amount of work ahead of them before Aachen. They had to synchronize the data of both ships; come up with a slew of protocols for working together; collate a shared inventory; make communications routine enough that both crews became habituated to working together and making joint decisions; all of this just in the middle of the ocean while hurtling toward greater troubles. There would be even work at Aachen, and even more to do once they worked out any kind of plan against the Volkisch Movement.

	As with all previous events that transpired– Olga simply grinned to herself.

	There was a lot of toil ahead, and she would certainly complain.

	But she was excited to be out of that stuffy Kreuzung station and back in the ocean.

	In the ocean, where there was a fight, there was the possibility of change. 

	Victory or death.

	Erika’s dream was one step closer to being realized. 

	And that was all that mattered to her. A world where Erika would not need to work.

	

	

	At Dr. Kappel’s request, Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya visited her clinic. 

	Of the many meetings on her schedule this would be the first. 

	She was grateful for the opportunity to put off the disciplinary meetings with Illya and Valeriya– and Zachikova and Arabella after them. She also had a meeting with Erika, Murati, Euphrates and Tigris to catch up on the events surrounding Arabella, the Omenseers, and “Psionics.” Then she had to finally reprimand Marina. Compared to all of those topics, talking to Homa Baumann, if not any lighter, would at least be easier to approach.

	Ulyana walked into the clinic and made note that all of the disciplinary hearing subjects had already been collected from their beds by Akulantova and taken to the meeting place. Aaliyah was likely already there with them. There were a pair of sailors helpfully assisting in putting away the plastic screens that had been installed between each bed. It made the clinic look a lot less occupied. There was one barrier at the end that would not yet be moved.

	Behind it was Homa Baumann.

	(And Kalika Loukia, seated beside her and in the middle of conversation.)

	Ulyana arrived swiftly, interrupting the two and introducing herself.

	“Greetings, Homa Baumann. I’m Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya. Let’s have a little chat.”

	In her bed, Homa Baumann looked– small. 

	She was not necessarily a very short girl, and it was not necessarily because Ulyana herself was taller than average. Rather, Ulyana felt that Homa was making herself small, distant. She was nervous and closed off. Whether voluntarily or not, she seemed like she was shrinking back from Ulyana. Compared to when Ulyana had last seen her, when she was brought into the ship, Homa was cleaned up and healthier, her dark hair attaining a lively luster again, her eyes brighter. She was looking even skinnier than she did in Kreuzung, when she greeted Ulyana at the port. But she was eating again, so she would be restored in time.

	“Do you recognize me, Homa? We actually met when my ship arrived at Kreuzung.”

	Homa briefly glanced at Kalika and then back to Ulyana.

	“Yes, I do recognize you.” Homa said. “I remember. The Pandora’s Box– I always knew you guys were shady.” She averted her gaze. “Two days ago– I had just been operated on and I was really freaked out. But I get it– I’ve ended up on a mercenary vessel. Isn’t that right?”

	“Close. I suppose you could say that about our present situation.” Ulyana smiled.

	Homa narrowed her eyes.

	“Are you going to try talking in circles around it too?”

	“No. I will tell you everything you want to know. Then you can decide whether to stay with us or part ways. So just ask. I can spare ten or twenty minutes. You can ask me anything.”

	For a moment, Homa was warier than she had ever looked.

	“What happens if you tell me your secrets and let me go, and I snitch to the Volkisch?”

	Kalika sighed openly and put her biological hand over her face in response.

	Ulyana smiled, because it was such a farcical proposition, and such a prickly response.

	She was not threatened in the slightest. 

	This outburst came from a place of hurt.

	“Nothing will happen to you. At least not by our hand.” Ulyana said. When she spoke her voice was gentle but firm. “You can go directly from our ship to the Gau office at Aachen. Nobody will stop you. You can say what you want to say to them, and certainly we may be inconvenienced by it, but more than likely you will end up being arrested by them and we will just escape and find another way to conduct our business. You have some lurid fantasies if you think I’m going to silence a helpless girl as a threat to our security. We operate just a bit more ethically than that. Besides, you hate the Volkisch too, don’t you?”

	That final point was the most important one.

	Knowing what Ulyana knew about the situation, made it much easier to sell things softly.

	Had Homa been any more ambiguous– she may well have had to cover off the possibility.

	But the sad, withdrawn girl in front of her was no threat to anyone right now.

	She would not do anything to merit extreme measures.

	“What makes you say that?” Homa said bitterly. “There’s a lot of Volkisch Shimii now.”

	Homa could not meet her eyes. She had never once looked at Ulyana directly as they spoke.

	Poor girl. Her voice was trembling. Her state made Ulyana’s heart quiver with pity.

	“You fought them in Kreuzung. You killed them too. You threw yourself right at them.”

	At the sound of the word ‘killed’ Homa seemed to flinch and stare down at her own lap.

	“Homa. Please. Nobody will hurt you.” Kalika finally interrupted.

	She reached out a hand to comfort her– and Homa gently shied away from it.

	“It’s not that.” Homa said. Partially through gritted teeth. Her hand clutching her blanket.

	“Homa,” Ulyana said, believing it was time to just put everything on the table with finality, “I’m a Captain of the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice’s Navy.” She waited a moment for Homa to draw her eyes wide. “You may have heard of us referred to as rebels or bandits; but we are communist soldiers and we have not come here to plunder or enrich ourselves. We are here to help the people of Eisental to resist the Volkisch Movement.”

	“The Union?” Homa said. Her lips quivered. “So you’re not mercenaries. You’re real soldiers.”

	Her initial shock seemed to quickly abate, but she still could not lift her eyes from the bed.

	“Before either mercenaries or soldiers, we’re all communists.” Ulyana said. She bent over slightly to try to get closer to capturing Homa’s eyes. Homa continued to avoid her gaze. “We don’t want to cause you unneeded suffering, Homa. When we dock at Aachen, no matter what, you will have a chance to leave. But we know that you fought the Volkisch at Kreuzung. If you are opposed to their injustices, then we can be your allies in that regard.”

	Homa narrowed her eyes. Her ears folded. She looked more conflicted than before.

	“You don’t have to make any decision right now.” Ulyana said. “You don’t even have to decide when we get to Aachen. Take your time and think about it. Staying with us will put you in a lot of danger– but as long as you remain here, we will feed you and take care of you. You’re not the only guest we have. We don’t have infinite capacity but we can certainly help you. We’re not in the habit of abandoning innocent girls to the elements. We will not make you fight either, so you do not have to worry about that. You can still do what you want with yourself. But if you want to leave, you can leave. We’ll do our best to assist you.”

	Homa bowed her head. Her hair fell messily over her face, enough to cover her eyes.

	“Why?” Homa asked. “I don’t understand why– why would you be like this? Didn’t one of you look at the data from my machine? I was afraid you wanted me to fight. So– why–?”

	Ulyana suppressed a laugh. 

	She must have gotten wind of Murati’s thoughtless intentions.

	“I’ll tell Murati Nakara off if she gets too excited. I am not recruiting you Homa.”

	“I don’t understand!” Homa cried out. “Why would you be this accommodating? I’m just some nobody! No, even worse– I’m just a big target now! I killed Volkisch back at Kreuzung. I killed dozens– no, hundreds of them! So I’m a murderer and a criminal! They’ll find me and hunt me down and make me pay! Meanwhile I’ll just take up space, eat your food, and you’re even giving me a free surgery. I don’t understand why you would do any of this for me!”

	Homa had made her own voice crack several times. She was losing control.

	Ulyana tried to reassure her again.

	“We are doing this much for you– because it’s right, Homa. Because causing you harm or neglecting you is the senseless, needless option.” Her calm gaze met Homa’s impassioned eyes directly for the very first time in their conversation. “Because I couldn’t live with myself throwing you out of this ship knowing you have no means to sustain yourself. Because what is convenient for me is not what is right or just for the world. That is why, Homa. We can adjust the rations; we can get more medicines; we can move around people so you can have a place to sleep. But we rescued you; we have a responsibility to help you!”

	That screaming which had shaken itself out of her chest seemed to leave Homa hollow.

	“I– I–” Homa began to weep. “I see. I see. I– I don’t have any more questions. Sorry.”

	She turned suddenly in bed, wrapping herself in her blankets, turning her back and sobbing.

	Ulyana looked at Kalika, silently requesting her input.

	Kalika shook her head and made a waving hand gesture as if to say ‘go, I’ve got this.’

	Ulyana nodded back. 

	She turned her own back on Homa’s bed for now and walked away.

	In her years as a Captain she had built up some experience dealing with traumas like this.

	And she herself had a complete breakdown too– after the Pravda incident in the Union.

	Back then she had completely blamed herself for the accident.

	For the sinking of the newest Union dreadnought and the loss of hundreds of lives.

	Ulyana knew the sound of those words that Homa spoke against herself.

	Blame and self-hatred and confusion. After the Pravda sank, the questions would torment her mind for years. “Why did I live when others lost their lives?” “Where did I go wrong?” “How can I keep living like this?” To silence those voices, Ulyana drank and fucked and retreated from the world. She ignored her friends and shouted and spat at any stranger who tried to drag her back or to give her a way out. Only Nagavanshi eventually succeeded.

	She saw so much herself in Homa that it was almost painful to bear witness to it.

	Ulyana had grown too, however. She was not still the woman of mere months ago.

	For a woman in her mid-30s, the last few months had done the work of years.

	Overcoming had been slow– but she forgave herself.

	She would not avert her gaze from Homa. She had to meet that girl’s eyes at her level.

	She also knew that trying too hard to help could become its own torture for poor Homa.

	Instead Ulyana hoped that Homa would slowly accept the everyday kindness of living on the ship and come to a decision for herself. Exposed to the frequent and unexceptional kindness that everyone on the Brigand would receive in their time of need. She hoped that given the right opportunities to fight her own helplessness, Homa would take them and it would build her spirits back up, so that she felt like she had found her own power and purpose again. 

	That was what the Brigand and its mission, had done for Ulyana herself.

	Ulyana had learned to forgive herself for the Pravda.

	All she wanted for Homa, was that she could forgive herself for her own tragedy.

	At least Kalika had put herself at Homa’s dispensation. Having a friend would help.

	There was not much Ulyana could do. She walked out of the clinic feeling ambivalent.

	Walking slowly through the hall to have a moment’s peace to decompress.

	Before all of the exhausting meetings about to come.

	“Homa Baumann is the least of my problems.” Ulyana said to herself.

	Still– that meeting had been nowhere near as simple as she had hoped it would be.

	People could hurt so badly– in every piece of them, the cruel Imbrium could put a scratch.

	Just like the Brigand itself, sailing immaculate before being patched up over and over.

	All Ulyana could do was keep patching, to keep the water out.

	Several doors down the hall, her next problem awaited in a nondescript meeting room.

	There was a table, some chairs, the blue walls, nothing exceptional or different.

	Akulantova at the door; Aaliyah waiting on the other end of the room, alone.

	And between them, Illya Rostova, her arms crossed; and Valeriya Peterburg, avoiding eyes.

	Perhaps one of her most dangerous set of problems.

	“Have they been behaving?” Ulyana asked upon walking in.

	“They know better than to piss me off worse than they already have.” Akulantova replied.

	Her voice was gruffer than usual. She was more unreservedly blunt to these two.

	Neither Illya nor Valeriya made a sound despite being mentioned so roughly.

	Ulyana walked around them and took a seat next to Aaliyah.

	“Are we ready to begin, Captain?” She asked.

	“We have to be.” Ulyana said. She meet Aaliyah’s eyes– her Commissar looked wary too.

	Together, the two of them faced Illya and Valeriya on the other side of the table.

	“Let’s cut the bullshit.” Ulyana said immediately. Aaliyah’s ears stood on end. “You two don’t respect me or Chief Akulantova. You are probably laughing to yourselves because Akulantova values human lives and I was just an ordinary ship Captain. You probably don’t respect Aaliyah because she’s ‘just’ a Commissar too. Am I wrong? You believe your special forces clique are the center of the universe don’t you? That you are all above the law?”

	“Captain–!” Aaliyah gasped with surprise. 

	Ulyana did not draw her eyes away from Illya.

	Even Akulantova had her eyes drawn wide at the Captain’s aggression.

	Illya raised her eyes from the table, her icy gaze meeting Ulyana’s passion.

	“Dead wrong.” Illya said. “I believe no such things, Captain.”

	“Then I misread you. I sincerely apologize. Let us put it behind us.”

	Ulyana reached out a hand to shake. Illya looked at it and quizzically returned the gesture.

	Neither of the two made any sort of show of their hand shaking. 

	Just an ordinary firm shake. As if nobody had shouted.

	When their hands retracted, Ulyana crossed her arms. She let out a breath.

	“Tell me why you and Valeriya left the ship without authorization, in full combat gear.”

	Illya shut her eyes. “To rescue Zachikova.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me? Do you think I would have forbid her rescue?” Ulyana said.

	“I worried you might put the mission ahead of a single crew member.” Illya replied.

	“And you wouldn’t?”

	“I don’t leave people behind if I can help it.”

	“People, writ large– or people, as in just your former squadron?”

	“We would have done the same. For you.”

	Valeriya finally spoke up in the middle of them. She was covering her mouth with her hand and would not make eye contact with anyone. Both of them were dressed in the Treasure Box uniforms, and Valeriya was not given her tactical mask back to wear. So she was covering her face and speaking from behind her fingers. While Illya’s body language was firm and determined, Valeriya looked shaken and unable to hold her gaze on anything.

	Despite this, she spoke up when she needed to.

	Ulyana sighed. These two weren’t necessarily ill intentioned– just difficult.

	Difficult girls whose history Ulyana was not allowed to know.

	For the first time Ulyana felt that it would be difficult to make friends here.

	She had to be the boss, rather than the inspirational figure or the ship dad.

	“You misjudged me as well, Illya Rostova. In that situation, I would not have abandoned Zachikova. Our mission has paramount importance, of course– but I need my crew to complete my mission. I need Zachikova, you, and Valeriya. More than that– I am responsible for you. It would take the most dire circumstances for me to abandon you.”

	For the first time, Valeriya briefly glanced at Ulyana directly.

	“It’s my responsibility– what we did.” Illya said, raising her voice as if hoping to center all attention on herself. Meeting Ulyana’s eyes while reaching out a hand and gripping Valeriya’s shoulder to comfort her. “When I’m wrong, I’m wrong. I own up to it. You’re partially right, Ulyana Korabiskaya. I do not know you as a Captain. So I would rather break a few plates, and be yelled at, and learn my lesson, than lose my chance. So I went out and brought back Zachikova. Because she was a comrade– and friend. So I just broke the plates.”

	“Does this mean henceforth you will correct your behavior?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Yes.” Illya said. “Next time this happens, I’ll follow protocol and trust you.”

	“We’ve been pretty speedy decision-makers when it has mattered. We could have avoided a lot of trouble.” Ulyana said. “Anyway. Let me be clear about where we stand. You are all valuable members of my crew. I have decided to punish you, and the punishment has been decided too. But I will expect both of you to continue doing your jobs, and to perform with excellence. I expect you to follow orders. You want those guns out of their lockers, you request it from the Chief. You have a situation, you report it to me or to the Commissar– or hell, even Murati! We just can’t afford to be completely in the dark. You had that scuffle with Ahwalia, and now this. You will learn to cooperate with others properly. That is the only thing you are missing. You must recognize that you are part of my team. Understood?”

	“Yes, Captain.” Illya said. “I intended no disrespect. I am not trying to subvert command.”

	“Good. And while you intended no disrespect, you disrespected me nonetheless.”

	“I apologize, Captain. I will do whatever it takes to rectify the situation.”

	“Just do your job. Do it right. Look at Klara and Lian for examples.”

	Illya seemed to bristle ever so slightly at that suggestion, but said nothing more.

	Maybe she was a good girl after all.

	Ulyana turned to Valeriya and spoke to her directly.

	In that instant Illya looked more alarmed for a moment.

	“You care about Illya quite deeply. But don’t just do whatever she tells you. I want you to be able to exercise your own judgment and rein her in if you must. Are we clear?”

	Valeriya nodded her head quietly. It was difficult to be firm with her.

	“Good. You two have demonstrated a lot of skill– I will be needing you. So shape up!”

	The Captain turned her attention back to Illya and smiled.

	“Now, let bygones be bygones, agree to do better next time– and accept your punishment.”

	From a corner of the Akulantova, who also had a grin on her face, picked up a box.

	She dropped the box in the middle of the table between Illya and Ulyana and chuckled.

	“You are all cordially invited to café Last Resort Rations. Three meals a day, two weeks.”

	Ulyana opened the plastic box to unveil several compressed bricks of food vacuum packed in transparent wrappers. Each of them had a sticker with the packing date, fall-off date and the name of the item. She held up one which was a muddy dark color and had specks of green within it. It was evident through the packaging that the brick was dense and crumbly.

	“Look! Soy sauce cabbage congee! Amazing!” Ulyana said, putting on a sadistic smile.

	Aaliyah picked one up and showed it off with the exact same expression as Ulyana.

	“And here we have red rice with beans and peppers. Scrumptious.” Aaliyah said.

	“But we’re not monsters here. You’ll also have water from your rooms, and one of these.”

	Ulyana produced from the ration box a tiny two-piece alcohol stove, a pack of fuel tablets for the portable stove and a little steel cup. An entire portable mess kit for survival use.

	“You can bite straight into the food bar, or you can dissolve the contents into a little stew.”

	“Three a day.” Aaliyah added. “We will be checking in on you to make sure you eat them. If you even as much as look at Minardo’s cooking we have some creative ideas to make this worse, so it’s best to steel yourselves for it now. While you eat, think about what you’ve done and the social contract for being on this ship. I don’t care how classified or not the two of you are; you’re under the Captain’s command and my supervision. End of story.”

	Enjoying herself far too much, Ulyana pulled out a third bar and waved it gleefully.

	“Straight out of our old homeland: buckwheat with mushrooms and algae!”

	Aaliyah followed her, producing a fourth block. “Homestyle tofu rice with green onion.”

	“I get it, I get it.” Illya said. “We’ll eat out of the box and be good girls from now on.”

	Valeriya nodded her head alongside Illya.

	Even she looked a bit more amused than before at the nature of the punishment.

	“Did you think we were going to vent you of an airlock?” Ulyana asked.

	“No, more like shoot me in front of the crew as an example.” Illya said.

	“We’re not putting that entirely off the table on a repeat offense.” Aaliyah replied.

	Now it was Ulyana’s turn to look momentarily shocked at her Commissar’s aggression.

	Off to the side of the table, Akulantova made a face and averted her eyes.

	Illya and Valeriya looked completely unphased by the comment.

	“Well– I suppose that is most of what needed to be said on this topic.” Ulyana said trying to fill in the sudden silence, and wanting to move on to her next meeting. “Illya and Valeriya; we will be monitoring you more closely from now on. I want us to have a better relationship. My style of leadership is that I want to trust that everyone working for me is an adult with an ethical compass who can do their job correctly and communicate well. I am grateful that you were able to bring Zachikova and Arabella back safely. But you have shaken my trust in you — needlessly — and it will need to be rebuilt. But I want to believe in you two.”

	Illya nodded her head. “Acknowledged. I will endeavor toward excellence, Captain.”

	“See that you do.” Ulyana said. “Is there anything more you want to tell me?”

	“Actually, there is, Captain. There is something you can do for me.”

	Ulyana awaited for Illya to explain– instead she got up from her chair.

	Akulantova stiffened up– Aaliyah was about to shout for her to sit until dismissed–

	But everyone quieted when Illya kneeled beside Valeriya, taking her hand.

	“Valeriya Peterburg, will you marry me?”

	In that moment, Valeriya’s eyes drew wider open than Ulyana had ever seen them.

	She was rendered perhaps more speechless than usual.

	“I want to take care of you forever. I never want to leave your side.” Illya continued. “So much has happened to you for following me all of this time. For every one of my horrid decisions, you have supported me. At my every lowest point, you have been forced to watch me struggle to stand. Whenever I falter, you are forced to save me. When we were in the middle of a firefight again, I trusted you with my life, but I was– I was so deeply afraid for yours. I can’t pretend like this will make up for everything, but it’s a real commitment I can make to you right now. I want to spend the rest of my life treating you like a queen, Valeriya.”

	Aaliyah and Ulyana stared in mute surprise. They glanced at each other helplessly.

	Valeriya lifted her hand from over her mouth– she was smiling, a little bit.

	“Y-Yes. Thank you.” She whimpered, her voice lower than ever. 

	Her eyes glinted with a hint of tears. But she was smiling, happier than ever.

	From her kneeling position, Illya turned to face the others.

	“As soon as possible I want this to be completely official. The Commissar is a communist party official, so she can notarize; and the Captain and Akulantova are our two witnesses. We have cohabitated for years. I want to marry her. You don’t have to put me on any lists for bigger rooms or whatever the fuck– just fill out the form for us. Please.”

	Illya sounded far more serious than she had been during the entire conversation before.

	This meant even more to her than her life, Ulyana thought.

	These two– they really were very difficult women. But very tender too.

	Aaliyah sighed. “I’ll add your paperwork to my unending list of things that need doing.”

	“Thank you, Commissar, Captain, Chief.” Illya said. “Truly. Thank you for everything.”

	“You two are always the biggest pain in my ass.” Akulantova said. “Congratulations.”

	“Congratulations.” Ulyana said, helpless to add anything more substantial.

	“Congratulations.” Aaliyah added in a monotone voice.

	All of the reluctance in the world had taken residence in her. She was nearly shaking.

	Regardless, there was a confession and everyone accepted it.

	Illya and Valeriya stood up, and Valeriya threw her arms around Illya without hesitation.

	In return, Illya kissed her with her own unreserved passion, the audience be damned.

	Neither of them stretched out the scene any further. After the kiss, they were dismissed.

	Illya took the box of rations and carried it, beside an uncharacteristically smiley Valeriya.

	Akulantova watched them go with a critical expression, jaw twitching with irritation.

	And so concluded that piece of business.

	“Well,” Ulyana said, “Never knew this whole mess would end in a wedding. Fun, huh?”

	Aaliyah stared sidelong at Ulyana, frowning, her arms crossed, seated back on her chair.

	“Personally, I must express disapproval. But administratively, I will comply.” She said.

	Ulyana laid a hand on her shoulder with a smile. “That’s our charming Commissar.”

	“Hmph.” Aaliyah’s ears folded, but she did not shake Ulyana’s hand off her shoulder.

	

	

	Another meeting room door opened in the wake of the Captain and Commissar.

	Seated across the table from Arabella and Zachikova this time. Both of them out of their hospital beds and back in uniform. Arabella had been retrieved with some truly grisly wounds, and had recovered exceptionally. However, ever since she was brought aboard she had refused to take on any color in her skin or hair. A pale girl with completely white hair and pale eyes, even the once flush and vascular tips of her horns were stark white. 

	Meanwhile Zachikova was still quite herself, but she was nursing a serious injury to her leg and sat on a wheelchair during the meeting. For once she had an emotion on her face.

	She looked nervous.

	As soon as Ulyana and Aaliyah took their seats across the table, Arabella bowed her head.

	She bowed so low that her hair covered her face. Aaliyah sighed.

	They heard her sob but could not see her tears.

	“I apologize for the danger I brought upon all of you. I am so deeply sorry.” Arabella said.

	Zachikova remained quiet, her hands on her lap with the fingers curled into fists.

	“We are still almost completely in the dark about what this danger was,” Aaliyah said, “and about your role in it,” she then turned to face Zachikova, “and why you snuck out to go after her without telling anybody. More than punishing anyone, we need to understand the circumstances. We can leave some things to a report, but I want a motive.”

	Zachikova raised her eyes from the table and met Aaliyah and Ulyana’s gazes.

	“She went missing and I had a feeling she was in danger. So I went after her.” She said.

	“When a crew member goes missing, Braya Zachikova, we form a rescue party, and then we know where everyone is, what they are doing, and we can coordinate them. When we work together we have a much higher chance of bringing everyone back safely!”

	“I had an emotional response.” Zachikova said. Averting her eyes.

	“It’s not that I can’t sympathize with that. We are all emotional on this ship.” Ulyana said, entering the discussion. “But when another crew member’s life is on the line, we need to temper our emotions with rationality. We can’t act on pure impulse. There is always enough time to make sure the crew knows what you are doing and can back you up. Zachikova, the way you decided to do this could have jeopardized your life, that of Arabella, and Illya and Valeriya, who also went after you in secret. You could have all died without us ever knowing where you were, or what had happened to you. Akulantova had to run out to find you! You should thank her for your lives. We can’t allow this to repeat ever again.”

	Zachikova paused to think for a moment. 

	But even she seemed frustrated with her own response when next she spoke.

	“I understand perfectly well. It’s not like me– but Arabella isn’t like anyone else to me.”

	“It was my fault.” Arabella interrupted. “Please do not chastise Braya.”

	“I must chastise her.” Ulyana said. “Because she knows better than to have done this.”

	“I know– but what I mean is, I called out to her in a panic. I called out to her to save me.”

	“You’re talking about psionics, aren’t you?” Ulyana said. 

	Betraying a sudden weariness.

	Arabella nodded her head. Aaliyah narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms.

	“Zachikova heard my psionic screaming. That’s the reason she came after me.” Arabella said.

	“You don’t have to make excuses for me. I made my own decision.” Zachikova said.

	“Let her talk.” Ulyana said. “Arabella. Why did you run away in the first place?”

	Arabella looked utterly defeated as she spoke. 

	They could barely see her face and she was weeping. 

	“When you came back from your meetings with the United Front groups, I caught the scent on you– the scent of some awful people of my own kind. They are known as Enforcers of the Syzygy. They are brutal and they disdain hominins. I was terrified that they were plotting to trick you and kill everyone here. I felt that I needed to go after them– that only I could do it– in order to protect Braya and all of you. I prepared for a few days by gathering my old memories and then I escaped to go after them. Perhaps it was also the hunger– pushing me into conflict with them. But ultimately, I did what I did. It was reckless and useless. I did enormous damage to my mind and body, and betrayed your trust, for nothing.”

	“Have we really just not engendered any trust in you all?” Ulyana said sternly.

	Somehow, she felt more saddened that nobody reported to her when they were in need.

	Perhaps because that was something easier to grasp than the rest.

	“You caught the scent of your kind on us?” Aaliyah asked. “So we met with Omenseers?”

	Arabella nodded her head.

	“So these Enforcers you mentioned– we can rule out Erika and her troops, or Arabella would have made her scene on the ship rather than vacated it. We can also rule out the demsocs, since Gloria was not physically present but Orlan is on the ship and getting along–” Ulyana felt her heart beat faster. She recalled the strange behavior of the anarchists, utterly false in their ideology and confessing that they believed some bizarre theories. 

	“It was Zozia and Ksenia then.” She finally said. The Imbrium was cruel indeed.

	“I might be able to describe their hominin likenesses for you.” Arabella said.

	“So you were not successful in eliminating them.” Aaliyah said.

	“I’m afraid not.” Arabella said. “They almost killed me. I wasn’t strong enough.”

	“Then we’ll be running into them again at Aachen.” Ulyana said gravely.

	Aaliyah’s tail stood up straight. “We need more info– how do we even respond to this?”

	“Arabella, are you okay with telling us all of this? You don’t have to do this.”

	Zachikova spoke up in defense of Arabella. Aaliyah shot her a furious look.

	Ulyana laid her hand on Aaliyah’s shoulder and shook her head to stop her going further.

	“Zachikova. Arabella saved our lives back at Goryk. We deferred prying into her affairs back then. But now we need more information. We are not doing this out of convenience– if we want to protect her from her enemies, who clearly meant her harm, then she has to work with us. She can’t keep going around behind our backs anymore. Do you understand?”

	In response, Zachikova quieted and averted her gaze. Arabella held her hand briefly.

	“It’s okay, Braya.” Arabella said. She put on a brave face.

	Facing an Ulyana trying her damnedest to smile, and Aaliyah’s fiercely skeptical eyes.

	Arabella began to speak, and she told Ulyana and Aaliyah something new.

	“My name is Arabella– it is what I was originally called. Arbitrator I– that was something my sister made up. Her name was Caderis– now Arbitrator II.” Arabella began. Then her tone grew impassioned, and the things she said made both Aaliyah and Ulyana stare fixedly. “My sister and I were created as weapons. Biological weapons. By people up there.” She pointed at the ceiling. She clearly meant the surface. Ulyana and Aaliyah followed where her finger pointed with wide-eyed confusion. “They used DNA from the original Omenseers to make us. We were meant to be extremely adaptable weapons that could be used to control the hominins. Hominins were more scared than ever, and fighting each other, and the world was in a truly horrid shape. When I was born, the sky was already purple. ‘Biomechanoids’– as they called us– did not need fuel or munitions, and we could repair ourselves– and we derived our fighting energy from the most abundant resource left in the world. Expendable, infinitely replaceable hominins. We could kill them, eat them, and then kill more.”

	Ulyana could hardly believe what she was hearing. She did not know how she could reply.

	Or at least, that was her snap reaction. 

	After a few moments she realized the world had been overturned and made a farce in front of her eyes so many times already. She could believe almost anything after she overcame her initial shock. Then again– judging by Homa’s reaction, to her, communism was as incomprehensible as the idea of talking to a surface world bioweapon. So perhaps musing on the weirdness of the particulars here was nothing but good old human emotion.

	Aaliyah did not raise her voice to interrupt either.

	She had her arms crossed, she had her eyes to the table. Mulling over as Arabella spoke.

	Hearing no interruptions, Arabella caught her breath, continued– but quickly deteriorated.

	“I wish I could tell you more– about my self or Caderis or the original ancient peoples. I wasn’t lying when I said it takes me some time to remember my memories. I’m sorry. It’s because I’m not a real person– I believe you are all real people, and I’m a fake person. Back then– the hominins came up with the idea that there were ‘Genuine Human Beings’ who had to survive. But I’m not one of those– because Genuine Human Beings have a normal brain, and they have a soul too and God loves them. I’m a ‘Biomechanoid’– I’m only conscious because of a DNA computer inside me. Not because I’m a person. And–” Arabella grew more distraught as she spoke. Zachikova started to look at her with clear distress. But she also did not interrupt. She seemed as shocked as everyone else. Arabella looked like she had to make a physical effort to control her stuttering and complete her sentences again. “I know it must sound dumb, and I’m really sorry! But I broke the computer! I wanted to get all of the data blocks out of it and read them again but I was careless and now I can’t remember half the things I should know anymore. Back then– I put them all away, because I was scared of everything and I wanted to run away! But then when I wanted to be brave all of the blocks are broken and I cannot read them now! I’m really sorry! Now I’m useless to everyone!”

	“Arabella, please calm down!” Ulyana said. She reached out and held both of Arabella’s hands in her own, giving her knuckles a gentle squeeze with her thumbs. “It may be cold comfort to you– you have experienced things we can’t possibly imagine– but I believe you are a human being! Humanity is more than just your biology. You’re human to me– I care about you.”

	Hands smashed down on the table from beside Arabella.

	“And it doesn’t matter if she isn’t a human being!” Zachikova said suddenly. Angrier and more emotional than she ever had been. She stole one of Arabella’s hands from Ulyana and held it herself. Arabella turned to look at her, Zachikova with her cybernetic eyes that still wept, her brain implants and her antennae-like ears. “Humans aren’t the only things worthy of existing in the world and having their lives respected! I know– I know what it is like to not feel human. Arabella, you don’t have to be ‘a person’– you’re important to me! To hell with the computer too! You’re more than the data some bastards left behind! I don’t care about it!”

	“Braya–” Arabella’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry– I broke it– I’m–”

	“I told you before. I need you. You’re not useless– never say that again. Never.”

	Zachikova squeezed her hand.

	Arabella shut her eyes and smiled. She took in a deep breath.

	“Thank you. I won’t say it again Braya. I won’t say it again. I’m so sorry.”

	Both of them wept and held each other’s hands and fixed their gazes.

	Intertwining fingers, tearful smiles.

	Ulyana could have almost cried herself. 

	Zachikova had changed a good bit since the Brigand had set out too.

	She had found the person who, in the entire ocean, brought out her warmest feelings.

	“Arabella, we’re not here to torture an innocent girl for information.” Aaliyah said, piercing the silence that had befallen the room as the lovers comforted each other. Ulyana could see that it was taking her some effort to hold her own passions in the midst of all of this emotion. “I can understand that with the trauma and injury you’ve suffered, which would have killed any ordinary person, you are unable to recall what has– apparently– been an incredibly long life’s worth of complicated information. I’m not going to insist on wringing your memories out of your mind. The Captain is correct– before we are military officers, we are communists. For now, try not to stress out over your lost memories.”

	Arabella looked from Zachikova over to Aaliyah and wiped her tears.

	Her eyes shut– 

	and in an instant, her skin flushed, turning a light brown with a slight pinkness.

	Color surged across her skin like a time-lapse of a flower blooming. Her hair became dark purple-blue, shrunk to back-length, with somewhat disorderly bangs. When she reopened her eyes they had become blue and purple as well. Her horns glowed with thin purple veins. She gave off a very different kind of presence. No longer slouching and defeated.

	As her lover had found her warmest feelings; Arabella found her colors again.

	Zachikova stared speechless at the rapid transformation, still holding Arabella’s hand.

	Arabella squeezed that hand with a fond expression on her face.

	She suddenly looked much more like herself.

	“Thank you, Commissar, Captain. I’ve been a lot of trouble, but– I won’t run away again. I promise. Even if my brain is more scrambled than ever, I know what is important.” Arabella said. Her tone started wistful but slowly became firmer again. “You are all so incredibly kind to me. I feel ashamed of what has happened. I will take responsibility for myself. I want to protect Braya. I want to protect her friends too. I will do whatever you say, Captain.”

	“Arabella– you don’t have to–” Zachikova began to speak, but Ulyana interrupted.

	“You’re not going to reject her determination, are you? She’s trying to move forward.”

	Ulyana smiled. Zachikova narrowed her eyes and grunted but then quieted.

	She averted her gaze but then found herself looking at Arabella, who was also smiling.

	Zachikova seemed trapped between the two of them and bodily relented.

	“Fine. I’ll be there every moment, anyway, so I needn’t worry.”

	“You really are getting emotional huh?” Aaliyah interjected teasingly.

	“We’re not treating her like equipment.” Ulyana said. Also teasing the self-described ‘robot’.

	“Captain, you know how I feel about that already, so please just drop it.” Zachikova said.

	“Alright, alright.” Ulyana said, smiling.

	Aaliyah crossed her arms and stared at the table, shaking her head.

	“I was already planning on doing so, but we need to have Maharapratham look at her.”

	“Maharapratham?” Arabella said. “That’s the mushroom lady right?”

	“She would be so upset at you calling her the mushroom lady.” Ulyana said, amused.

	“She’s our resident scientist and lab technician.” Aaliyah said sternly. “She was supposedly a wunderkind at the academy– even has two degrees supposedly. Recent events got me thinking that with Arabella’s cooperation and consent, Maharapratham might be able to learn more about Arabella’s kind through lab tests. I think it is worth trying.”

	Ulyana stared at Zachikova expecting an overprotective comment in response.

	But Arabella also turned to Zachikova after hearing Aaliyah’s suggestion, smiling brightly.

	The attention of the two women caused Zachikova to wither, silently disgruntled.

	“Braya, would you be okay with your mate becoming a science experiment again?”

	Arabella smiled again in the silly way she once used to address the world around her.

	As if to remind everyone that this purple-haired, darker-skinned version was still herself.

	“Do what you want.” Zachikova grunted. “But I want to be included in the project too.”

	“It’s settled then. I’ll inform Maharapratham. It’ll have to be later– I’ll have to catch her up on all of this.” Aaliyah said, gesturing around herself. “In the mean, Zachikova, you will assist in gathering Arabella’s testimony. Compile all intelligence about the Kreuzung Omenseers into a detailed report. That way when we get to Aachen we can more easily disseminate information to the Volksarmee about the fake anarchists to keep everyone safe.”

	“Sounds good. Just one more agenda item on the unending pile.” Ulyana sighed.

	“Don’t forget we’re also punishing them.” Aaliyah said. “Go on and punish them, Captain.”

	“Punishing us?” Zachikova said, raising an eyebrow.

	“Oh that’s right! I almost forgot. You’re going to eat nasty food for a week.” Ulyana said.

	Ulyana got up from the meeting room table, ready to show the pair a packaged ration–

	“Whatever. I don’t care. I’m not even sure if Arabella can taste food normally anyway.”

	Zachikova deflated the performance before Ulyana could even put down the ration box.

	“I’ll eat anything for Braya! No matter how gross! She was going to eat a man for me!”

	Arabella called out in solidarity. Zachikova flinched and stared daggers at her in turn.

	Out of surprise and consternation, Ulyana dropped the ration box on the table with a thud.

	“Wait! She was going to do what?! Back up! Say that again?!” Aaliyah shouted.

	Ulyana felt her poor pitiable heart start banging up a storm again inside of her chest.

	“Let’s– Let’s just leave that– for the official report Zachikova will be writing for us.”

	“No–” Aaliyah said, her voice sounding distant and distraught. “I need to know now.”

	“I’d– I’d really rather not today. I’d really rather just read about it later.” Ulyana said.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana gave each other the most haunted gazes they had ever shared.

	“It better be in the report.” Aaliyah said, staring at Zachikova. “It better be in the report.”

	“God damn it.” Zachikova grit her teeth. “I didn’t eat anyone. I was trying to feed her.”

	Realizing too late what she had just said, Zachikova suddenly shrank further in her chair.

	Arabella was all smiles, as if the atmosphere in the room had not become a thunder cloud.

	“It better be in the report.” Aaliyah said again, dangerously. “I’ll be– displeased– if it isn’t.”

	Ulyana, similarly shaken by what she had heard insinuated, supported the Commissar.

	“You better write an entire novel explaining what happened in grotesque detail.” She said.

	“I’ll type everything up. I’m really sorry.” Zachikova said. “You’ll know everything.”

	“Two weeks eating the bricks.” Aaliyah said suddenly, raising her fingers in a V-shape. “Don’t even think about going near the cafeteria. Or I’ll make you wish you were a cannibal.”

	“Yes ma’am.” Zachikova said. She had never sounded so compliant as she did right then.

	In Ulyana’s eyes everything was a surreal blur and in her ears words rang distant.

	Zachikova and Arabella were ultimately ushered out of the meeting room by Akulantova.

	While Ulyana and Aaliyah stayed, staring at the metal table surface and middle distance.

	“Well. I guess– actually, is there even something in the regulations about–?”

	“Please, Ulyana. Just. Please.” Aaliyah put her head down on the table. 

	Ulyana reached to stroke her ears gently. 

	They stayed together for fifteen minutes, sighing, before the next meeting.

	

	

	Euphrates waved with a sunny smile as if she had not a care in the world.

	“So compared to the rest of your day, how easy do you think this one will be?”

	“Don’t even joke about it. If I wasn’t the Captain I’d call in sick tomorrow.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah wearily sat down in an even smaller room than before with even more people than ever. It was their most familiar meeting room yet. Because it was the room they worked out of the most, during their stay in Kreuzung. While the two of them looked quite worse for wear, the rest of the participants seemed quite fresh. Euphrates in her spiffy sportcoat, her shoulder length messy blue hair having just barely met one more comb than usual; Tigris in brown overalls and a long-sleeved white shirt, her red hair tied into a long ponytail, without a drop of grease on her; Erika Kairos, sharp as ever, her coat and business attire pristine and her smoke-blue hair silky and shiny; her companion Olga, her feet up on the desk, wearing a black hoodie and long, tough pants, her white hair collected into a ponytail framed by her horns; and Murati Nakara in a uniform worn perfectly, shoulder-length hair disorderly, having grown out a bit since the start of their journey.

	“Wait, who has the bridge right now?” Aaliyah asked.

	“Kalika is up there, don’t worry.” Erika said. “Homa Baumann is sleeping.”

	She added the last detail with a little grin.

	“She’s really taken to that kid huh? I didn’t know she could be so nice.” Olga replied.

	“She can be a bit tetchy about politics, but she’s not heartless.” Erika said.

	Once everyone was gathered and seated, Ulyana and Aaliyah took a moment to compose themselves before diving into the meeting’s topics. Since Ulyana felt she would leave any meeting with Arabella having more questions in mind than answers in her pocket, she had requested that Euphrates and Tigris meet with her directly afterward for a session to discuss the session. Euphrates was amenable to more discussion surrounding the Omenseers and suggested they also review what Murati had learned about psionics so far.

	“We now convene the second ‘Meeting to Discuss Weird Stuff.’” Ulyana said.

	“Take it seriously.” Aaliyah sighed.

	“How should we begin?” Euphrates asked. “Anything on your mind, Captain?”

	There was so much on her mind it was hard to narrow it down. “By any chance, are you familiar with DNA-based computers?” Ulyana asked. “We just got done talking to Arabella and she claims her consciousness is in the form of a computer inside her that is now broken, so her amnesia won’t recover. I’m inclined to believe her– if she meant us harm, she would have caused her ruckus inside of the ship rather than sneaking out. But does that mean every ‘Omenseer’ is also some kind of flesh computer? Can her ‘data’ be recovered?”

	“Tigris, any ideas?” Euphrates said suddenly, smiling at her companion.

	Tigris had her arms crossed and her head down and looked surprised to be addressed.

	“Why the hell are you asking me? I work with machines not with meat.”

	Euphrates shrugged comically. “There you are, Captain. I’m afraid it’s beyond us.”

	“Don’t pretend you don’t know anything! Idiot! You agreed to this meeting!”

	Erika raised her hand as if in a classroom. 

	Ulyana was surprised to see her interject. Having access to the Brigand’s classified operational data for a few days already, Erika knew at least as much about Omenseers and psionics as they did. She had been included in the meeting on a purely informational capacity– their political leader should just be aware of these ‘classified’ subjects. There was no expectation she would have information of her own to share about the situation.

	Instead the Premier smiled mischeviously once she was given the room.

	“I am here to make an important disclosure– which is why I brought Olga.” Erika said.

	“I’m an Omenseer.” Olga said suddenly, crossing her arms and averting her gaze.

	Everyone else in the room turned reflexively to stare at Erika and Olga.

	“What? You’re not going to be nervous around me now, are you?” Olga grumbled.

	“She won’t bite.” Erika said, calm and affable.

	“C’mon, don’t put it like that.” Olga replied, further annoyed.

	“Well, it looks like my work here is done.” Euphrates replied, shrugging again.

	“No it’s not! You’re going to talk if they ask you something, you clown!” Tigris shouted.

	“Time out!” Aaliyah said, forming a ‘T’ with her hands. “We need to speak in turn!”

	“Premier,” Ulyana started, still grasping for what to say, “How did–?”

	“Much as with you and Arabella, my dear Olga stumbled into my life a mystery. Over time I slowly unraveled a few parts.” Erika replied, remaining calm and amused despite the attention. “But I have never needed to know more than what she wishes to tell me. I have never demanded any more. She has never intentionally hurt me. I trust her more than I trust any other person in the world. So I will request that you do not try to force any information from her– or from Arabella either. Regardless, she and I are at your disposal.”

	“It’s about time to tell the bits I know.” Olga said. She sighed again. “Look, Arabella is not incorrect in what she told you. She might not be able to recover some of her memories again. Omenseers’ heads work differently than those of ordinary people. Think of it like having two sets of memories: there’s your everyday stuff, and there’s more tucked away somewhere. You kind of know it’s there, but ‘thinking’ about it is more complicated. I think that is what Arabella is talking about with ‘DNA computer’. In my head, I know it is called STEM.”

	“Okay. So, are you going to tell me that yours is broken too?” Aaliyah asked.

	Olga put her hands in the pockets of her hoodie. “Yeah. I am. Mine is incredibly fucked up by this point. See– the STEM stuff is in our bodies, right? I don’t know whether it’s DNA or what it is exactly. It’s inside this body, the data is stored in my flesh or organs somewhere, but it is different. Then– Well, Omenseers can shape our bodies into different forms. It’s called ‘biokinesis’. Doing that, we can recover from injury faster, or grow weapons. Look.”

	She raised one hand out of her pocket and waved it in front of everyone.

	Ulyana stared at her raised index and middle finger, which Olga pressed together.

	Until they joined to become one combined digit that was sharper than before.

	Then in the next instant, with seemingly great ease, she split the fingers apart again.

	Perhaps a more dramatic version than what Arabella commonly did to her own body.

	“Now think about the data that is stored in my body. I do not know where it actually is. I do not know how this STEM or whatever inside me works, I just know I have it and that if I think in a certain way I can try to access it. But it’s in this body that is constantly changing, getting fucked up, getting patched up– of course after a while the data has to be scrambled up some. So if I tried to access my STEM it would be like an insane dream.”

	“Well. It’s a bit surreal to watch it in action, but it makes sense.” Ulyana said.

	“I guess it does.” Aaliyah said, putting a hand on her forehead as if nursing an ache.

	“Olga, how did you come to be an Omenseer? I still don’t understand that.” Murati asked.

	“Before, Arabella told us she was a thousand-year old member of a ‘culture’ but now she is saying she was a surface-era biological weapon that was made from the DNA of– I assume– a member of that ancient culture. I am having a tough time squaring it.” Ulyana said.

	“Huh?” Murati nearly shouted. “A bio-weapon? That’s– that’s incredible if it’s true!”

	Her eyes had lit up like twin jewels with the excitement of discovering an ancient weapon.

	Ulyana was torn between thinking it was cute and thinking it would be annoying.

	“Don’t get too excited.” Olga replied. “I don’t know anything about that. It’s definitely not how I ended up here. But who knows– maybe Arabella is just special and different.”

	“Don’t bother Arabella, Murati– or Homa Baumann, either.” Ulyana said.

	“Wait– why Homa Baumann?” Murati looked suddenly helpless.

	“Be quiet, Murati. It’s not your turn.” Aaliyah said, raising her voice.

	Murati turned a downcast expression at her corner of the table.

	Erika covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

	“Olga, can you tell them your story? I’d love to hear it too.” She said.

	Olga met Erika’s eyes. Her stern expression melted in one softer and more relaxed.

	When they looked at each other it was as if they were alone in the room.

	Ulyana thought this was an opportunity for Erika too, not just the Brigand’s crew.

	And that Olga was not resentful to have that opportunity.

	“Damn it, you already know the important bits Erika. You’ll just be bored.” Olga ran her fingers through her hair and chuckled. “But fine. Whatever. Believe me if you want or not. But I was actually a Leviathan before. Weirdly, I remember what I looked like– I was thick and kind of blunt, all tail but with a horned head. That’s where these are from.” Olga poked at her horns. “Most of my life is a huge blur to me, but sometimes, I see it in my dreams– the ocean, being huge again. I feel like if my STEM worked it would have those memories.”

	Not exactly coffee-table conversation, but everyone around the table kept quiet.

	Ulyana looked at Aaliyah and found her screwing her face up and folding her ears.

	Whenever she was met with something wild like this, she would physically resist it.

	She was quiet, however. Quiet, and listening, and with eyes inquisitive.

	Even if her face looked like she had just tasted soap.

	“Omenseers now, are Leviathans that became human. Over time Leviathans just get more intelligent I guess. Honestly I barely remember when I changed, and what happened afterwards. I see it in my dreams and I want to believe it was true– that one day, I got sick of fighting for my life every single day like an animal. I discovered that I could be something less violent and less rapacious and I took the chance. But I don’t really know.”

	“Being an Omenseer seems like a pretty psychedelic sort of experience.” Euphrates said.

	“C’mon, I’m baring my soul here. If you think it’s useless I can just shut up.” Olga said.

	“I think it’s lovely.” Erika said.

	“I agree, and I can relate.” Euphrates said. “To knowing something only in dreams.”

	“Well, maybe you ought to tell the room yours.” Olga said. “Anyway– one day, all my bulk was just gone, and I was like this. Floating in the ocean. Somehow I was not crushed by the water or eaten by a monster– but I was visited by something truly demonic. Arbitrator II.”

	“The Autarch of the Syzygy.” Euphrates said.

	“You’ve mentioned it before.” Ulyana said. “You and Tigris have history with this being.”

	“We killed her. A long, long time ago.” Euphrates said. “The Sunlight Foundation briefly became interested in abyssal exploration, and to make a long story short, we came into contact with the Syzygy and it tempered our ambitions quite harshly. Arbitrator II confronted us personally as we began to dive more frequently and deeper, and we were forced to attack her. I can hardly claim that we succeeded. We never went that deep again.”

	“So we’re dealing with an immortal cult leader here?” Ulyana asked, sighing.

	“Olga,” Aaliyah said, “Are all Leviathans human, then? Can they all become like you?”

	Ulyana felt her chest tighten– she had not put together this suggestion herself.

	Certainly it matched everything they had learned so far.

	After Goryk, Euphrates had referred to Omenseers as ‘humanoid Leviathans.’ Arabella had been a Leviathan once. Olga confirmed this was not necessarily anything special– there was, in front of them all, a second person who had once been a Leviathan. With this information, it was reasonable to believe that every Leviathan had the potential to become a person. And therefore, that perhaps all Leviathans were already humans, to some degree.

	And, if Arabella was to be believed, that meant Leviathans were anthropogenic.

	Perhaps they were made with that ‘original Omenseer’ DNA too.

	Perhaps they were all bio-weapons.

	Perhaps they were all humans.

	To think then– that they had spent all this time killing them– no, it did not really matter.

	Ulyana was a soldier. She had been killing humans already, in less complicated ways.

	Whatever happened– there was simply no reasoning with a giant, dangerous animal.

	Olga shrugged at the question that had shaken Ulyana so much.

	“Yeah? I think so. I don’t know. I can only speak for myself.” She said simply.

	“Olga, the Autarch found you– she did not make you into an Omenseer?” Euphrates asked.

	“Right. Sometimes she just finds strays, like me. But I’ve also seen what she can do. She has troops go out looking for Leviathans with psionic potential. We captured them, and she would use psionics on them and have them shed their forms. That’s her preferred method of recruitment. I changed myself– but I do not know how many of us leave our leviathan forms naturally or how we are different from the ones Arbitrator II makes. Except for one detail. For the ones she changes she can brainwash. She could not brainwash me.”

	Euphrates looked for the first time truly captivated by what Olga was saying.

	“So she seeks out potential in Leviathans and baptizes them– interesting.”

	Her jokey demeanor had faded slightly. But she did not follow up that statement.

	“What does the Autarch want? What is this ‘Syzygy’ doing all of this for?” Aaliyah asked.

	“I mean, like anyone, she wants control over people.” Olga said. “She wants control over humans. It makes sense when you think about it. Now, don’t freak out at this next bit, it’s annoying if you do– Omenseers feed on people. You guys knew that right? Arabella had to have had at least human blood or she would go crazy.” Olga scanned the room and saw Ulyana, Aaliyah and Murati making faces. She threw her hands up in frustration.

	“I’ve been feeding Olga my blood. That’s one of the things we do in private.” Erika said.

	“Premier– we did not need the clarification that you do more than that in private.”

	Leave it to Aaliyah to be more offended at the insinuation of sex than the cannibalism.

	“Quit gawking!” Olga said. “I’m really good at controlling myself and I have Erika. You don’t need to be fucking scared, okay? Anyway– you can put two and two together here right? If the Autarch can build up her army, she could basically start her own human farm and never have a worry in the world again. She needs to rule over the humans to eat them more easily. I’m not just painting a picture with the farm stuff either– she literally can capture humans and grow a kind of crop from them. Her own sick little garden in the abyss.”

	“That’s– that’s actually– a lot more dangerous than we imagined.” Ulyana mumbled.

	She could hardly even imagine it in full– she supposed ‘biokinesis’ was responsible.

	Responsible– for turning a human into a sick little garden.

	Aaliyah heaved a weary sigh. “Yes, that is disturbing, but I am not impressed with Omenseers yet. For example, if Akulantova is to be believed, she nearly punched one of those Syzygy fighters to death, and a small and well-trained spec ops squadron can fight it out with them and kill a good half-dozen. They are not yet ‘Imbrium-conquering’ level threats.”

	“The rabble is not– the officer ones are a lot scarier, but there are not enough Enforcers to just overthrow humanity overnight. That’s why they are trying to sneak around and join a faction here, I guess.” Olga said. “I know the Enforcers are searching for something. But as a whole Syzygy are biding their time. Gathering intelligence, forces, and useful idiots. Just like you, I suppose– you’re in a little race with them for the Imbrium. Who will win?”

	Olga leaned back and grinned to herself as if amused by the mental image.

	“Obviously I intend to win that race.” Erika said. “And you will be at my side.”

	“Of course. Between us, I’d love to rip out the Autarch’s throat myself.” Olga said.

	“For a taste of your own kind?” Erika teased.

	“Hey– shut up. I mean for justice or whatever.” Olga said, turning slightly redder.

	“Somehow I doubt ripping her throat out will do much justice.” Euphrates said.

	She sounded much more wistful than normal– but it was not followed up on.

	“Then I suppose we can only do what we came here to do.”

	Ulyana sat up straight and stretched her arms, feeling a bit sore from sitting tensely while she listened to all of this bizarre knowledge being shared. She tried to relax her muscles and to still her heart. There was only solution to this– they were just as prepared for the Syzygy right now as they were for the Volkisch. They did not know the total strength of their forces, they did not know their logistics, they had not found their bases or political supporters or the locations of their officers, and so they had no plan of attack. They could not allow themselves to be mystified by the more esoteric side of this situation. 

	They had to gather more intelligence and be prepared for a fight.

	It was an uphill road, but the Volkisch controlled the government and the Syzygy did not.

	Within the framework of the Imbrium, the Volkisch Movement was currently immortal.

	To the layperson, they were just as mystical as this Autarch. 

	Just as powerful, indefatigable. Just as disturbing and cruel.

	Nevertheless, the Brigand plotted to fight the Volkisch. It was an essential inevitability.

	That was their mission. They had taken it up, knowing it was that difficult.

	Nagavanshi pushed them hard. She was a damnably persistent recruiter.

	But she had known that every single member of the crew would take up the challenge.

	All of them were here because the impossible called to them, and they dared stare it down.

	“At Aachen, next time I see Zozia, I’ll punch her right square in her jaw and see how her makeup holds up to it. I’ll scuff that well-to-do fuckboy coat she always wears.” Ulyana said.

	“I know what you’re capable of– so I truly hope you are joking.” Aaliyah said.

	“Sometimes I want to be the manly sort of Captain who pops off.” Ulyana said.

	“Not that I mind popping off, but let us be delicate at Aachen, specifically.” Erika said.

	“Of course, Premier. I would only pop off with your permission.” Ulyana said.

	Her ridiculous declaration seemed to clear in the tension in the room just a little bit.

	“Are you all satisfied or do you have more questions?” Olga asked, sounding annoyed.

	“Is it too personal to ask how you and the Premier met?” Aaliyah said.

	“It won’t elucidate anything about the Syzygy. That part is simple– the Autarch never had control over me because I was not an Omenseer that she made. So at one point, I got sick of being ‘Hunter I’ and I saw an opportunity to escape. I just ended up in Katarre after a lot of struggle that is pointless to recount. The rest is irrelevant. Hell– some part of me thinks the Autarch put no effort into stopping me either. She is not threatened by deserters.”

	“Alright. Then–” Aaliyah turned to Erika. “Premier, are you psionically capable?”

	Erika smiled. “Yes. I was going to disclose it when you were done with Olga.”

	“I don’t doubt it.” Aaliyah said. “I was mainly wondering for your own safety.”

	“I am not in Olga’s thrall.” Erika said. “If that is what concerned you.”

	“I could not control this insane woman even if I tried with all my strength.” Olga said.

	“Apologies. I rest my case.” Aaliyah said. “Anything more can be the subject of a report.”

	“I am not offended. It is your job to consider every possible dangerous angle.” Erika said. “I quite like that about you, Commissar. To be clear, I knew much of what Olga had said– she said certain things to me, and now disclosed others to you. I wanted to be part of this meeting not just to play a perfunctory political role, but as a resource. Ultimately, however, Olga does not have encyclopedic knowledge that can answer existential questions about her origins and nature; anything she knows about the Syzygy’s tactics, I am sure she would willingly disclose in a report or some other official dissemination.”

	“Right. I’m fine with that.” Olga said. “But there’s not much to say. There is regimentation like in a normal army. I was a ‘Hunter’ so my role was to move from the deep abyss up to the human world and carry out reconnaissance and retrieval missions. I hardly did much– I was not trusted, since the Autarch did not personally turn me. I joined her because I was lost and had nothing, and she and her Enforcer cronies were there to shelter me. Once I was grown a bit more into my new form and had my own thoughts, I wanted to escape. I do not know much about the other types of Omenseer beyond the surface level.”

	“Do you have any ideas as to what Omenseer bases survive to this day?” Euphrates asked.

	“Good point. You said they live in the deep abyss– so there was a Syzygy base at Goryk?”

	Ulyana asked, recalling the rising of that enormous leviathan at Goryk, Dagon.

	Arabella had told them back then that it was a Syzygy battleship.

	They had not taken it seriously enough in the moment. Now it made much more sense.

	“When I was part of Syzygy, I operated out of northwestern Veka.” Olga said.

	“That is kind of close to the farthest Goryk aperture. Maybe they are linked.” Ulyana said.

	“We’re just guessing. Nobody has an accurate abyssal topography.” Aaliyah replied.

	“Not even among present company, I’m afraid.” Euphrates said.

	“We wanted to try to do it someday– the Agni was partially for that.” Tigris added.

	Breaking a long silence in which she had mainly crossed her arms and harrumphed a bit.

	“Alright. Well. A lot of exciting reports going into the drafts today.” Ulyana said.

	“We wanted to ask Murati how she was doing with psionics.” Aaliyah reminded her.

	Murati, who had been mainly making faces quietly in her seat, suddenly revived.

	Like a flower that had been splashed with water, she stood up straighter and more alert.

	“Ma’am–”

	Murati addressed the Captain but then paused without speaking further for a moment.

	“Um– I guess I don’t actually have much to report. I’m still evaluating things.”

	“Are you feeling hale and whole?” Erika asked in a sweet voice.

	“I suppose so.” Murati replied. Clearly confused at Erika’s sunny, impromptu check-up.

	“You’ve seen her handiwork recently, Captain.” Euphrates said. “She’s a fast learner.”

	Euphrates looked pleased with herself. Probably as much genuinely as teasing Murati.

	Ulyana knew that this ‘handiwork’, however, involved turning a Volkisch guard squadron into a mess of shattered bones and crushed organs on Alcor’s blacktop. This was something that a grenade could accomplish with much more control– and it was easier to teach anyone to throw such a grenade. While it had been undoubtedly helpful, Ulyana remained wary of psionic powers. She wondered how much use they actually could be.

	Murati averted her eyes. “I have a little trouble controlling my own strength.”

	“I will preempt the obvious question that the Captain and Commissar must be preoccupied with,” Tigris spoke up suddenly, “and say that no, I do not think the rest of the crew should be taught about psionics yet. Not until we figure out what’s going on with Murati.”

	“There is nothing going on with me.” Murati said. “I just need more practice.”

	“At any rate, we can’t consistently teach anyone else right now.” Tigris said.

	“Murati, what about Shalikova?” Ulyana asked. “How is she doing?”

	“Oh, you needn’t worry about that.” Euphrates interrupted. “Maryam will support her.”

	Murati raised her index finger and then put it back down immediately.

	“Maryam?” Ulyana said. “Is Maryam psionic too?”

	Aaliyah’s ears perked up again.

	“Who else is psionic around here?” Aaliyah cried out. “This is out of hand.”

	“I’ll tell you what– I’ll write a report on everyone’s psionic potential on the ship.”

	Euphrates smiled congenially despite the tension she had reignited in the room.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana dropped back into their seats.

	“Thank you, Euphrates.”

	“Fine. Fine. Just fine.”

	They were both clearly stressed to their limits by this conversation–

	Until a firm voice spoke up from beside them and excised the disquiet.

	“Captain, in situations like this, we must center rationality and ethicality in our response.” Erika said. Her tone was still gentle but she sounded much more declarative. This was the ‘Premier’ speaking now, Ulyana thought. Erika pointed a finger up and circled it as if to encompass the room. “You have used this rubric a few times in these conversations before– we have reasoned that the ‘guests’ aboard this vessel, like Arabella, or Maryam, have had ample chances to sabotage it, subvert your control, alert your enemies, or otherwise cause grave inconvenience. None of this has happened. There is no reason to believe that some kind of secret plot is brewing. I believe we should formalize that logic and establish a standard that a crew member in otherwise good standing, who is found to possess psionics, is not ipso facto a threat to the mission. In this way we can avoid circular debates about the loyalty of particular individuals, and in turn, avoid wasting time and resources.”

	“You’re right. We shouldn’t keep stressing out about this.” Ulyana replied.

	“Premier, that is a reasonable standard.” Aaliyah said. “While I am continuously surprised at how much esoteric information and concepts keep getting wrapped up in our humble guerilla mission, it is unproductive to become paranoid. However, I must insist on a different standard for Omenseers and psionic users other than our current roster. Any future psionics users that we meet, we must be wary of and more wary than normal.”

	“I don’t disagree.” Erika said. “But also, I think we already have wonderful standards and procedures by which we gauge our trust in strangers. We must also have a view toward the utility of dealing with the Omenseers, including Syzygy, and psionics users like our friends Euphrates and Tigris. We must keep our goal in focus. In Eisental, the law is not written by this Autarch– we must seize every opportunity to inflict defeat on the Volkisch.”

	“Duly noted.” Aaliyah said. She did not sound completely satisfied.

	But she would follow orders. Both Ulyana and Aaliyah had thrown in their lot with Erika.

	And Erika thankfully seemed to keep a clear head even in these bizarre situations.

	“Anything further should be part of classified reports. We cannot trust that we will retain verbal information indefinitely and we all have other jobs that need doing.” Erika said. “Package every report and everyone in this room will commit to read them, request any further deliberation, and then rationalize a final version. Then we will be on the same page vis a vis Omenseers and psionics in the future. Does everyone agree?”

	There was a hearty nodding of heads and a few salutes in the room. As always with some answers and ever more questions, the second ‘Meeting to Discuss Weird Stuff’ thus concluded. Ulyana tried not to let the sensationalism get the best of her.

	Truly, however, the Imbrium Ocean was deeper than she had ever thought possible.

	

	

	Erika and Olga left the meeting room and made their way back to the bridge. Despite all of the shouting and turmoil throughout the discussion, Erika was, in her heart, quite pleased with the events. She walked with a light step and was even humming a tune. Ulyana and Aaliyah had one more visit that day and would not join them, leaving the bridge to the Volksarmee officers for now; and even Murati had someone she needed to talk to. 

	Everyone was working hard.

	“Erika, did that go how you wanted?” Olga asked.

	“Nothing ever does, because my imagination is too extravagant.” Erika said. “But I have full confidence in our alliance. They have been thrust headlong into events of incredible magnitude, but retain their heart and spirit. They are like us. That satisfies me.”

	“I can write up more in the report, I guess. It just feels kinda pointless.” Olga replied.

	“If you don’t think it’s important to say something, I trust you completely.” Erika said.

	“I know you do.” Olga said. She put her hands in her hoodie pockets, grunting. “Part of me just feels guilty I’m not wracking my brains to tell them every little thing, and I do wish I could access my STEM better, but like– they’re fighting a war, and what Omenseers eat or how my Nest used to look or whatever, that does not really help them out. My dreams about living under a big silver tree. All of that just feels pointless to say.”

	“Dreams are important! But you’re right, they’re not militarily actionable.” Erika replied.

	Some secrets hardly mattered to anyone; some secrets changed the world.

	It was impossible to tell which was which to women with as many secrets as them.

	Whenever Erika told anyone even an inkling of the secrets that she shouldered–

	She expected bedlam to follow. Despite this, her load was now lightened.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara had already seen impossible sights, after all.

	More so than psionics, the dream of liberation felt impossible until it was achieved.

	Maybe in the future she would tell them about her own DNA.

	“Olga, do you know ‘The Union Officer’s Pledge’?” Erika asked.

	“No?” Olga replied, narrowing her eyes.

	Erika put a hand to her chest and shut her eyes while reciting.

	“I am an officer of the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. My rank is proof of the faith placed on me. I accept the responsibility of living up to my title, with honor; to serve the Union, with distinction; to acquire correct understandings, with humility; and thus to lead the downtrodden masses by example. I agree to live and die a worker, without a name.”

	“That’s intense.” Olga said. “Do they all have to say that?”

	“They all did– I found it in the ship’s files. It’s part of the commission process.”

	Erika looked ahead. 

	She imagined everyone, from Murati Nakara to Ulyana Korabiskaya to Alex Geninov reciting this pledge. How did they feel? Did they know the power of their words?

	All around her, she was surrounded by the people of the Union, just walking this hall.

	That pledge was everything she wanted to be. 

	An impossible dream for a girl in the gutters killing to survive every day.

	And yet, she saw it! 

	In their humble, everyday demeanor that they themselves never questioned.

	In their minds, perhaps they did not think themselves communists, nor anything special. All of them took this pledge for their families or homeland. But to even be a communist, to accept it, to say it out loud, required immense bravery. All of the world told them they were insane, dangerous, even evil– but they fought on for those taboo ideals.

	It was electric. 

	Her Rostock in formation with this ship full of quiet, impossible dreams.

	She felt a bit embarrassed, but she wanted the Volksarmee to take the pledge too.

	Without realizing it at first, Erika put on her sunniest smile yet.

	“Psionics and Omensight both pale in comparison to the sheer power contained here.”

	Olga smiled. “I am not sure that I agree with any of that, but I’m glad you’re happy.”

	She was happy– she could see her dream in this place.

	Arriving on the bridge, Kalika stood from the captain’s chair and greeted them.

	“It’s been uneventful. The Rostock is alongside; operating normally.” She said.

	“Glad to hear it. Olga and I can relieve you.” Erika said.

	Kalika’s brow furrowed and she put her hands on her hips. 

	Erika could foretell the scolding.

	“It’s not necessary.” Kalika said. “You’re the one who could use some rest, Premier.”

	“Nonsense,” Erika replied. “I’m feeling spry and the coffee here is fantastic.”

	“Olga, please tell her that she works too hard.” Kalika said.

	Olga shrugged. “You can tell her all you want; when it comes to work, she won’t listen.”

	Kalika shook her head and relented. “Alright, if you insist. I can go find something to do.”

	Erika and Olga stepped aside and allowed a reluctant Kalika to leave the bridge.

	“Order on bridge!” Olga called out. Imitating the Commissar; she was grinning in fact.

	“We don’t need to be stuffy. At ease everyone!” Erika called out right after.

	While the Brigand made its way through unoccupied territory, there was hardly anything for the bridge crew to do moment to moment. Over on Erika’s left, Natalia Semyonova had a deck of cards and was perhaps practicing some kind of divination or magic trick; Fatima al-Suhar read a book on a portable, still wearing the sonar station’s earbuds; Braya Zachikova was still only present as a cute miniature on the main screen. On her right, she saw that Alex Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa were discussing something about ‘shipping’ that Erika came to think was not logistics-related; and Abdulalim Kamarik looked over the ship’s autopilot every so often while listening to music on a communication headset. Or so Erika assumed from his casual body language. They all heard and acknowledged Olga’s declaration before returning to their hobbies. A rather homey atmosphere.

	“Olga, I think they’ve earned a bit of peace, don’t you?” Erika said.

	Olga shrugged. “Until we run into a patrol or something.”

	Erika took seat in the captain’s chair, while Olga occupied the Commissar’s beside her.

	“Semyonova,” Erika said, “could you message the Rostock and put Daphne on my screen?”

	“Of course! Captain Triantafallos assured me she was at your disposal at all times.”

	Semyonova cheerfully swiped her finger on the screen of her station to wake up the display.

	Within moments, Erika had Daphne on the computer affixed to the captain’s chair.

	“Premier!” Daphne saluted the screen. “I am elated beyond measure to see you!”

	“I’m happy to see you too Daphne. How has the crew been?” Erika asked.

	Daphne seemed quite pleased with herself as she answered. “Our cadres remain well supplied, amply motivated, and operationally efficient. Our consumption is controlled and we have not had any encounters. Magdeburg and Gera are presently lying low around Rhein-Sieg-Kries, awaiting orders. We can collect them on the way to Aachen if you desire, just say the word. Enemy activity remains low. Patrols are clustered around the Ayre border– their last order from Thurin was likely to guard against Palatine troops. We noticed the patrol fleet are avoiding Stralsund and the edge of Khaybar, so the east is open.”

	“Unfortunately, that’s because of the Mycenae Military Commission. They simply do not want to cause a confrontation.” Erika replied. “So the east is still not open to us. Thank you for the report nevertheless, Daphne. I wanted to ask if you had collected any broadcasts from Kreuzung in the past few days. Some newly arrived tenants are likely to be our main concern going forward. The Brigand has been disconnected for a while.”

	“As a matter of fact, we did capture a speech by the ‘newly-arrived tenants.’” Daphne said. “Kreuzung’s station broadcaster pushed it through every laser line and every channel carried it. They intended to make a nation-wide statement. In a matter of hours, northern Rhinea has been declared ‘Reichskommissariat Eisental’ and this Violet Lehner is now in charge of the place as its ‘Reichskommissar.’ No response yet from the Thurin Reichsgau.”

	“We need to gather as much information as we can on this event. After Aachen we will have to make a pit stop in Trelleborg to see what the underground knows.” Erika said.

	“Trelleborg?” Olga said. “The madwoman there wanted to bite you last time.”

	Erika looked a little embarassed. “It will be fine Olga– nobody will bite me.”

	“Nobody will bite the Premier on our watch, Olga.” Daphne replied, sounding deadly serious. “Premier, about the current tasks. Tomorrow we will begin work on operational integration between the Brigand and Rostock. It will be a tight few days. I am not sure we can complete all the necessary work before we reach Aachen. We have to sync the computers, rationalize supplies, set up recurring channels, appoint cadre liaisons–”

	“Don’t worry, Daphne. Aachen is not the deadline.” Erika said. “Whatever you can get done during the journey is appreciated, but it will be an ongoing process to get everyone talking and working together. It will be gradual. I am not expecting it tomorrow.”

	“Acknowledged, Premier. Your magnanimity is appreciated. Shall we reconvene later?”

	“We should plan to meet. For now send me the video. I am curious about the rhetoric.”

	“Of course. I look forward to shaking your hand and saluting in person, Premier!”

	Daphne disappeared from the screen. In her place, a transfer bar appeared.

	Once it completed, Erika played the video of the broadcast from Kreuzung.

	The Rostock had captured the event in-progress. 

	Partway through an introduction by a state news anchor, who was cut from shortly after the video started. When the camera finally captured its intended subject, it was clear that Violet Lehner was settled into the old office of Kreuzung’s governor. Everyone in Eisental had seen the room used in broadcasts before, by old Werner. Now, rather than reflecting sky or grasses, the projection walls around the stately old desk projected instead red banners each with a central white circle. In one circle was a black sonnenrad, and on the other a diagonal hooked cross. Neither of these symbols were common to the government in Thurin, who preferred to identify with iron eagles, bundled arrows and straight, steel crosses.

	Rather, the bannered symbols belonged to the ‘Esoteric Order’.

	Within the broader Volkisch Movement, the Esoteric Order was not the most extreme nor the most niche group. Erika was aware of far smaller and far more violent elements. Esoterics were instead characterized by a greater radicalism. Ordinary right-wing elements sought to preserve or harken back to ‘better times’ in the past– to turn back the ‘progress’ of liberalism. The Esoteric Order had a complex transformative rhetoric. They believed in the new– they believed that Fascism was ‘modern’ and that through Fascism, a new mode of being could be discovered. Rather than harken back to the past, they believed the Nation was yet to be attained, that the ‘Volk’ had to struggle to be worthy of it. Their racial destiny was not in the past, but in the future. The Nation could not be moved to suit the fascist ubermensch; the fascist had to become ubermensch to suit the Nation. They did this through personal ritualization, religious mysticism, and bizarre nouveau racialism.

	Erika had not been aware that the esoterics had an armed wing, however.

	And that this armed wing was now personified by the woman with the long two-tone hair.

	Violet Lehner sat behind the desk, in her black uniform, surrounded by esoteric symbols.

	A lean, striking and pretty young woman with just a hint of exoticism to her appearance.

	Her eyes had the slightest slant; her nose just a bit of hook; her skin tone just slightly deep.

	To the most extreme elements of the Volkisch, she might’ve been too racialized in fact.

	In the Esoteric Order, however, she was racialized enough.

	As if Violet Lehner herself was an example of the all-encompassing Nation.

	“Good greetings, citizens of Kreuzung, Stralsund, Rhein-Sieg-Kreis, Aachen, and many such places in the Eisental region– and to those watching from farther afield, perhaps! I appear before you today by way of introduction and to pledge my commitment to you. It is unlikely that many of you have seen or known much of me before recent events. Events that saw me thrust from a position of humble servitude in the backdrop of the Volkisch revolution, to the peak of Kreuzung in search of justice. My name is Violet Lehner. I am the only child of the Fuhrer Adam Lehner. My parentage has been heretofore a secret, albeit an open and unguarded one– I simply wished to forge my own path in life, and that is that.”

	“By education, I am a laywer and a businesswoman. In my life, I have been a student, a shareholder, an advisor, a writer and in recent months, formally a military officer. It is with this eclectic character that I view the state of the Nation with anger and sorrow. Since the profligate Konstantin von Fueller saw fit to finally abandon the territories he had grown bored of plundering and toying with, and seek the retribution of the next world, our economies nearly collapsed, and we became surrounded by enemies.”

	“We could have allayed the consequences of the Imperial collapse with decisive action, but the liberals and their committees and subcommittees hindered our response until death was at the doorstep. It is only through the brave actions of our National Socialist Navy and the Stabswache that we were able to deal with the saboteurs and meet the enemies; and only because of our swift and innovative Corporations that we forestalled material collapse. I am here following the examples that have been set. Eisental has suffered crisis after crisis, abetted by the remains of the liberals, by the saboteurs, and by the political-academic elites, who led the working men astray, sowed division within the Volk, allowed infiltration by foreign elements, and stifled and strangled our economic prospects.”

	“No more will this be tolerated. Today begins a new era for Eisental. I and my forces have already arrested all of the criminal elements who had entrenched at the top of the tower; liquidated the foreign elements who went mad with bloodthirst and rampaged under Adolf Werner’s knowing eyes; and we will soon take all needed measures to restore the dignity of Eisental’s people and resume production of all the needed goods and materials to revitalize the economy, and pump blood back into our Volk and our Nation. We have stricken down the liberal elites and put men and women of sense in charge of everything.”

	“Starting today, I have accepted the mandate of Reichskommissar of this territory, the Reichskommissariat Eisental, to oversee the return of order and the restoration of the Volk in this area and advance our shared cause. Eisental is the motherlode and breadbasket of Rhinea. Restoring Eisental to glory is to restore the Nation, which has been grievously wounded; and restoring the Volksgemeinschaft that has been splintered into a million pieces on spurious, ideological bases by the liberals. Starting today, you will recognize you are all Imbrians, and are all blood-siblings of the Nation. All of you are one.”

	“Our task is monumental, and the stakes are high. We have everything set against us.” Reichskommissar Lehner raised her voice. That camera focused on the desk zoomed closer to her impassioned expression. Before she had spoken calmly, but she allowed greater fervor to bleed into her voice until it raised. “We are surrounded by charlatans who seek to plunder our wounded nation and erase the Volk! The victor shall always be the judge, and the vanquished the accused: we fight not just to exact justice, but to enshrine our struggle as the world’s truth! Should we fail, they will forever laugh at us for our toil. But we will prevail! Because unlike the liberals we have not turned our backs on the Nation!”

	“Ethnicity, class, sex– these identitarian categories are part of an antiquated ideology that prevented us from achieving our shared Destiny. But I know the truth, the secret, that the liberal order wished for us to never seek; we are the one Volksgemeinschaft, one Imbria! Our Nation bleeds and cries out for all of us to save her! So we will unite under black sun and the wolfsangel! National Socialism gives us the path to our revolution! Our Nation calls us to action! We answer as one people, one struggle! All that matters is this: will you work? Will you fight? Will you answer her call? Those who turn their back on the call will be shunned by Destiny! They will be left behind to die with no one to save them! But to those who fight for Destiny’s favor we can say: you have all of the Volk behind you!”

	“So come tomorrow, when you clock in to work, when you return to school, or when you pick up your gun on patrol, or when you set sail for battle, think of this with seriousness. I am an Imbrian! What can I do to advance the Volk? What can I do for my Nation? Who are those around me that reject the Nation and seek to drive us back into squabble and misery? Who are those around me that will march alongside? All of you are the Nation! Your individual actions and decisions are what will make up the whole of our success! Kill the sniveling liberal in your brain who tells you that you the Nation is not worthy of you! By your actions, make yourself worth the glory of the Nation! Endsieg shall be yours!”

	Violet stood up from her desk, and raised her right hand, from the shoulder, straightened.

	“In your workplaces, in your places of worship, in your homes; you are one people with one united struggle! You all work toward fulfilling one immutable Destiny! You all work toward one Nation and will seize victory together! Stand proudly, and prove yourself worthy! Today begins your very own National People’s War! SIEG HEIL!”

	Around her, the walls with the banners instead displayed several uniformed soldiers.

	All of them were Shimii. Black uniforms, decorated in the same symbols on the banners.

	And all of them hailed victory behind Violet Lehner with perfect precision.

	Curiously, Erika noted, the victory salute was not followed by a salute to the Fuhrer.

	As should have been customary: Sieg Heil, Heil Fuhrer. An omission rich in meaning.

	“Violet Lehner is staking out for herself.” Erika said. “Her Nation will not include Thurin.”

	“She’s a fucking lunatic.” Olga replied, peeking in over Erika’s shoulder.

	Erika shut off the video and laid a hand on the screen as if she could make it disappear.

	All of this was an opportunity– if they could seize it. If they were up to the task.

	But the sight of Shimii soldiers doing the fascist salute was somewhat disquieting.

	They were not the only ones fighting for the souls of Eisental’s dispossessed peoples.

	Could Violet’s fascist subsumption of the will appeal to the broken masses of Imbria?

	How many Shimii, Katarrans, and the Imbrian poor would be taken by this rhetoric?

	Led astray by honeyed steel from a false savior, in the hour of their greatest desperation.

	In that moment, Erika’s grand dream finally, truly met its nightmarish competing vision.

	Past tragedies; present tensions; and the uncertain future all bled in front of her eyes.

	Even in the quiet, empty ocean of middle Eisental, it could be felt–

	the currents carried, along with Violet’s voice, and the cries of salute,

	the brimming violence of the Nationale Volkskrieg.

	 

	 


12.3

	“Gefreiter— what is the fate of the Loup? Tell me– what you’ve forsaken.”

	In the shadow of the Patriarch, standing raised upon the church stage, a great gold sun disc hanging on the wall at his back– there was a girl in her blue sailor uniform, ears folded, tail held straight and alert. Around them the church was like a suffocating cage of hard-edged shadows cut only by candles and torches on the stage. A red gleam exposed the severe expression of the Patriarch from around his long hair and thick beard.

	“Answer me, Gefreiter— what is the fate of the Loup? Do you know better than God?”

	She knew the answer she would not speak.

	Just as he knew her name and would not use it.

	Loup were born into servitude. 

	Servitude to God, through worship; Servitude to the state, through following of the rightful authorities; Servitude to the Family, and to the Father above all. God, the King, the Father of his House, they were all tiered delineations of the same principal figure of absolute power and respect. Loup valued order, authority, and were born to defend both.

	“Salvation is a grueling process.” Said the Patriarch. “It begins, it continues, it never ends, until the Sun finally shines upon you and takes you into the firmament. Salvation requires baptism, its beginning; then it requires supplication and worship, to sustain it. Loup, Gefreiter, are a people of great humility and supplication. Our virtue is to toil in life so we can smile in heaven. But look at you; an apostate under my roof. You wear the uniform of a state you betrayed; given life by a God you swear against; and so you wear the skin of a people you reject! You spit on everything that we are. You humiliated us; humiliated me. ”

	“She was my mother.” The Gefreiter finally spoke. “She was your wife!”

	Tears formed in her eyes. She cast a helpless, wavering gaze up at the looming Patriarch.

	“You were supposed to protect her! You speak of my betrayal; you betrayed her!”

	From the stage a swift kick struck the girl in the neck and knocked her on her back.

	“Silence! You are truly her child! You hellspawn! I ought to split your skull open!”

	“That’s enough Gregor. Or you will meet the same fate to which you consigned your wife.”

	White light cut across the center of the red streaked darkness of the church.

	Casting the Patriarch into the long shadow of another man much like him, approaching.

	Dressed in a black and gold uniform, a tall hat. On his ears and tail, the fur deeply grayed.

	At his side was a younger woman in a similar attire, swarthy-skinned and dark-haired.

	The two Inquisitors approached the church stage to shield the girl from the Patriarch.

	When the girl reached the side of the Gefreiter she made to assist her–

	“No, Gertrude. Not yet.” Warned the older man. He turned to face the Patriarch.

	“Samoylovych. The southern heretic.” Said the Patriarch, disdain ample in his voice.

	“Gregor.” High Inquisitor Samoylovych replied. “I’ve come to reclaim Imbrian property. That’s how you see us, isn’t it? I am appalled with you. I cannot stop the Council of Officers from enabling zealots like you; but Aatto is completely innocent. She was not in league with anyone, nor plotting anything; she is just a scared girl witnessing the destruction of her family. You cannot charge her with capital crime as you see fit. Even in the Host.”

	Never once did the Patriarch cede from his position. His tail swayed gently behind him.

	He was not rattled by the words of the High Inquisitor. In his eyes there was only zeal.

	“I have done nothing in my life out of convenience.” The Patriarch said. “I have only ever done what was required of me by God or country. To have brought a child into the world with a liberal and a blasphemer and traitor, is a shame to me, a shame to my country and a shame to the Church; and I have done my duty in setting it right. I was tested; I stood with God.”

	“And what? You will murder your daughter for God? Is that in the Revealed Truths?”

	“Salvation is a grueling process.” The Patriarch said. “None of us can escape the Destiny that God sees in the instant of our birth, Samoylovych. That is why we must submit to the church and the Revealed Truth and set aside our hubris. Leniency nurtured vipers in my home. You ask what I will do? I will repent until my death; and remain devoted to the rightful order.”

	The Patriarch turned his back on the Inquisitors and disappeared into the back of the church.

	High Inquisitor Samoylovych grunted. He stomped his foot on the floor.

	Putting a crack in the tiles. He let out a wheezing cough from the exertion.

	“Inquisitor Samoylovych,” Gertrude Lichtenberg asked, “what will we do with the girl?”

	“We’ll take her, of course. She can still serve in Rhinea or Veka.” Samoylovych sighed.

	On the floor, Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather looked up at the gold sun on the wall of the church with terror in her face. As if staring at the candle-lit face of God itself, a horrifying God of blood-letting that longed to devour her. That sign of the collective immiseration of the Loup in the pursuit of further submission to the will of the Divine. That Sun and the God it represented and the teachings that were associated with it had destroyed more human lives than anything in the world; they had destroyed all of Aatto’s life as she had lived it and everything she cherished. In an instant, it had blinked, and the force of its shutting eyes ended her long-held stability. Submission to what family? Submission to what state? Submission to what God? She had nothing and was helpless to do anything!

	Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather’s life as she had known it ended without warning.

	“None of us can escape Destiny.” She mumbled to herself. Weeping profusely.

	“He’s wrong.” Samoylovych said. “The power to defy Destiny exists. But those who wield it have turned their backs on the Loup and on the atrocity of the Host. That is the truth.”

	Aatto would ponder those words for years. Perhaps far longer than Samolovych intended.

	

	

	Since they left Kreuzung, the Brigand resumed a feverish level of activity. 

	In the halls, sailors and technicians and engineers, of which the Brigand had well over a hundred, went from repair jobs to meetings, from the hangar to the cafeteria, from work to bed, having but a lunch and three twenty minute breaks throughout the day with which to decompress. It was busier than it had been during their expeditions in Goryk.

	Chief among the reasons for this heightened activity was the depth. In Thassal, Cascabel and Serrano, the average depth of human activity was between 900 to 1500 meters deep. It was in these depths that the Brigand had been built and though it was tested at up to 2500 meters in the Nectaris Continental Rift, it was not ran for weeks and months in such depths. Eisental’s floor was on average 1800 to 2800 meters deep, just narrowly avoiding Hadal or Deep Abyss depths. The Brigand would be at this depth for an indeterminate period.

	As such, the Brigand was subject to close to twice as much strain from the depths, since the deeper the water, the greater the pressure on all systems of the ship. There was no fear that the Brigand would suddenly spring a leak and explode completely– if that were the case all of humanity would have gone extinct already. Pressure hulls were very sturdy, and advanced forms of flood mitigation, as well as the presence of sealant gel in the centers of plate structures and between the armor and pressure hulls, meant that strikes from ordnance were actually survivable for the internal modules. It was very rare for a ship to implode from mishandling. It had to be considered as a possibility, but it was still rare.

	However, the actual routine problem was with small parts. Particularly, the water system and electrical infrastructure. Water for the hydrojets was sucked in through intakes using powerful turbines and pumps– from there, some water was diverted into internal tanks, the crew water system, and reactor cooling. Then the water would go back out eventually, either directly through the hydrojets or fed out of waste chutes or reactor control pipeline.

	Pipes inside the pressure hull were prone to leaks, and because the water system had to work harder and under more stress, it demanded more electricity, stressing the electric systems and possibly stressing the reactor core array as well. Sailors and technicians’ time at these depths was spent monitoring for leaks, actively monitoring power, swapping any electrical and electromechanical parts that were stressed or failing, and most importantly, tightly planning maintenance, replacement and recycling of such crucial parts. 

	Almost anything on the Brigand could fed into the ferricycler to be turned into mineral mush that would then be fed into stitcher machines to make new usable parts to cycle back in. But at some point, new, unrecycled parts had to be introduced back into the system– there were unavoidable diminishing returns involved in recycling parts continuously.

	Other things that broke with some regularity included doors, kitchen appliances, the games in the social area, and most of all, the Divers. Divers had to be considered “broke” the instant they left the ship, because their anti-corrosion coatings would start wearing off, joints would take a beating, and small instruments like the sensors would certainly receive some abuse. This was before the sailors considered any battle damage the Divers took on top of that unavoidable wear. As such the hangar saw frequent spikes in activity.

	On mission, the sailors kept pretty busy. There was always something to do.

	Therefore, the Brigand’s halls and hangar always saw at least some people moving through.

	Sonya Shalikova, meanwhile, had precious little to do on any ordinary day.

	As an officer and a pilot, she had the privilege of relaxation.

	In exchange, she braved the ocean in defense of the ship, risking her life every sortie.

	Not everyone was cut out for that. 

	There were some people who had panic attacks just seeing the empty black ocean all around them, their spotlights unveiling only the endlessly falling rain of biological matter known as the marine fog. Others became greatly sick from the way the Diver moved out in the water, as the Strelok or even the Cheka cockpit was poorly stabilized. Still more refused to have anything to do with the endeavor, as unlike a ship, it was quite easy for a Diver to receive any sort of damage and fail catastrophically, since their hulls were much thinner.

	For Sonya Shalikova, throwing her life into this maelstrom was all she knew how to do.

	It had never been a question of whether or not to pilot a Diver.

	Piloting was all she had to give to the world. Or so she thought.

	Lately, at least, she had experienced a few positive additions to her worldview.

	She had forgiven herself for the death of her sister Zasha.

	Rather than throwing away her life because she felt useless and listless doing otherwise–

	Shalikova now wanted to fight to protect her crew and many precious persons aboard.

	To uphold Zasha’s memory and the wishes she had for Shalikova.

	Fighting to enjoy her moments of happiness; rather than fighting out of a sense of misery.

	So now, as she wandered the halls full of sailors, with nothing to do herself,

	rather than think,

	I’m so useless– all of these people are the real heroes,

	she instead reminded herself,

	I need to relax more– no use being high-strung then flaming out when it matters.

	Taking care of herself and her body and mind was part of her responsibilities as a pilot.

	Her free time, that privilege, was also part of the needs of the job. 

	But–

	Ever since the escape from Kreuzung’s core station, something had been bothering her.

	They had an encounter outside Kreuzung. Shalikova recalled not only the psionic powers of the enemy pilot and her fearsome aura, but also the sturdiness of a new type of Diver she had been piloting. It had withstood several close bursts from the Cheka’s AK-96 assault rifle. Firing from a distance at a moving target would have severely diminished the effectiveness of the rifle’s 37 mm supercavitating rounds. These weapons had an effectiveness that sharply declined beyond 50 meters or so. In the water, if you could see something to shoot it, it was only then that it was in the effective range of a Diver assault rifle.

	However, Shalikova had fired from close range on a stationary enemy, several times.

	Everyone else seemed to overlook this freakish durability, but Shalikova could not.

	Murati might say that with appropriate tactics, they could still defeat this new model.

	Shalikova, who experienced it first-hand, began to believe they needed stronger weapons.

	She was not savvy enough to determine what they could do with their current resources.

	So she ultimately decided to take the concern to someone who could research it better.

	“Valya, do you have a moment?”

	“Oh! Shalikova and Maryam! Just a sec!”

	These days Shalikova never went anywhere without her brightly smiling marshmallow.

	So even as she walked the halls, Maryam was always following along.

	Valya could most easily be found in the hangar, where they had increasingly taken on the role of the squad mechanic for the 114th, the Brigand’s assigned Diver unit. In the center of the hangar, along the walls, there were several gantries, each of which held a Diver aloft. Metal arms assisted the Diver so it would not need to stand under its own power while recharging and while undergoing repairs. They also held the machines in place as the ship maneuvered. Shalikova met Valya in the shadow of a Strelok, still the most common mecha in the hangar despite several recent acquisitions. It was the mainstay of the Union soldier.

	Like all Divers it was roughly person-shaped, with an oblong cockpit encased in explosive-resistant armor plates that met precisely on the center of the chest, where they could open to allow entry. A hip section attached a pair of legs slightly offset of the cockpit, while a pair of shoulder sections affixed the arms. Atop this stocky body plan was a rectangular, roughly square head. Two cheek plates held together an array of cameras and sensors hidden behind bullet-proof glass, the “eyes” of the machine. Behind the machine were the main thrusters, fed by water from the shoulder and hip intakes. Mounted on a multi-sectioned “backpack,” the jets could rotate as two independent sets for greater maneuverability.

	Shalikova whistled when she saw the state of the machine. This Strelok was receiving some specific attention. The unpainted steel plates on its legs having been taken off along with the cap on the hydrojet intakes set into the Diver’s knee that fed its legs jets. In addition, the support thruster for that leg had been removed and set aside. Known commonly as a “vernier” or “solid fuel” thruster– the latter moniker had come to refer to the fact the thruster was not electric, and in truth the fuel used by the Union was usually cheap liquid, though staged-burn solid compounds were higher quality. Under the armor, additional structural plates had their bolts removed and were peeled off, exposing flexible pipe, wires and the inner workings of the Strelok’s knee, such as the mechanical joints.

	Inside the exposed metal there was a layer of black-brown grime that had accumulated.

	“Coming down!”

	Climbing down from a ladder, Valya removed their goggles, leaving a streak of grime on their own cheek. They smiled at Shalikova and Maryam with a refreshingly sunny demeanor. Dressed in a black sports bra beneath a half open gray jumpsuit, soaked in sweat and smelling of grease and metal. Some grime had even streaked over Valya’s salmon-pink hair, which they had not put a cap over while working. With a heavy tool in one hand, and the other waving jovially, Shalikova thought Valya was truly in their element.

	“I’m sorry to interrupt you! It looks like a lot of work.” Shalikova said.

	“Well, I’m already down! So it’s fine. There’s plenty of time to get back at it!”

	Shalikova had thought of Valya as a reserved person, but they seemed to light up more when they were able to work on the machines. Despite the clear grueling effort they were going through, they never seemed to shine as brightly and talk as confidently as when they were covered in grime with a tool in their hands and safety goggles pushed up over their hair.

	“Is something wrong with the Diver?” Maryam asked.

	One of her tentacles flicked toward the Strelok’s bared knee.

	Valya followed the tentacle with their eyes, then laughed.

	“Just a routine checkup. It’s filthy inside, isn’t it? This is the Strelok that Ahwalia trashed back in Goryk, and then it got fixed up and returned to the reserve. Recently a sailor piloted it to go out and check how the missile launch bay covers were holding up in the water. When the sailor was on his way back, the leg jet started getting sticky. I think it had microfractures this whole time in the leg so the jet was losing a tiny bit of water into the plates.”

	“Wouldn’t it explode or something?” Maryam asked.

	“Nope, the leg interiors are not pressurized, but it is still a problem.”

	“I see, I see.”

	Shalikova patted Maryam on the shoulder, silently asking her to defer questions for now.

	Maryam noticed and nodded her head.

	“Valya,” Shalikova turned to the salmon-pink haired pilot, “I need to talk to you.”

	“Ah, they’re in high demand today I see.”

	Valya and Shalikova both turned to meet the owner of a familiar voice.

	Elegant, enunciated in a sultry and playful fashion.

	From behind them approached a familiar Shimii with long, blond hair and a strikingly glamorous affectation. Her sophisticated radiance was undeniable and it was hard to turn away when she was taking up attention. Heavy wine-purple eyeshadow and well-applied blush, glossy lipstick adorning a confident grin. A hint of wrinkles around the eyes and neck seemed as though an artful exposure of her maturity. On her, the standard uniform shirt and skirt seemed to flatter her curves, black tights accentuating the contours of shapely legs. Her ears and tail were perfectly manicured and had an almost divine appearance of fluffiness, while her tail was exceptionally brushed and strikingly silky and clean.

	Her every movement oozed the easy confidence earned with age.

	Shalikova averted her eyes before Khadija al-Shajara teased her for staring.

	“Aww, I saw you turn away Shali-Shali.” Khadija said. “Don’t hurt a lady’s pride now.”

	“It’s not that at all.” Shalikova said, turning a little red. 

	Teased anyway; there was truly no escaping from Khadija!

	At her side, a cheerful Maryam waved to Khadija with both her tentacles and hands.

	“Greetings to the lovely V.I.P. as well!” Khadija said. “You two arrived first, so you should conclude your business with Valya first before I steal them away.”

	“That’ll have to wait Khadija– I still have to finish this one too.” Valya said.

	“Oh, but I need my Strelok to be ready for standby.” Khadija said, leaning closer to Valya.

	She put on an expression that was both pouty and somehow still flirty.

	“You’ve got a point. I guess I can just leave this here.” Valya said, leaning back a little.

	“Why is Valya doing all this work around here anyway?” Shalikova asked.

	Valya shook their head. “Too much to get into– but I can handle it, so don’t worry.”

	Khadija crossed her arms and leaned back on the leg of the Strelok, waiting her turn.

	Her ears were clearly piqued to try to catch some gossip, however.

	Shalikova sighed and laid out her request.

	“Valya, did you get a chance to look at any data from the Cheka? Or Khadija’s data?”

	“Uh huh, I’ve looked at everything with Murati.”

	“I’m worried about the model of Diver we fought around Kreuzung.” Shalikova said.

	Valya nodded. “That was Rhineametalle’s Panzer model. We actually have data on it from R&D leaks that were turned over to Union spies– but that was two years ago. We didn’t even load that stuff into the dive computers because we never expected to run into it.”

	“I nearly emptied my magazine into it and it did nothing.” Shalikova said.

	“You’re exaggerating, dame Shalikova.” Khadija interrupted. “You managed to fend it off and we are unsure of how much damage we did to it. Combat damage is more than just dramatic armor penetrations. For all we know it was limping away without life support.”

	Shalikova felt mildly irritated at Khadija’s condescension– but it was pointless to pursue.

	“Had the Brigand not been close I’m almost sure it would have kept fighting.” She said.

	Khadija did not respond, preferring to continue leaning with arms crossed and eyes shut.

	“I can try to comb over the data more thoroughly.” Valya said. “I’ll talk to Murati about it too– if she thinks the 37 mm guns seem ineffective against that Panzer we can explore solutions. I think I know what she’ll say though. One encounter is not a lot of data.”

	“We don’t even know if they have mass produced the thing.” Khadija replied.

	“I just think we need to keep it in mind.” Shalikova said. “That’s all I’m saying.”

	Khadija winked. “You need to have more confidence in yourself, lady prince.”

	“It’s not about self-confidence! One of us could lose our lives if we underestimate that thing in the middle of a fight! It’s senseless not to prepare every possible advantage!”

	“Good answer.” Khadija said. “You do make a finer leader than me, Shalikova.”

	Shalikova had raised her voice to Khadija, who seemed far too satisfied with the result.

	“Hey, c’mon, relax you two. Khadija, you can stop teasing her.” Valya said.

	“I’m relaxed. I said what I wanted to say. Come on Maryam.”

	Over Valya’s scolding of Khadija, Shalikova turned around and left the hangar.

	Trying to work out the frustration that she knew she felt, and hated feeling.

	Despite her anger she had grown up just a bit, enough to have more perspective.

	In her heart she understood what Khadija was doing.

	It was the same thing Illya had told her in Kreuzung. She had to speak up her convictions, even against her experienced seniors. If she was wrong, she was wrong, like Illya said– if she was right then she had to be ready to meet the confrontation and prove herself right. That was part of being in the military alongside war heroes like Khadija and confident theoreticians like Murati. Shalikova had a fearful conjecture and Khadija challenged it with her own knowledge and experience– they didn’t know if there would be more Panzers and they didn’t even really know what effect they had on Nasser’s Panzer. Khadija probably wanted her to stand up for herself and her ideas instead of turning cheek.

	Shalikova just was not used to having arguments and resolving confrontations.

	When she was assigned to the Thassal fleet she just did whatever she was ordered.

	She never would have thought she would have the ability to influence a mission long-term.

	Some part of her hated the idea of ‘being a leader’ more than anything.

	It was annoying! It exposed her to stupid contradictions! It meant talking to people!

	But another part felt that it was necessary. Especially in this case, she couldn’t keep quiet.

	“Sonya, are you okay?” Maryam asked. “Are you mad at Khadija?”

	They got on the elevator to ride back up to the Brigand’s upper tier.

	“I’m annoyed. I felt like Khadija was treating me like a kid.” Shalikova said.

	“I think she respects you a lot! I’m positive she just wanted to help!” Maryam said.

	“You’re too nice, Maryam.” Shalikova sighed. Her softie marshmallow at it again.

	“It’s okay Sonya. I think everyone on the ship thinks highly of you!” Maryam said.

	“It’s not that– whatever.” Shalikova simply let things lie at that point.

	Once the elevator doors opened, Shalikova led the ever-cheerful Maryam back to their room. As soon as she was through the doors, Shalikova threw herself on her bed and hugged her hand-sewn teddy bear plush, Comrade Fuzzy, tightly against her chest. It was cathartic to hold something tightly. She needed a few minutes to decompress and she wished for silence– and Maryam had seen this enough by now to know. Shalikova heard her girlfriend sit on her own bed, and then no other sounds of cuttlefish activity. She felt grateful for the silence, and even more grateful that at least Maryam truly understood her.

	“Maryam, just give me a minute. I’m sorry I haven’t been great company today.”

	“It’s okay Sonya! You take all the time you need. I completely understand!”

	Shalikova could see Maryam smiling in her mind’s eye and it warmed her heart.

	Another thing she never thought she would find herself doing, back at Thassal.

	In just a few months, she had changed a lot, hadn’t she? It all felt so– silly.

	She hugged Comrade Fuzzy less tightly and a bit more tenderly instead.

	Tension was slowly leaving her body. The voices in her ears began to quiet.

	I’ve grown a lot I guess– but damn it if I don’t still have a lot of work to do.

	Shalikova sighed to herself. 

	Nothing could ever be easy– not for every long.

	Not for soldiers out fighting at sea.

	After a short rest, Shalikova turned around in bed, still cuddling with Comrade Fuzzy against her chest. She faced Maryam’s bed and found Maryam seated cross-legged on top, with her eyes shut and her arms crossed over her chest. Her top fins wiggled gently and her tentacles swayed within her hair. She breathed in and out with a deliberate timing. Her soft facial features were slightly screwed close, furrowed brow and cheeks pulling up.

	“Trying to concentrate?” Shalikova asked.

	“Oh! Sonya! No, I was just relaxing.” Maryam said.

	She opened her eyes and smiled. Shalikova’s face sank into Comrade Fuzzy.

	“Maryam, don’t keep things from me. You’re no good at it.”

	“Ah– well, alright. Since you caught me.”

	Maryam shut her eyes, crossed her arms and put on a confident little expression.

	“Sonya– I have been finking about our royal cuttlenundrum.”

	Maryam grinned.

	Shalikova groaned.

	“Did you think about it beyond what fish puns to make?” She said.

	In response Maryam turned red and puffed up her cheeks, prompting Shalikova to be quiet.

	“Okay, sorry–! I was just making fun! Go ahead.”

	Maryam shut her eyes, lifted an index finger and looked deep in thought for a moment.

	Shalikova stared at her while she puffed herself up for whatever she was about to say.

	“Sonya–”

	Lifting her pink hands and putting one fist on the other palm like a gavel.

	“–it’s time to ask Euphrates, because I don’t know what I’m doing.”

	“Yeah I kinda figured we would arrive there eventually.”

	Shalikova laid a hand on her own forehead, lifting up her bangs and sighing.

	“After I confessed I was psionic to Murati she told me Euphrates and Tigris were helping her– so I guess it’s okay. As long as Murati does not become involved.” She said.

	“Sonya, why are you so against the Lieutenant? She seems nice.” Maryam asked.

	For a moment Shalikova imagined Murati fussing over her and Maryam and grimaced.

	“Because she’s annoying. Let’s leave it that.”

	Maryam gave Shalikova a scrutinizing look before dropping the matter herself.

	Shalikova hid fully behind Comrade Fuzzy again.

	While the two of them were staring from across the room, something lit up on the door.

	In the middle of it a picture appeared in a square computer window.

	Short blue hair, wavy and messy, on a youthful, fair-skinned face.

	Euphrates was right outside the door, politely requesting access to enter the door.

	Shalikova stared at the door with mild surprise.

	She half-expected anyone looking for her to be like Illya and just bang and shout on it.

	“Speak of the devil. Come in!” Shalikova called out.

	Across the room, Maryam had a conflicted expression for a moment and averted her gaze.

	Shalikova let go of Comrade Fuzzy and sat up, tossing her hair.

	“Good afternoon, Maryam, Sonya Shalikova.”

	Euphrates and Tigris crossed the threshold and closed the door behind themselves.

	It was the first time Shalikova had a meeting in private with the ship’s “technical partners.”

	Shalikova waved quietly in response. Maryam continued averting her gaze.

	“I’m surprised she hasn’t turned tomato-colored yet.” Euphrates said.

	In response, Maryam puffed up and went red and continued quietly refusing to respond.

	“We just came to check up on you.” Tigris said. “On both of you.”

	“In fact we just got done covering up for you.” Euphrates said.

	“What?” Shalikova stood up straighter in bed. “What does that mean?”

	Euphrates put her hands in her coat pockets and smiled.

	“Your ability to use psionics came up in conversation– the Captain and Commissar were a bit alarmed to hear that Maryam was psionic as well. I knew she had to be responsible for the Ensign’s psionics.” Euphrates said. For a moment Shalikova went wide-eyed with burgeoning panic. Euphrates must have noticed, as she took her hands out of her pockets to make a comforting gesture. “No, no, no, don’t be afraid. We vouched for Maryam’s trustworthiness and made ourselves responsible for preventing such surprises in the future.”

	Shalikova sighed. Maryam continued to give Euphrates and Tigris the silent treatment.

	“I figured Murati would have to tell them eventually.” Shalikova said.

	“Don’t blame Murati, she has been incredibly discreet.” Euphrates replied.

	“Fine. So then– what are the two of you checking up on us for?” Shalikova asked.

	“We’re supposed to–” Euphrates began–

	“Slow down with the we,” Tigris interrupted. “You volunteered to compile everyone’s psionic potential on the ship. I’m a mechanical engineer, I have things to do. So you have fun covering up all the staring you’re going to do at people on this ship. I am not helping.”

	“Can you help me just this once? I really need your assistance.” Euphrates said.

	Tigris averted her gaze in the same direction as Maryam. She crossed her arms.

	“Whatever. Whatever! I’ll stick around this once.” She said.

	“Thank you. Now, take a look at Ms. Shalikova here– you’ll see the problem.”

	Shalikova narrowed her eyes, meeting Euphrates and Tigris’ gaze with quiet consternation.

	She saw red rings appear on their eyes. Tigris in particular scrutinized Shalikova for longer.

	“Wait, wait, wait,” Tigris said. “I can’t see anything, no matter what I try. What the hell?”

	“Indeed.” Euphrates said. “Ensign, are you employing psionics at the moment?”

	“No, I’m not.” Shalikova said. “This is something Maryam said too. My aura is weird.”

	Tigris took a deep breath and looked at Shalikova again with renewed intensity.

	Shalikova heard Tigris’ speaking in the back of her mind–

	“Oracle’s Voice: Epexegesis.”

	Shalikova instinctively responded with her own psionics having detected Tigris invoking a power. She then saw several thread-width lines of colored light, connecting the fringes of Tigris’ aura to her own– or perhaps to where her own aura should have been. Except, the threads stopped just short of Shalikova and hung in mid-air utterly disconnected from anything. She knew right away that whatever Tigris had attempted to do failed.

	“Now you can see why I wanted you to try.” Euphrates said.

	“Yeah? But I still can’t understand anything even with Epexegesis.” Tigris sighed.

	“What are you two up to?” Shalikova asked. “Why are you trying to read my aura?”

	Despite the sudden intrusion and strange behavior of their guests Shalikova was not fearful. This was because Maryam, on the other side of the room, was still pouting and staying out of it as if it was just any other casual occurrence. Maryam would have definitely rushed to defend Shalikova from anything violent or harmful. In addition, Shalikova almost felt like she had her own voice in her mind which was telling her that it was harmless, or perhaps more accurately, it was making that knowledge implicit to her understanding.

	Shalikova felt like she had always known, somehow, what this power was meant to do.

	It was meant to read auras more deeply than was possible by simply looking.

	“Aura reading is something common to psychics. It should not offend you.” Euphrates said.

	“She has a right to be offended.” Maryam said. “It’s not up to you.”

	“Finally, my dear former pupil deigns to speak with me.” Euphrates smiled.

	Maryam stuck out her tongue at her.

	“I’m trying to read the aura to get a feel for your psionics, but it’s impossible.” Tigris said.

	“And we’ve never seen anything like it.” Euphrates added. “So it’s quite novel.”

	“Okay? I have no idea what means for me.” Shalikova said.

	“Neither do we.” Euphrates said. “But you don’t look unhealthy, at least.”

	“She’s fine.” Maryam said. “Sonya is special! She will use her powers for good.”

	“Right. And she’s particularly special to you, isn’t she?” Euphrates said.

	She reached out and poked one of Maryam’s head fins, causing Maryam to flinch.

	“Ugh! Don’t treat me like a kid.” Maryam said. “I’m not the same as I was!”

	“No, you are not. You’ve traveled, found a purpose and people to care about. I think that is lovely, and it was never our intention to bar you from it.” Euphrates said. “You can disagree as vehemently as you want with our ethics as you see them. But to me, you will always be a special pupil whom I had a wonderful time teaching. I’m glad you’re safe.”

	“Hmph. No thanks. All you taught me was to do the opposite of you.” Maryam said.

	“She’s become such a cuttletrarian.” Euphrates said.

	“Ugh. I’m leaving.” Tigris mumbled.

	“Wait.” Shalikova said, raising her hand. “We need your help with something.”

	She turned to face Maryam. “Maryam, tell them. You yourself said we needed them.”

	Maryam’s colors went dull for a moment. Her fins and tentacles deflated a little.

	“Maryam, please.” Shalikova said. “We promised to help, remember?”

	“We did promise.” Maryam had an uncharacteristically disagreeable expression.

	With her eyes narrow and an unfriendly glower, she explained their predicament.

	Recalling how Elena Lettiere told them that Norn prevented her from using her psionics.

	Euphrates and Tigris were quiet as Maryam explained Elena Lettiere’s predicament.

	At various points in the story they glanced at each other from the corners of their eyes.

	Shalikova noticed it– Maryam might have not, or not cared.

	After the conclusion of the story, Tigris looked conflicted and Euphrates unmoved.

	“So– I dunno, you tell me. How do we exorcise a psionic effect from someone?”

	Maryam asked with some of her quiet innocence returning to her mannerisms.

	“Maryam– tell me this. How do you define what is real?” Euphrates asked back.

	She smiled as if she had just said something very profound.

	Maryam’s face instantly turned tomato-red and her eyes went suddenly wide with fury.

	“I knew it! I’ve had it up to here with you! Goodbye! I’m not dealing with this again!”

	In an instant Maryam stood to leave–

	but just as fast Shalikova stepped forward and grabbed her by the jacket.

	They stood in the center of the room, with Maryam frowning as she was ensnared.

	“Maryam, c’mon, have some patience! For me!” Shalikova pleaded.

	Arms crossed, face boiling red, cheeks puffed up, Maryam sat back down on the bed.

	This time Shalikova sat beside her to comfort her while Euphrates and Tigris stood.

	“I know how you feel– but try to endure it. I get what she’s saying.” Tigris sighed.

	“I’m not that annoying, am I?” Euphrate asked. “It’s actually important to consider for this scenario, Maryam. You heard Elena Lettiere describe her experience and drew a conclusion, but think about it: what makes an experience ‘real’? Is there an objective quality, extrinsic to humanity, that makes information, experience, or sight, concretely ‘real’?”

	Maryam stared at Shalikova and gestured toward Euphrates with exasperation.

	“I’ll answer.” Shalikova said, before Maryam could say something rude or irascible. “I’m not the biggest brain around here, but I’ll try my best to answer earnestly. In the Union, we are taught to be materialists. We believe that the world and its laws are knowable– thinking comes from material conditions. So I guess that, whatever someone experiences, comes from a condition of their material existence. So– whatever you think, it is rooted in something which is real. So Elena must have a reason for what she saw.”

	“That’s a good answer– but, do you think you fully verified Elena’s ‘experience’ here?”

	“We took her at her word. She told us what she felt.” Shalikova said.

	“But people can misinterpret fraught subjects such as these. Especially naïve people.”

	Even Shalikova was starting to get agitated. “Look, I’m not a philosopher.”

	“Alright, let us set aside the frameworks.” Euphrates said. “Let me clarify what I mean as much as I can. Maryam has presupposed that Elena is ‘under some kind of curse’ that ‘Norn put on her using King’s Gaze’ which then ‘prevents her from performing psionics.’” Euphrates held out fingers for each of these conditions in her argument. “However, how do we confirm this is the case? These are some big leaps of logic. I actually have a counterexample: it is also possible that Elena simply believes she is incapable of performing psionics due to Norn’s influence, without the existence of an actual ‘curse’ at all. You said you read Elena’s aura, but that aura is primarily borne of her own emotions. Even if you think you can feel a trace of Norn there, you do not know why or how. It could all still be ‘in Elena’s head’.”

	“That’s what she means by whether something can be objectively real.” Tigris said. “How can we be sure of what happened to Elena? It’s actually easier to believe that Norn influenced Elena’s behavior like, on a traumatic level perhaps, without it having anything to do with ‘curses.’ It could be Elena’s got some learned helplessness to deal with. Or she’s been in Norn’s shadow enough to have internalized a fear of her retribution.”

	“Why does any of this matter?” Maryam said. “You’re just philosophizing not helping!”

	“I never said I wouldn’t help.” Euphrates said. “But you have to understand, where psionics is concerned, we have to be really careful to consider the variability of the human psyche and of human emotions. My answer from experience is that there is only observable reality– therefore we must be careful what we make others believe to be real. Maryam, if you had tried to ‘remove a curse’ from Elena without understanding what is truly happening, you could have irreparably influenced her mind and damaged her sanity. Imagine if by tinkering around with Elena’s mind within this rhetorical framework of ‘removing Norn’s curse’, you caused her to irrevocably believe Norn is her enemy? You have to be careful.”

	Shalikova nodded along. She was a bit fascinated by Euphrates’ logic.

	She supposed human minds were still highly complicated, even to experienced psychics.

	Henceforth she would have to be careful when she encouraged Maryam to use psionics.

	She had not realized she could so much harm to a mind.

	“Human minds are conceptual spaces. To their owner, the information that their mind can process is the only thing they can confirm to be ‘reality’. The information and ideology they acquire throughout their life is a function of their material circumstances, that is very true. But what you see, hear, and even smell or taste can still be altered by the condition of the mind. There are people who see things that are not real, and staunchly believe in things they cannot substantiate.” Euphrates said. “Knowing this to be true, you have to be wary of executing a ‘conceptual attack’– using psionics in a way you think is helpful, but that could alter their reality in a way you might not have intended. Not only will the effort be very taxing on your psionics, but the end result could also be horribly disruptive to your patient.”

	“Norn doesn’t even need to use her King’s Gaze to affect Elena.” Tigris added. “For example, if she got to Elena as a kid, when her mind was the most pliable and vulnerable, she can make her believe anything. She could have already been under conceptual attack– we don’t know.”

	“It may even be simpler than that, far simpler. At least, simpler in comparison to a decades long conspiracy.” Euphrates said. “Before we do anything, Maryam, I need to talk to Elena Lettiere myself. I want to ask her about Norn and their relationship and then see how she feels. To take it for a given that she is under attack by Norn, and try to tinker with her mind to change that– it could be a horrible mistake. You can’t do such things lightly.”

	“Fine, fine, fine,” Maryam said, averting her gaze, crossing her arms and pouting.

	“It’ll also have to be another day. We’re kinda busy, you know?” Tigris said.

	“I understand.” Shalikova said. She turned to Maryam and touched her shoulder for support and affection. “Maryam, I know you wanted to be the big hero, but they’re right. Elena should not just go along with our conjectures. Even if we have the best intentions we need to be careful. Let’s get everyone together and try to figure out more, okay?”

	“Sheesh.” Maryam snorted. “Fine, fine, fine. I never said I wanted to force her or anything.”

	“Of course. You just got a little over-enthusiastic. It’s part of your charm.” Euphrates said.

	“Hmph. I’ve not forgiven you two.” Maryam said. Pointed glaring at the two women.

	“Forgiven us for what? We haven’t ever done anything to you.” Tigris said, exasperated.

	“For being bad and selfish people!” Maryam said, raising her voice.

	“Huh?” Tigris cried out, taken aback by her tone and forcefulness.

	“Hmph!” Maryam averted her eyes and puffed her cheeks up.

	“Tigris is extremely altruistic. You can be pointed and say it’s my fault.” Euphrates said.

	“Hmph!!” Maryam puffed her cheeks up to an even greater degree.

	“I won’t disagree with you either.” Euphrates said. “I am– amending– my ethics a bit.”

	For the first time her words sounded just a bit hesitant and unsure.

	Maryam opened one curious eye to stare sidelong at Euphrates.

	Even Tigris started staring at her too.

	Euphrates held her hands together in a plaintive gesture, still smiling.

	“Inaction and indecision– played more of a part in my thinking than I’d like. I admit it. I allowed events to spiral out of control. I lost perspective.” Euphrates said. “Being on this ship has made me feel that time is moving again for me. And that I must move with it. I can’t remove myself from culpability. I am looking to set things right. Norn, Mehmed, Ganges, Yangtze– any pain they caused is my shared responsibility. I accept it now.”

	“Great. Could’ve fooled me.” Tigris replied, glaring at Euphrates again.

	“I am not asking for forgiveness, Maryam. But I’d love to have your help in the future.”

	Euphrates adjusted her coat, and bid farewell, with Tigris following close behind.

	Still arguing about what Euphrates meant and whether she was serious.

	That conversation was not for the two left behind, however.

	When the door shut, Maryam let out a breath that must have been held long.

	She then leaned heavily on Shalikova, squishing her cheeks up against Shalikova’s chest.

	“Sonyaaaaa that was super annoying! You have to be really nice to me now, okay?”

	“Sure, Sure. Come here. You’re still a big hero to me. A big, squishy softie of a hero.”

	Shalikova held Maryam close, stroking the fins on her head and laughing a bit.

	Thinking about Maryam and Euphrates, she felt a bit silly about her feelings toward Murati.

	

	

	After what she considered a somewhat embarrassing appearance at the ‘Meeting to Discuss Weird Stuff’, Murati made for the brig. Hardly knowing what to make of it that the enemy officer whom she had captured had requested an audience with her specifically. She had no investment in whether or not she would be effective in extracting any information from the captive, so it made no difference to her and she was not exactly anxious. 

	But she was perplexed and a little bit annoyed.

	What would she even say to a fascist, face to face?

	Murati had argued with fascists in her head for years. 

	Anyone who studied theory would likely have had similar moments– putting together a worldview and acquiring a set of convictions required challenging their competing notions in her own head. In Murati’s mind, she had argued with the Imbrian Empire, and lately she had argued with the Volkisch Movement as she learned more of their ideology while continuously refining her own. Why was she not a Fascist? Why was she against Imperialism? Answering these questions was necessary to arrive at the truth of communism.

	But she had never thought about what she would say to a living fascist in a discussion.

	She had at most thought about what she would say if she had to execute a fascist.

	“The People make up a Nation; you’ll never build a Nation without lifting them up.”

	Then she would pull the trigger and turn around without even looking at the gore.

	Maybe it could use some refinement–

	At any rate– on the walk over, Murati wandered what she would say.

	To Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather, sitting in the brig, requesting to speak with her alone.

	Without much progress made in refining a concept of this encounter in her own mind, Murati stood at the door to the brig and gathered her breath. When the door slid open, Murati saw Dr. Kappel jotting something down on her portable clipboard computer. The doctor noticed Murati at the door and gestured for her to wait before coming in. She then stepped outside the brig and shut the door and bid Murati follow her a few steps away, so they would be farther from the brig when speaking. Murati figured she had been evaluating Aatto, and caught a glimpse of a photo of Aatto taken with the computer camera for her file.

	“Murati, I completed a preliminary evaluation of Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather.” Dr. Kappel said. She clicked the switch to shut off her computer. “This evaluation was performed for the sake of her health, as one of my new patients– and I will not disclose any specific physical health conditions, or anything she specifically confided in me. But I thought that it might help you to speak with her more effectively if I gave you my basic assessment of her first.”

	Murati bristled a little bit. “So the fascist also has medical rights on this ship?”

	“Murati, everyone has rights on this ship. As long as I am the ship’s Doctor, we will not deny captives basic treatment. It would be senselessly cruel.” Dr. Kappel sternly said.

	“Fair enough.” Murati replied. She felt a little embarrassed in her response.

	However, she was also too stubborn to apologize, and still felt she was justified too.

	“At any rate. I am not a psychotherapist, but I am trained enough to serve as a counsel for the ship, and I performed some initial assessments of Aatto’s mental health. Are you interested in hearing them, or would you prefer to form your own?” Dr. Kappel asked Murati.

	“I’m interested. How coherent is she? Is she holding up well in the brig?” Murati asked.

	“She’s quite coherent.” Dr. Kappel replied. “She is willing to talk and is in fact affable in conversation. She answers questions and does not appear distressed by her current predicament. She has realistic expectations about her captivity, but has not expressed any anger, frustration or anxiety about being imprisoned. Her physical health is adequate. However, despite her attitude– I would say her mental health could be at risk.”

	“How so?” Murati asked.

	“I believe she might be a suicide risk.” Dr. Kappel said. “And my true motive for speaking with you is that, during your interrogation, please be wary of Aatto and if needed, stop her from hurting herself. She has expressed that she holds her life in low regard, and made a few morbid jokes without prompting during our discussion that trouble me. Coupled with the certainty and confidence she projects, I fear she may decide to– escape, in that way.”

	Murati was a little bit shocked. She was briefly unable to speak as she processed.

	More shocked about her own reaction than anything– she felt a bit of a pang of nerves.

	Why would she care if the fascist does anything to herself? They were lower than dirt.

	And yet– she didn’t want to be party to someone trying to hang or stab themselves either.

	Not in this sort of environment. There was no battle raging in here.

	“I won’t bring in anything into her cell, and I’ll watch her carefully.” Murati said.

	“Thank you. I don’t expect you to treat her kindly– but remember we have standards.”

	“I know.” Murati said. Internally, bristling at the idea that Aatto deserved anything.

	Dr. Kappel nodded her head in acknowledgment and turned to leave.

	“Wait, Doctor.” Murati said. Dr. Kappel paused to hear her out. “Do you know why Aatto wants to talk with me? Did she tell you anything about that? The Captain and Commissar have not had time to properly interrogate her just yet– but they wanted me to acquiesce to her request. I do not know what benefit she gets out of talking to me.”

	“My fear aside, I think it may be a matter of pride or respect for her.” Dr. Kappel said.

	“That makes sense. She confronted me directly and I made a fool of her.” Murati said.

	“Right. She may want to look into the eyes of the person who captured her, to hear her voice, to be processed by you, as a form of accepting and coping with her failure. I will keep to myself exactly what she said, and like I said, I won’t ask you to moderate your voice.”

	“Thank you, Doctor. I will do my best to try to handle things– humanely.” Murati replied.

	“That’s all I ask. She may be unworthy of our respect, but she’s still our responsibility.”

	Dr. Kappel reached out a hand and Murati shook with her, leaving on better terms.

	Now, however, Murati was actually troubled by the idea of meeting Aatto.

	Her situation became more complicated than ‘yelling at the fascist.’

	Nevertheless, Murati returned to the brig with her hands closed into fists.

	Farthest from the door were the few barred cells on the ship. On the right-hand side were the solitary confinement cells, all of which were now unoccupied. Just past the door, standing between the landing and barred cells, Zhu Lian stood guard. Murati found her in the midst of untying her long, dark hair and retying it into a ponytail. She dressed in the same nanomail bodysuit she usually wore, with thicker plates of separated armor on her chest, gloves, waist and leg guards. She had a collapsible baton hooked to her belt and no other weapons. Murati waited for her to be done with her hair before speaking.

	“Greetings, comrade. How’s the prisoner doing?” Murati asked.

	Zhu opened one eye and let go of her ponytail. “Oh! Hello Lieutenant. She’s behaving.”

	“I’ll be stepping in to talk to her.” Murati said.

	“Yeah, I heard from the Commissar. She’s all yours. Where should I wait?”

	“You can stay here for now. Has she said anything?”

	“She said she was excited to meet you. Weird, huh? Like I said, she’s quite well-behaved. I expected her to be more aggro but she has been remarkably quiet and polite.”

	Murati nodded her head, walked past Zhu Lian and stepped up to the bars of the cell.

	As soon as her shadow crossed the bars, Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather’s gaze lifted to follow her every move. Aatto was seated on the fold-out bed provided in the cell, her hands crossed on her lap with eyes cast downcard. She smiled and raised her head upon seeing Murati approach. Aatto had been stripped of much of her uniform. Her coat was gone, her boots were gone, her hat, all of her pins and collar patches and armbands. Aatto was only allowed to keep her button-down shirt, sans tie, as well as her pants, sans belt.

	Even her brassiere had been taken– exceptionally evident with her shirt halfway open.

	Dark blue eyes meet auburn; Murati stood across the bars. 

	Aatto stood in turn to meet her.

	“Thank you for granting my request. I’ve been dying to meet you.” Aatto said.

	“I am just following orders. I’m only curious to know what you want.” Murati replied.

	Aatto smiled, a little too happy for Murati’s taste. 

	She was shorter than Murati, though she would not have called Aatto short overall. She was a well-proportioned young woman, busty, average in figure, decently fit. Fair skinned, dark-eyed, with sleek cheekbones and a small nose with a tight bridge and slightly rounded end– she certainly could have been described as attractive. Her long, brown hair was well-kept, silky and shiny even with minimal hygiene the past few days. Blunt bangs covered her forehead, while the rest of her hair was long and straight. Her tall, sharp ears had abundant fluff while her tail was bushy and bristly, widening with fur across its length.

	Her body language was confident and quick. Her hands moved a bit as she spoke.

	Unlike her stern commands in Kreuzung, her voice in captivity turned somewhat sweet.

	“I would like to throw myself upon your mercy, and under your power.” Aatto said.

	She bowed her head, at first– then dipped into a stage bow, with one arm out.

	“No mercy is necessary. As far as I know, nobody intends you harm.” Murati said.

	“It’s more than that. It’s about my purpose.” Aatto said. She stood back up to full height.

	Her voice reverberated through Murati’s chest like a shockwave.

	Those dark-blue eyes flashed a strange gaze at Murati’s own.

	In that instant, Murati pulled her internal trigger in reaction.

	Red rings glowed around her eyes which met their counterparts in Aatto’s own.

	They were reading each other’s auras– Aatto had some psionic ability.

	Not only that– Murati could see in her aura the bizarre euphoria slowly becoming evident in her expression as they stared each other down. Aatto’s tail began to wag so strongly it started striking the bed repeatedly. A cheek-to-cheek smile flashing white teeth; embroiled in a white and blue flame of an aura, impassioned, exuberant, sublime– 

	With a texture like a waterfall, like rushing silk, an unbroken current–

	There was no denying what was going through her mind.

	“Murati Nakara, please take me as your own instrument! Let me be of use to you!”

	Murati was stunned to silence. Those words completely shattered her composure.

	There was not a hint of aggression or hesitation in Aatto’s aura or her body language.

	She was sincere; utterly sincere. Her every emotion was sharply focused on Murati.

	“I want nothing more than to serve you! I wish I had been born a part of your body rather than all of mine. I want to see your power! Let me defect and I will show you how useful I can be! This body– you can do anything you want with it! All of my life has led me to this moment. Take me, or strike me down, whatever you wish! But I know that in life, I can be a great asset to you! I will tell you anything you want about the Volkisch! And I’m not just an informant; I’m a great analyst and organizer! Let me be your personal adjutant!”

	Aatto’s speech continued to rise in volume and her expression grew wilder.

	As if by continuing to speak she was making herself more and more excited.

	When she finally finished, there was an enormous void where her shouting had been.

	Readily filled anew– by the roaring indignation within the object of her admiration.

	“Are you insane?” Murati shouted back. “You want to defect because of me?”

	“Yes! Please take me under your command! I will do anything!” Aatto said.

	“Absolutely not! Absolutely not! I would never–! You insane fascist!”

	“I’m not a fascist! I’ll be whatever you need! Please let me join you!”

	“Do you even hear yourself? Have you any shame? How can I possibly trust you?”

	“Give me a chance and I will absolutely prove myself worthy of trust!”

	Murati and Aatto shouted back and forth at each other, as if neither was listening.

	Nothing could have prepared Murati, this situation was in none of her plans.

	None of the possible conversations she imagined with this woman led to this outcome.

	Aatto did not seem suicidal, at least– but she was certifiably, completely insane!

	It shook Murati– the kinds of words she had never heard in her life.

	Murati had never been so admired, no one had ever thrown themselves on her.

	And all of this desire was coming from the imprisoned fascist?

	Some part of her was susceptible to the flattery– but she categorically rejected it!

	“Why me?” Murati asked, sounding like a mortified girl. “What’s wrong with you?!”

	“Of course it has to be you!” Aatto said. “You demonstrated true power to me, Murati!”

	“Power– right! You’re also– no, shut up, one moment–!”

	Murati turned around suddenly. Near the door, Zhu Lian stood with her mouth covered.

	She saw Murati turn to face her, and silently realized the reason for her doing so.

	Zhu Lian, nearly laughing, left the room instantly. Hopefully she would be discreet.

	Murati turned back to Aatto to find her holding the bars with her face against them.

	That demented smile as if a permanent feature of her expression.

	In her mind, Murati superimposed the black uniform full of fascist symbols over her body.

	She shook her head, balled up her fists with frustration. Her head filling with violence.

	Stepping up to the bars herself to lock eyes with Aatto, so close she could feel her breath.

	“Be completely serious. Nobody is listening. Tell the truth. Now.” Murati said.

	“You know I am telling the truth. You can see it. I am not lying to you.” Aatto said.

	She was not lying to Murati. She was completely earnest, completely certain, and peaceful.

	That smile on her face that seemed like it would never wipe off was utterly sincere.

	But none of it made any sense!

	“Who are you? Who are you really, Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather?” Murati asked.

	“I was but a living corpse until the sight of you made me want to live again.” Aatto said.

	“Ugh! That’s insane! That’s nonsense! Stop making shit up! I won’t fall for your tricks!”

	Murati knew Aatto was not tricking her. Murati knew that Aatto was telling the truth.

	However, in the landscape of what should have been true, her answer was impermissible.

	“Tell me the truth! The actual, whole truth, Aatto! What are you trying to do?”

	“Murati Nakara, the Loup are a warrior culture of the Imbrium Empire. We are born to follow the orders of unworthy masters. I was nothing but a soldier, but hardly any good at direct combat– in Rhinea, they made me into an intelligence analyst and then a field agent. I did this task for the Imperial Navy and then the Volkisch inherited me like an old coat left in a closet. But I was never loyal to the Volkisch– in fact, I actually saved many Liberals from persecution! I falsified information, rerouted patrols! I betrayed the Volkisch!”

	“Like I believe that.” She was telling the truth. Still telling the truth. Her aura was bright and untroubled and unmistakably clear. “Do you have any proof?” (She was telling the truth.)

	“Ask the social-democrats in Aachen about Illaria Howell and Heimdall.” Aatto said.

	“I suppose I will.” Murati said. Her resistance remained firm. “But why would you spy on or turn against the Volkisch? Why help the Liberals? What was in it for you? I know you possess powers yourself. You just showed them to me– I’m sure you meant to do so as well.”

	“Yes, I meant to show you– though my power is far weaker than yours. I can only see.”

	“Fine. Answer the question. You had personal power and standing– why risk yourself?”

	Aatto’s smile wore steadily away as she answered.

	“I helped the Liberals because I thought that they would take up arms and fight against the Volkisch. It all came at me like a flash. Several most-wanted persons cases fell onto my lap. In the course of my typical work, I had the opportunity to fix papers and assist in the escape of Illaria Howell, a big liberal politician, before she was purged by the Sicherheitsdienst. We met briefly in the course of events, and she vowed that she would form a resistance network, and I agreed to help save more liberals in order to help her do so. My heart fluttered– I wanted to see the Liberals destroy the Volkisch and reassert their place in the world– I wanted to see if they could overturn what seemed like their wretched Destiny.” Aatto said. Murati noted her darkening demeanor. “But all they wanted was to escape with their lives. Illaria had lied, none of them resisted. They simply wanted to go into hiding and avoid any danger. Their cowardice sickened me– I endangered myself for nothing. So– I resigned myself to return to the Volkisch, to what seemed like my own fate. Then I was captured by you.”

	She raised her head again to look at Murati. Some of her bright cheer slowly returned.

	That way she looked at Murati– with such fondness and tenderness– it was frightening.

	“You rescued me from them, Murati! From my indenture to those weaklings!”

	“Stop calling me by name, I don’t know you!” Murati grumbled.

	“Oh! Of course. Of course! Forgive my impudence. You are someone who is worthy of the utmost, strictest respect. What is your rank– or should I just call you my Master?”

	“What?! No! People will misunderstand! Don’t call me Master! I’m nobody’s Master!”

	Murati stepped away from the bars while Aatto kept a thoroughly fixed gaze on her.

	“Of course. Whatever you say.” Aatto replied. “You are my King.”

	“Absolutely not! I’m nobody’s King!” 

	Exasperated, Murati turned her back on Aatto to avoid her eyes.

	Behind herself, she heard a sharp intake of breath as she took steps toward the door.

	“Please don’t go! I’m sorry! Please! I’m truly serious! I am defecting! Please!”

	Murati fully intended to leave and did not immediately pause when she heard the cries.

	“Please don’t abandon me! I truly can get better! Please! I want to change my fate!”

	Close to the door, Murati fully stopped. She sighed to herself. She laid a hand on her face.

	Aatto was openly crying and screaming and begging like she had been beaten.

	I want to change my fate.

	At no point had Aatto been lying to Murati. She knew that well.

	Maybe even without psionics, she would have felt Aatto’s bizarre sincerity as well.

	Her demeanor had changed entirely like she had swapped one identity for another.

	It was shocking– but it was also hard to trust anything she said.

	However–

	“What the hell do you mean by that?” Murati asked, still not turning around.

	She felt a pang of a truly wretched sympathy.

	“My father once said– the world is a barrel-organ that God turns. We are just spectators to a song already recorded on the drum.” Aatto said, breaking out into outright sobbing and weeping. Her voice cracked– Murati thought she heard a banging on the bars and recalled Dr. Kappel’s words. She turned around immediately and found Aatto thankfully unharmed but drooping against the bars with all of her brightness and strength sapped. “I was born to be a servant– to unworthy rulers– but I don’t want the fate of the Loup– I don’t want the fate of the Loup–! Please, don’t abandon me– don’t– when I found hope–”

	“Be quiet!” Murati said. “Just for a moment– be quiet. Please. I won’t leave yet.”

	Aatto seemed to have spent all of her exuberance. But she dutifully quieted down.

	Hanging against the bars as if holding them was all she could do to stay up.

	Her eyes running red, tears down her cheeks, lips quivering with sobs.

	If this was all acting– it was terribly convincing. 

	(And could her aura even lie about such clear and open intentions?)

	Murati was torn in half by opposing instincts.

	There was a part of her that reveled in the power to cause Aatto suffering.

	That voice said,

	“this fascist should die screaming with the agony the Volkisch inflicted on the world.”

	There was a part of her that softened to the plight that had reduced Aatto to begging.

	That voice said,

	“this girl should be able to overcome the ideology that has had her captive for life.”

	How was it that a person lived ‘inherited like an old coat’ by an evil military regime?

	But then again– Murati did not know that much about Imperial Loup culture either.

	What was the fate of the Loup? What would Murati be consigning Aatto to suffer?

	What had Aatto suffered already that led her to this place? To her present mania?

	Murati walked back to the cell and stood opposite Aatto once again.

	Aatto raised her head and stared at Murati. Not smiling anymore– broken down.

	It was tough to look at her now, having seen her previously carefree smile shatter to this.

	Knowing that all she did was turn her back once to cause this to happen.

	“Do you believe in the racial superiority of a class of ubermenschen?”

	Murati’s question momentarily perplexed Aatto. But Murati did not follow up.

	She did not even meet Aatto’s gaze until the captive provided an answer.

	“Of course not. I’m a Loup. I wouldn’t be considered as such.” Aatto whimpered.

	“Do you believe there’s an untermenschen class unfit to have agency in their lives?”

	There was a heavy note of bitterness in the next answer.

	“I believe the Imbrian people are largely a smooth-brained rabble.” Aatto replied.

	Murati’s eyes narrowed.

	“Do you believe there is ‘life unworthy of life’ such as social parasites and degenerates?”

	Aatto paused for a moment, catching her breath. “Well– It depends–”

	Murati frowned. “Do you believe that all Imbrians form a ‘Volksgemeinschaft’ that must carry out their unique racial destiny through the conquest of enemy racial communities?”

	“I guess my definition of Imbrian is pretty broad, if I were to submit it–”

	“Do you think there is a conspiracy of enemy races against the ‘Volksgemeinschaft’?”

	Aatto put on a small carefree grin again.

	“Well– I think, if you look at the evidence, the Cogitans and Hanwans recently–”

	Murati slammed her hands on the bars in exasperation. She failed every question!

	Aatto drew her eyes wide with surprise at the striking on the bars.

	“You think exactly the same as a fascist! You’re still a fascist with fluffy ears and a tail!”

	“Please forgive me! All I’ve ever known is the Northern Host and the Volkisch Movement! I can change if you help me! Show me your books! Teach me what you believe!” Aatto said.

	“Damn it, you’re just saying whatever I want to hear?! You manipulative bitch!”

	“No! It’s the truth, you know it’s the truth! You can see it! Please– I’m begging you.”

	Aatto lifted her hands from the bars and clapped them together, shaking.

	As if in prayer or reverence, a supplicating gesture. Her ears folding, tail dropping.

	Murati was utterly exasperated and out of sorts with this whole charade, but–

	No matter how much she wanted to harden herself and cast this woman into the fire.

	It may well have been cruel and inhumane to simply walk away and ignore Aatto.

	She could feel what she believed to be truth in her heart and it weakened her front.

	There was no equivocating that Aatto was an Imperial officer and had worked for the Volkisch. Wearing that uniform was an atrocity. She tried to do some good in her position, maybe– but she had warped reasons for doing so. Even if she was perhaps not an ordinary fascist she was certainly an elitist and a mystic. That idea of hers– trying to find someone who would fight the Volkisch to “overturn Destiny,” it was clearly a gigantic delusion. Aatto could have easily just been fishing for the winning side to save her own skin.

	But– it felt more difficult to condemn her after seeing her break down.

	Murati started to retrace the path of her own current convictions, searching her heart.

	Child to labor organizers who were punished with slavery, and who died in the service of communism. A nun and a traveler who became scientists, who became communists, who became fighters willing to kill for their beliefs. They had changed over time. Like all citizens of the Empire they had not been born communists. They had arrived at that conviction. 

	Murati became a communist in the nation her parents helped to found, and now she could judge Aatto for what she thought with a lifetime worth of living and studying under communism. Her material conditions led her to her present state. It could have all gone quite wrong somewhere in the middle. Even in the Union, there were still nonbelievers in communism and even people who still held on to nationalistic or liberal ideas.

	Murati had an opportunity that was explicitly denied to someone like Aatto.

	Aatto had been brought up to an entirely different set of circumstances. She could have been said to have been a slave herself. Loup were a racial minority in the Empire, raised and valued as military manpower. That much Murati knew, even if she did not know the exacting cultural specifics of the Loup Hosts. She did not know much about their religion or traditions or family lives, and had only superficial knowledge that the Northern and Southern Hosts differed culturally. She did know that Imbrians could put Loup in torpedoes and shoot them at enemy ships to try to board them. She did know that the royal family once upon a time had a tradition of keeping a royal guard brigade half-composed of Loup kidnapped from their homes as children and raised as soldiers entirely within the captivity of Heitzing.

	Even if that tradition had been overturned by the Fuellers– it still spoke to something.

	Imbrians saw the Loup as inferiors. They were not equals in society. Far from it.

	They were all objects; instruments of war that could only thrive in the military.

	Despite this, there were plenty of Loup still fighting for imperialism and the Volkisch.

	There were many Loup who still internalized fighting for this status quo as a virtue.

	But there was one Loup, in front of her, begging for a chance to do otherwise.

	Perhaps a Loup could not be a fascist in the way an Imbrian could. It was more complex. Perhaps that was only an excuse Murati was making for herself, for this Loup. For this fascist— specifically. Because she could see her hurt right in front of her eyes. Even despite her convictions. Even despite everything she had come to believe. Her rationality told her that it was too convenient to view Aatto as a special case among the fascists.

	Aatto had not been without choices. Her condition could not be entirely given onto fate. She could not be seen as entirely helpless. Even if she seemed to believe that she had been led to this by the nose, she always had choices. All humans did, even if those choices were grim and hopeless at times. To wear that uniform and work as a fascist, was a horrific choice– but she had also made the choice to rebel. More than once. And perhaps given a chance, Aatto could rebel enough to make amends for whatever circumstances led her to Volkisch service.

	To condemn Aatto to “the fate of the Loup” as she put it– Murati did not have the steel in her chest to do that. As much as she felt like she was betraying her own convictions for not hating Aatto with every fiber of her being, for not stepping past those bars and beating her into a pulp the second she tried to beg for forgiveness. None of that would actually be justice. None of that would overturn the yoke the Volkisch had on anyone else. It would just be petty, senseless vengeance, in effigy, for the same monsters that probably tormented Aatto greatly herself. Murati grit her teeth at her own soft-heartedness.

	Defectors existed in all causes to all causes– by that rubric, Aatto was not hopeless.

	For everything else, Murati could only have faith and hope she would not regret her choice.

	“I will talk to the Captain and Commissar about your defection.” Murati said.

	She tried to keep a stoic tone and would not meet Aatto’s eyes any longer.

	Aatto stared at her and smiled through her tears. Her face instantly brightened.

	“Thank you! I won’t let you down! Your magnanimity is radiant! You are a true saint!”

	“I’m not guaranteeing you anything!” Murati said sharply. “But I will talk to them.”

	“Of course. I know you don’t have absolute power– though you deserve it–”

	“Ugh. Don’t make me regret this.” Murati said. “You better be serious about it.”

	“I am serious! I will be more than an adjutant! I will bear your scepter! I’ll be your knight!”

	Murati could not have balled up her fists any tighter hearing all of that nonsense.

	What kind of a mess am I getting myself into with this woman?

	She tried to focus on material things. There was too much idealism in the atmosphere.

	A Volkisch defector could be a great asset!

	Aatto had been part of the Volkisch intelligence, the Sicherheitsdienst. If she truly had the kind of access to divert prisoners, fool patrols, and falsify documents, then Aatto could be a trove of information on the Volkisch and their operations and processes. Even taken with a grain of salt, it could help. And if she was telling the truth, she was crafty enough not to be caught, and she had connections with the liberals. They could use Aatto to help them find more Volkisch willing to turn and talk, or act as spies, perhaps. Even if she also insisted on being Murati’s adjutant– well, Murati could always use the help. She had been incredibly busy lately. But Aatto’s slavering displays of devotion were incredibly vexing.

	It would be terribly embarrassing if she spent all her time trying to lick Murati’s boots.

	But– Murati had given her word now. She had set her mind to being responsible for this.

	Having Aatto locked up until she lost her mind and hurt herself was not a solution.

	Maybe accepting her defection was not a perfect solution. But it was comparatively better.

	So, Murati could say, in a unforeseen and surreal way, this was a productive outcome.

	She could say that to herself repeatedly like a mantra until she shouted down her anxiety.

	Still– Aatto’s behavior was unnerving. Something had to be done. 

	Something had to be said. 

	She turned her back again and found the words to voice her worry.

	“I’m leaving. By the way, I have a wife. So– if you’re after me for– baser reasons, you had better not get your hopes up.” Murati said. She felt insane for feeling like she needed to clarify such a thing. But Aatto’s behavior had to be corrected somehow.

	“I see! Well, that’s not a problem for me.” Aatto casually responded.

	Murati was not facing Aatto but could practically see her expression in her mind’s eye.

	Her mind was briefly overcome in a storm of emotions.

	WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY THAT? WHAT–?!

	Murati vocalized nothing of the screams and expletives going off in her mind.

	She simply and silently put one foot in front of the other and vacated the brig.

	Her head throbbing and pounding– but her heart lighter and less aggrieved.

	

	

	“Marina, we’re back here again. Again! After all the times you withheld information from us that ended so well.” Ulyana said sternly. “What do you have to say for yourself now?”

	“At this point I am not sure I’d ever trust another word out of your mouth.” Aaliyah added.

	“I have nothing to say in my defense. I apologize profusely.” Marina mumbled.

	“You apologize– and yet keep choosing to lie to us every time anyway!” Ulyana shouted.

	For their final disciplinary meeting of the day, Ulyana and Aaliyah saved the worst.

	Marina McKennedy in her suit and button-down shirt, with her hands cuffed behind her back. Seated on a table across from Aaliyah and Ulyana, with Klara van Der Smidse looking over her. Out of everyone on the ship who had taken some misguided action, Marina was the only one being treated as actively dangerous. Ulyana felt like she had ample reason to think so. Marina was the only one who had consistently been in a situation like this and simply never reformed herself. In every situation since they allowed her aboard Marina had deceived them. And now Marina was also the one who had caused actual, verifiable harm.

	For Illya or Zachikova, their last escapade was the first time they disobeyed orders.

	Both of them at least had a noble reason– saving their comrades.

	Marina, meanwhile, had aided and abetted in the Kreuzung Core Separation Crisis.

	She confessed to everything with hardly any prompting.

	“I was looking for information on an old partner of mine– a scientist named Asan. In the course of that, I ran into Kitty McRoosevelt, a GIA agent who was behind the Core Separation plot. I knew what Kitty was up to, she told me up front. I tried to dissuade her from it; but then I assisted her. I helped her secure mercenaries and refined her plan. I knew if I didn’t do anything, she would just get herself killed. I could see it in her eyes that she was ready to die. I thought if she succeeded it might create an opportunity for you and that it might save her life. I was wrong. I knew I was the moment I saw those lights start flickering.”

	“You’re damn right that you were wrong!” Ulyana shouted. She could not help but feel incensed at the unfeeling delivery of this excuse, for the degree of evil that had been committed. “Marina, potentially torching an entire station is not worth an opportunity! You assisted this madwoman in attacking a reactor! You could have compromised the entire structure! Citizens of a station have nowhere to run to or hide from that! If you destroy the tower they will die crushed within it! Without hope of escape! Anyone who could escape would be the rich or the Volkisch! Is this truly how the G.I.A. operates?”

	Unlike in past confrontations, Marina did not try to excuse herself.

	She did not meet Ulyana’s shouting with her own, nor did she continue equivocating.

	Instead she looked down at the table, her hands tied behind her back.

	Unable to meet the eyes of her now captors.

	“An apology is worth nothing to us Marina. The scale of your deceit here is intolerable. You almost certainly have the blood of innocents on your hands for this.” Aaliyah said.

	“I’ve always had the blood of innocents on my hands.” Marina mumbled.

	“Don’t even try it.” Ulyana said. “You’ll find no sympathy from us with that excuse.”

	While the Republic of Alayze and the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice were strategic allies against the Imbrian Empire, Ulyana would not tolerate Marina’s lazy and callous defense. The G.I.A. could lie, cheat and steal all it wanted, but all was not fair in the course of war– there were things which were beyond the pale for even special forces or spy agencies to do. There had to be a level at which brutality was not worth success– and there was one.

	On a material level, attacking stations was difficult for any combatant under the ocean, because a station was an enormous prize that was easy to destroy, and thereby condemning and annihilating everyone inside it– but useless in such a state. Capturing stations was the most difficult part of any armed conflict, more difficult than fighting fleets. There were ways to do it. Compromising the electricity or blowing it up was not on the table. 

	It was taboo– because it was foreclosing the possibility of human life itself.

	Such wanton brutality did nobody favors. It moved humanity closer to total extinction.

	Even the greediest and most sadistic madmen of history had avoided the cardinal sin.

	There was nothing but water out there– the human world was inside the stations.

	Whether to plunder, whether to build power, or set people free– the stations had to stand.

	To attack a station with the intent of destruction was to attack human life in itself.

	Nobody would gain anything from it. All of humanity would simply, permanently lose.

	“What can I even say to this anymore?” Ulyana said. She had shouted herself out of breath.

	There was nothing more to say. Marina had gone too far. They could hardly fathom it.

	It was hard to speak of punishments for something like this.

	Somehow anything they said or did felt like it was not possibly enough.

	Still, they had to reach beyond the emotional and assert a realistic response.

	“I advise we strip Marina of the rank and credentials we afforded her.” Aaliyah said.

	“I’m still on your side. I still want to help.” Marina said. Still staring down at the table.

	“You have gone too far this time Marina. I am not able to excuse what you did, to myself, in any fucking way.” Ulyana said. “You’re damn lucky. We are not about to have an execution carried out on this ship. Your words are meaningless; but your actions may yet redeem you. For now what you’ve earned yourself is two weeks of solitary confinement, and the loss of your rank aboard the ship. Once you come back out, you’re a civilian to us.”

	“An untrustworthy civilian who will be monitored stringently.” Aaliyah added.

	Marina smiled bitterly. “You’re right. I’ve been lucky one too many times haven’t I?”

	“Sit in the brig and think about what you did. It’s you who has to live with that.”

	Marina grit her teeth. She still could not lift her gaze to meet theirs.

	“Damn it. You’re both soldiers too. Where the fuck do you two get off on judging me?! Commie bastards. How many people wouldn’t you kill for a victory?”

	From across the table, Ulyana suddenly raised her arm and slapped Marina across the face.

	With such vehemence she knocked Marina sideways out of her chair.

	Aaliyah had no admonishment for this act of impulse.

	She quietly stood up from her chair and with Klara’s help got Marina up from the floor.

	Marina weakly struggled in Klara’s grip, but could not escape the security girl.

	From her expression it was evident she knew she was completely out of hand.

	“Take her away.” Ulyana said sternly. Klara nodded and led Marina out of the room.

	The last Ulyana saw of Marina that day, was the glint of tears in her eyes.

	When the door shut, Ulyana broke out into tears too.

	The Captain’s whole body was shaking from the anger and shame bound up inside her.

	How could all of this mess have happened, under their watch?

	Were they that useless and helpless?

	“Captain, we trusted her and had that trust violated. It wasn’t our fault.” Aaliyah said.

	“I know.” Ulyana wiped her eyes in vain. “It’s just– god damn it. It’s so senseless.”

	Aaliyah returned to the Captain’s side and rubbed her shoulder for support.

	“There’s always going to be a horrid, bloodstained line between the need to take action and the need to take the right action.” Aaliyah said. She was not weeping, but had a tender expression. “We can’t hold ourselves up too high– we can be as ethical as the situation allows us; we can try to avoid unnecessary, senseless violence. But our actions against the Empire will have consequences like this– or worse. We have to be ready.”

	“I know.” Ulyana said. She lifted a hand to her face to cover her weeping eyes.

	Deep down what hurt the most is that only a very thin line separated them from Kitty McRoosevelt. Would they ever become as desperate as she had been?

	Ulyana could not deny it– not decisively. That was the worst feeling of all.

	“You have a good heart Captain.” Aaliyah said. “You don’t have to bear Marina’s burden.”

	“Thank you.” Ulyana said. “I just feel responsible. She admitted to it so callously.”

	“Can I be frank with you, Captain?” Aaliyah said.

	“Always.”

	“Don’t let this become another Pravda for you.”

	Ulyana locked eyes with Aaliyah for a moment. She swallowed the shock.

	Despite a brief surprise she quickly recognized Aaliyah’s support for what it was.

	“Thank you for your candor. I won’t break down. I just need time to process.”

	“Thank you. I understand. It has been a heavy few days for you.”

	“For us, Aaliyah. You are invaluable to me. I’d go insane without you.”

	“I’m sure you wouldn’t. I believe you’re stronger than that.”

	Aaliyah smiled at Ulyana. Despite her tears, Ulyana smiled back.

	They remained together in the room for a few moments, decompressing.

	Then, the meeting room door blinked, a bright computer window opening on its surface.

	Murati Nakara was requesting access to the room. 

	Unexpected but not a problem.

	Ulyana wiped her tears. 

	Aaliyah sat beside her and verbally commanded the door to open.

	“Greetings. Captain. Commissar. I spoke with the prisoner– it’s funny, actually–”

	Murati walked into the room and sat on Marina’s chair– she had on a strange expression.

	They had never seen her so apparently nervous, and yet almost laughing.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah followed her with their eyes. Murati had a manic sort of energy.

	When she spoke, she started gesticulating with her hands in a rather dramatic fashion.

	“Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather– is defecting to become my personal adjutant. There are a few things we can confirm to be sure of her sincerity, but I will take responsibility for her.”

	Ulyana and Aaliyah blinked at her silently for several heavy heartbeats.

	In both their heads a calculation of the circumstances seemed to play out.

	Their facial expressions went through several increasingly darkening shifts.

	“I guess we need to discuss what to do about her rank right? I have some ideas.”

	Murati added this while nervously picking at her own tie and collar.

	Speechless, Captain and Commissar both laid their heads against the table. 

	As if a wave of exhaustion had suddenly claimed their ability to stand. 

	Instantly, the room went silent, save for Murati laughing a bit, nervously still.

	For several minutes the Captain and Commissar simply groaned in response.

	 


12.4

	Through the Osmium shutters, a hair’s-width of purple rays still bled through.

	Dim purple sliced the shadows of the upper wall of the reactor engineering pod– leaving the steel thankfully intact. Just a hint of purple touched down upon the tea table set down incongruously below the raised reactor structure in the back of the pod. 

	Enclosed within enormous osmium and titanium structures flanking the main reactor were steam generators, circuits, converters, backup batteries, and turbines, that captured and converted and stored and transmitted as much energy that reactor had to give as possible. The heat of the agarthic reaction, the motion of the core array suspended in water, the erratic flashes of agarthic radiation that were characteristic of the lower grade agarthicite used in ship cores compared to station cores. All of it was the life-giving gift the sovereign mineral gave to its After Descent subjects. None of it could be wasted.

	God lifted and encased upon its throne of carefully alloyed minerals.

	At the back of every ship, this was the face that He showed to his subjects.

	And within this temple, a few officers infrequently held tea parties.

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya and Commissar Aaliyah Bashara were both in attendance, on the opposite end of the table. Between the table and the reactor there was a protective shield of lead and osmium for the occupants. Aside from thin, stray rays of agarthic light, the only illumination was a wax candle that had a musky, mineral-like scent. Compared to an electric torch, this knickknack was a waste of resources– but the woman who requested it received any such thing she wanted. She had a supply of such charms for the journey.

	“Thank you for once again indulging me, Captain, Commissar.”

	“Of course. Compared to everything else, this is an oasis of calm.”

	“Strange, isn’t it? I have to consider the end of my life every second of every day that I reside here, but even so, every day is so peaceful. I could not ask for a better place to spend my final days. Even when the ship is shaking, and battle raging– I just have to tend to the temperatures and monitor output. If the worst happens– I’ll be painlessly erased.”

	“Ah– no need to be gloomy, Chief! I’m sure you’ll have many long years ahead!”

	“Oh, don’t worry. It has no bearing on my mood. I’m simply being realistic.”

	Across from the ship’s leadership cadre was the least often seen of its officers.

	Chief Core Engineer, and Hero of Socialist Labor, Iessenia Kurchatova.

	Iessenia was a few years older than Ulyana but her actual age was not too evident. She was a pale and petite woman, pretty and vibrant, with girlish features and very long hair that had been dyed green to cover the drain of their color over time. Long locks fell over her shoulders, reached down her back, and she had fluffy bangs swept to either side. She wore a touch of lipstick, a bit of eyeshadow– but a lot of blush, coloring the middle of her face. She wore the Treasure Box button-down shirt and tie with a black mini-skirt and tights, with a white coat over it. On her wrists were steel cuffs attached to collapsible mobility aids that, in their resting position, stretched partway down the length of her arm.

	More noticeable than these basic facts of her appearance were the vestiges of her vocation.

	In several places in her body there were hexagonal burns, colored purple-black like bruises. There was a stretch of these burns across the upper left corner of her face, having claimed one eye which was replaced with a cybernetic implant. Her eyelid and eyebrow were reconstructed such that when she smiled and shut her eyes it looked pretty natural. Bits of less severe patches of burns could be seen on her neck and creeping over her right breast, slightly visible due to a few undone buttons. In the dim illumination in which Iessenia kept the room, there was a dim purple glow from the sinews on her neck and arms. 

	Ulyana knew this was owed to the level of agarthic salts in her bloodstream.

	On her remaining biological eye, the color had been slightly altered as well. Purple was creeping in from the lower right quadrant of the eye. Close inspection revealed that the purple was actually made up of tiny hexagons, as if the visible pixelation on a low quality video monitor. Iessenia disclosed to Dr. Kappel that her circulatory system was largely colonized by Agarthicite in its microscopic “salt” form. Eventually enough agarthic salt inside her would react, causing an annihilation that would maim her internally.

	It was likely that she would die from this– and not painlessly as she hoped.

	Thankfully, that did not seem to bother the smiling woman who offered the Captain tea.

	Unlike all the coffee-drinkers in the ship, she had this special dispensation as well.

	Much like her scented soy-wax candles.

	All for the comfort of the Union’s Agarthicite genius, awaiting her untimely demise.

	Iessenia, like most core engineers, was the sacrifice at the altar of God.

	For the sake of Humanity– so anything could be spared for her happiness and comfort.

	“Today’s tea is my favorite. Masala chai. Black tea with sweetened milk and spices.”

	Iessenia stared at her teacup quietly for almost a minute before taking an indulgent sip.

	Ulyana lifted her cup to her own lips. Sweet and creamy and with a complex flavor from the aromatic spices. It was the richest cup of tea Ulyana had ever tasted. Like almost everyone on the ship she had a strict coffee habit to keep herself going during the long hours– but she could appreciate the delicate craft of preparing a nice cup of tea. 

	Minardo was a quiet genius with tea.

	At Ulyana’s side, Aaliyah took a delicate sip.

	For a moment, her stony demeanor melted, her ears folding, smiling with pleasure.

	“Magnificent, isn’t it? I try to limit myself to one good cup of tea a day– I don’t want to be greedy, you know?” Iessenia said. “Minardo always makes an exactingly beautiful cup.”

	“It is pretty good.” Aaliyah said, as if downplaying her earlier reaction.

	Behind them, there was a sudden racket from sliding metal.

	Double locks on the door into the pod automatically undid themselves to allow access.

	Another young woman, also rarely seen among the ship’s population, joined the tea party.

	Dressed in the treasure box uniform with a pair of black pants, she was younger than Ulyana and Iessenia and maybe even younger than Aaliyah too. Characterized by short dark hair that was a little bit curly, and light brown skin and a serious face that made small movements in its expression. Her figure was slightly fuller than Iessenia’s but not by much. Her body had not yet incurred any agarthic damage common to her chosen vocation. She was in as good health and spirits, or better, than the typical crew member.

	In her hands she had a tray of snacks from Minardo. 

	Biscuits with a mayonnaise spread flecked with finely chopped pickles; and simple doughnuts filled with an equally simple jelly and cream. There were not a lot of provisions on the ship for fancy cafe desserts, but something could always be baked, and with sweeteners, preserved fruit and powdered milk a lot could be done. The new arrival set the tray in the middle of the table and took seat beside Iessenia with a small smile.

	“Thank you for fetching the snacks, Petty Officer.” Ulyana said.

	“It’s no trouble at all,” replied the young woman in a quiet and serious voice.

	She was once Iessenia’s intern and student. Now closest companion on the voyage.

	Petty Officer and Assistant Core Engineer, Nina Srivastavi.

	“I’m thankful to you for helping our Hero of Socialist Labor over here.” Ulyana teased.

	Aaliyah’s ears twitched slightly as if she picked up something in her tone of voice.

	“It’s truly nothing major.” Nina said.

	“She has been utterly indispensable to me.” Iessenia added, laying a hand over Nina’s own.

	Aaliyah’s eyes darted down to the hands. She sipped her tea as if in lieu of speaking.

	Ulyana noticed Aaliyah’s growing concern and steered things back around to business.

	“We had a concern we wanted to share with you, Iessenia.” Ulyana said.

	“Not about my social life I hope?” Iessenia smiled.

	Aaliyah averted her gaze, still sipping tea.

	Ulyana laughed it off without a direct response. “It’s about the shield we installed.”

	“Oh yes!” Iessenia said. She raised her hand and gestured behind her as if waving to the reactor. “Clever little piece of tech! I am glad we got it to work in the end. I was aware that the ship had channeled paneling installed during its construction– such things have been theoretically possible for a very long time, but a bit useless in a fleet context, so it was not seriously pursued except by the Ahwalia administration. Ahwalia’s people wanted to have a very small, very high tech and elite navy– Jayasankar promoted a doctrine closer to that of the Imbrian Empire. Lots of ships, lots of fleets, lots of shortcuts. In a contest between dozens of ships, a shield on one or two just doesn’t matter to the end result.”

	“In our context, it could be incredibly useful.” Ulyana said. “If it could work.”

	“Indeed! It sucked a lot of power at Kreuzung, even threatened to blow a few circuits!”

	“Initially we believed it was because we were running it out of the water.” Aaliyah said, finally entering the conversation. “But looking back at the maintenance logs, it seems like even with proper cooling we might not be able to sustain the shield for long. What do you think?”

	“As far as the reactor is concerned, we certainly have enough capacity for it.” Iessenia said.

	“Our problem is the ancillary parts, I think. I recall there being issues there.” Nina said.

	Iessennia raised her index finger to her lips. She took a moment to think about it. 

	“I think the issue is with the converters. Reactor behaviors have to be converted to usable energy. We need to look at the steam capture, heat transfer and electric transformers. That is the bottleneck– the reactor’s effective power is as high as the converters can actually introduce to the rest of the system. So the converters– and then perhaps higher-tolerance cabling from converters to boards. That should enhance energy transmission.”

	“Thank you both.” Ulyana said. “It’s a start– I can float the idea by Euphrates and Tigris.”

	“My pleasure.” Iessenia said. “Say, can you arrange a meeting between us?”

	“You and Euphrates and Tigris?” Ulyana asked.

	“Yes! We have only met on brief business during the refit– I’d love to sit down with them as a social occasion and pick their brains. There are not many people in the world who are aware of systems like agarthicite shields– these are high-end theoretical pseudophysics with very little practical use or development. I want to know what else they worked on. I want to talk about stuff that only comes out of dreaming big, like Project Red Star.”

	“We’ll see what we can do.” Aaliyah said. Her tone was a little bit more brusque.

	Iessenia spoke more fondly about the scientific developments of the Ahwalia regime than anyone else on the ship. Project Red Star was like a bad joke to the Jayasankar regime– Iessenia had been right there in the middle of it, however. Given heaps of resources to “dream big” despite practicality and giving her all to advance science. None of the rank and file on the ship knew enough to begrudge her participation with Ahwalia’s biggest policy failure– but Ulyana thought it might have been the reason Nagavanshi consigned her to this dangerous journey, rather than keeping her working in the labs in Solstice.

	“They’re busy, but I’m sure we can arrange something.” Ulyana said.

	Her voice was gentler as if trying to smooth out what Aaliyah had roughened.

	Iessenia did not look like she minded at all. She continued smiling.

	“Thank you, Captain. If you have any other questions, I am at your full dispensation.”

	She took another delicate drink of her tea. Her hands slowly began shaking.

	“Ma’am, I think it’s time for your Neurotin.” Nina said.

	“Oh, true. Can you be a dear and fetch it please?” Iessenia asked, putting down her cup.

	Nodding, Nina stood from the table. 

	She crossed a door on the side of the room, entering a small shielded living space in which she and Iessenia slept and cleaned up and stored their things. She searched for the medicine.

	Back at the table, however, the tea party simply continued.

	“Silly hands.” Iessenia said, ever smiling. “But that’s just part of doing what you love.”

	Perhaps in reactor engineering, the mood was always a tea party.

	For those fighting aboard ships in this fallen era, perhaps life had to be like a party.

	

	

	“Homa? Can you hear me? How many fingers am I holding up?”

	Hovering over Homa’s eyes was a hand, with only the middle and index fingers raised. On each finger, the nails had pink and blue colors beautifully patterned. To acknowledge the owner of that hand, Homa slowly raised her own hand with two fingers up, the “peace sign.” Only, she found that the arm which she had raised, and the fingers which were at its end, were completely black and had a sheen to them. She stared at the fingers, flexing them in front of confused eyes. She had not known what to expect– they were just limbs.

	Each digit was visibly articulated, as if exposed bone. She could see the jointed metal bones turn as she flexed. Her fingers were slightly thicker than she was used to, but only slightly. They had tips that seemed soft, like plastic padding, but– Homa could not feel that they were soft. There were some sensations that terminated at her shoulder. Though she was moving something, there was a missing bit of feedback from her new limbs.

	“I– I can’t feel it–” Homa mumbled. Talking mainly to herself, as if alone in the room.

	“I’m sorry Homa, for military prosthetics, we do not carry nerve stimulators. We had to make some concessions between comfort and utility. It is certainly possible to reinstall the prosthetics with stimulators in the future, once the– current troubles– are in the past and we have the benefit of safety and better supplies. But these prosthetics are very durable and responsive. You will be able to live independently again in no time, I assure you.”

	Through a mind fog, Homa vaguely recognized the voice of Dr. Kappel.

	She followed the fingers that were adorned with pretty nails, up the arm, and to the face, with its blue makeup and multi-shade blue hair. Dr. Kappel smiled at her, and wrapped her fingers around Homa’s prosthetic hand. Homa could not feel the touch. Right in front of her eyes, she could see contact between skin and the prosthetic, but it lacked the warmth she expected to feel. This made the gesture just a little bit frustrating to receive.

	Nevertheless, Dr. Kappel smiled brightly at the result.

	“Good. Looks like the basics are in order. All the kinetics parts are working, the plastic sleeves are flush. Don’t make dramatic movements yet. Between the anesthesia and getting used to the neural interface, your arm may not exhibit the fine control you are used to– yet. I can assure you with time, your standard of living will be exactly as it was.”

	“Except for the beef pot– I’m afraid we can’t do anything about that for now.”

	“Ms. Loukia– please.”

	Homa weakly turned her head and saw Kalika sitting on a chair beside the operating table.

	She smiled a little.

	Kalika smiled back, and playfully waved the fingers of her prosthetic hand.

	Rather than the medbay, the operation had taken place in Dr. Kappel’s office, on a table that was set between the door out of the office and the door into the medicine vault. The table was pulled out of the floor and folded out, and would be folded and pushed into the floor when Homa left it. Anesthesia had been administered in the medbay, so Homa was only then getting her first look at the new surroundings. Her head was swimming.

	“If it helps, I do not use nerve stimulators.” Kalika said. “I’ve become accustomed to swinging an unfeeling arm. It allows you to push it to its limits. Makes a handy shield too.”

	“It will be a little more troublesome to have a leg that you cannot completely feel under you.” Dr. Kappel said. “But only a little. Most of the focus of our physical therapy will be to get you walking, Homa. With confidence and a good balance. We can begin soon. For now, rest as long as you need. You’re almost at the finish line, so no sense in rushing.”

	Homa nodded her head. Despite the anesthesia wearing off, she was extremely tired.

	There was a small part of her that was a bit sad and a bit bitter.

	She had hoped that the surgery would dramatically change how she had been feeling the past few days. That she would wake up on the operating table like nothing bad had happened to her. Feeling whole again– not just functionally but in spirit. There was a part of her that felt that an arm was not simply a tool for grasping, but that she had been afflicted with a condition in which she lacked possession of an arm. She lacked a completeness of self. With that arm many things had been torn from her. Her future, the people she knew, her home. That arm had a spirit– it was touch, it was warmth, it was a sense of tenderness that flowed from her heart, through her veins, into the flesh. That arm was the things it had done just as much as it was the things that it did. That arm was an interlocking part of the puzzle of Homa Baumann’s life. With the prosthetic this was simply just not so. 

	Perhaps she would feel differently once she was off the table and active again.

	But she could not help but to feel disappointed with the result.

	Functionally, she could have the things which an arm did returned to her.

	However, she still felt anxious at the idea that she would never be whole in her parts again.

	Those anxieties festered into self-criticism of her own ungratefulness to the communists.

	That ungratefulness, however, finally led her to think–

	I never asked to be rescued. I could have been left for dead. 

	What do I have to be grateful for?

	It was so presumptuous of them– my life should have just been over. 

	I have nothing– no home– no reason to live–

	–not even all of my own body.

	How am I supposed to live like this? How do any of you live with all of this?!

	In the throes of a growing distress, she started to fall asleep once again.

	Before she could find the energy to shout or be frustrated she dozed off completely.

	Her head, fogged by bewilderment and confusion and pain, emptied completely.

	Flexing in her sleep the fingers of the metal thing that had taken the place of her.

	

	

	“Illya, I’m coming in.”

	Shalikova stood in front of the door to Illya’s room for a moment, enough that she should have been acknowledged. When she heard nothing and realized the door was completely unlocked she delivered her intention and walked right through the door. Inside, Illya was surprisingly missing. There was only Valeriya, in a corner of the room, standing near a pull-out desk surface on the far wall. If Valeriya was there, Illya must have been fine.

	“Oh, sorry for barging in, Valeriya. I just wanted to see whether you two were okay.”

	Valeriya nodded her head silently.

	There were a few curious details about the scene that drew Shalikova’s attention. Valeriya was dressed in an atypical fashion– she had a pair of underwear shorts and a flimsy little tanktop but her thin and fair figure was mostly covered up by what looked like a synthestitched plastic apron. On the apron there was a design of a teddy bear with a chef’s hat. It reminded Shalikova of one of her rejected designs for Comrade Fuzzy. Valeriya’s long, blond hair was tied up into a ponytail, and she had thick plastic gloves.

	Hanging from her neck, and sitting atop her breasts, was her tactical mask.

	She did not look in a hurry to wear it, even though Shalikova had walked in on her.

	On the desk in front of her, a small metal frame had been set up. A recyclable canister of alcohol fuel had been set beneath the frame. To Shalikova’s surprise this canister produced a clean flame that was heating up a small metal cup-pot with something bubbling in it. 

	Shalikova dimly recalled these items. 

	Her Diver had a survival kit with food and a petroleum-derived ethylene fuel burner just like this. It was mainly a placebo– Shalikova could not imagine a scenario in which she would need to heat up food to survive inside her diver, where she was not already doomed.

	“What are you up to? Is that a last resort ration?” Shalikova asked.

	Valeriya nodded her head.

	“You are cooking a last resort ration?” Shalikova asked again.

	“I am a wife now.” Valeriya mumbled. “So I am cooking.”

	Shalikova stared. “Not sure I understand. You’re a wife now?”

	Valeriya nodded her head.

	It began to dawn on Shalikova what that must have meant.

	“Wait. You’re serious? Did Illya– did she really–?”

	Valeriya nodded her head again.

	Shalikova whistled with surprise and a bit of sudden cheer.

	“Wow. I thought you would just shack up forever. Congratulations!”

	Valeriya smiled.

	A small smile, but for her, it was brighter than the sun.

	Even a reserved girl like Shalikova could not help but feel a swell of joy for Valeriya.

	For all the time that she had known her, Valeriya had been Illya’s shadow. As teenagers they were always together, and even when Zasha was around, it was clear who Valeriya had a crush on. They went to school together; they went into the Academy together; they went to war together. Even in the special forces, as far as Shalikova knew, they were inseparable. And now, on the Brigand’s historic mission, Valeriya continued to follow Illya without pause. Shalikova knew that Illya reciprocated Valeriya’s feelings romantically, but she also had a low estimation of Illya’s ability to commit– she figured Illya would have sex with Valeriya all her life without even saying the word ‘girlfriend’ to her much less ‘wife.’ 

	In Shalikova’s mind, Valeriya deserved this marriage proposal.

	“It’s vinaigrette with beans.” Valeriya said suddenly.

	She pointed at the cup-pot, beginning to come to a boil over the alcohol-burning element. Normally in the Union ‘vinaigrette’ referred to a salad of chopped boiled root vegetables pressed together and dressed with vinegar and fat. Usually beets, carrots, potato, onion, and to add protein, red or white beans. Normally all the vegetables used would be pickled, or canned in salted water. Valeriya was cooking from a last resort block, so all the items were vacuum-pressed and dehydrated. She had brought water to a boil, to create essentially a mushy last resort vegetable stew. Judging by the flecks of fat in the water and the smell of vinegar, the vegetables were dressed before dehydration and compression.

	Valeriya looked a little proud of herself as she stared at the bubbling little pot.

	“Well, I hope you enjoy your meal.” Shalikova said. “Will there be a ceremony?”

	“Not now.” Valeriya whispered. “We’re being punished.”

	“Oh! Right– I had wanted to ask what happened at the disciplinary hearing.”

	Valeriya pointed at the cup. As if to silently say that was the punishment.

	“I see. Well– I don’t know whether to say ‘you got off light’ or to wish you luck enduring the torture.” Shalikova said, crossing her arms. “I guess it can’t be that bad when cooked.”

	Using a steel spork, Valeriya mixed the stew up as it cooked.

	Shalikova realized then that throughout all this talk, Valeriya had never raised her mask.

	“You can pull your mask up if you want to. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

	“I want to talk to you.” Valeriya said. Her voice was still quite whispery.

	“I see– just don’t push yourself just to be nice to me.”

	Valeriya quietly nodded her head again.

	Quickly stirring the little stew, breaking up pieces. She looked dedicated to the work.

	“Sonya– how do you feel about Illya? Do you still admire her?” Valeriya asked.

	Without meeting eyes, she asked the question, still stirring the stew.

	And what a question it was– it caught Shalikova by surprise.

	What kind of answer did she have to that? What DID she feel about Illya?

	Shalikova stuck her hands in her pants pockets. 

	“That’s– I mean, I’m not a kid anymore, you know? So it’s kinda complicated now.” She took a moment to consider the question. For Valeriya, she tried to be honest. Sometimes Shalikova was quick to be difficult to Illya, but she tried to be kinder to Valeriya. “I don’t idolize her or anything– but like, I got on hormones because she did. I wanted to be a cool soldier like her and Zasha. Illya always encouraged me, even against Zasha’s wishes. So like– Illya is family to me. I care about whether she’s okay or not. I ask her for advice. But we’re both soldiers now and I am an officer too. I can’t ‘look up to her’ anymore like a kid does.”

	“She would want you to respect her more than admire her.” Valeriya said suddenly.

	Still not looking her way, just messing with her stew.

	This was perhaps the most words Valeriya and Shalikova had exchanged in years.

	“I guess that’s what I do. I am trying to take her seriously when she says I need to stick up for myself and make my own arguments. That’s something I’m trying to do with her too.”

	“That’s good. Thank you for answering.”

	“Alright?”

	“I love Illya– more than anything in the world. And she cares about you.”

	“So in the transitive property of doing the exact same stuff as Illya, you care about me too.”

	“Yes.”

	“C’mon– don’t just say ‘yes’ to that– I was teasing you–”

	Shalikova felt instantly ashamed at her own mean-spirited humor.

	Valeriya simply smiled and worked on the stew.

	Behind them the door opened once more.

	Illya walked in through the door, absentminded. 

	She had begun partially unzipping her security uniform bodysuit. She must have been working. She zipped it back up when she noticed Shalikova was in the room. Valeriya removed the cup-shaped pot from the spent alcohol burner and laid it down on a separate pull-out desk surface as if to set the table for dinner. She then waved at Illya.

	“Sonya, what a pleasant surprise. Came to see whether I was still alive?” Illya asked.

	She cracked a grin that Shalikova did not return.

	“Uh huh. Looks like you’re good though, so I’ll leave you two alone.”

	“Not staying for lunch?” Illya’s continuing sarcasm. Shalikova did not play along.

	“Maryam is waiting for me.” Shalikova said. “But– Illya, you better treat her right.”

	Illya stared at Shalikova. “Hey, where do you get off on telling me that?”

	She was not mad– she looked more amused by the rebuke than anything.

	No one knew better than Illya herself all that had happened with her and Valeriya.

	“Sonya.” Valeriya mumbled, shaking her head gently.

	“Nah, it’s okay. She cares about you.” Illya said. “Trust me, we’ll be fine.”

	Shalikova sighed but she had essentially said what she had come in to say.

	“Maybe I’ll have a bite, just out of curiosity.” She said.

	From the floor, Valeriya pulled up a pair of metal seats around the pull-out desk. There was nowhere for Shalikova to sit, but she did not intend to stay long. Illya sat across from Valeriya, each with their own metal spork, and the reheated and boiled vinaigrette mush between them. Valeriya took a sporkful of the stuff, which was tinged red from the beets, and blew on it– then she gestured for Shalikova to taste it from that spork.

	In order to satisfy her curiosity, Shalikova leaned in.

	“It’s just like when you were a little beet yourself.” Illya said.

	Shalikova felt immediately more embarrassed about it, but still ate from Valeriya’s spork.

	She did not know what she expected from it. It was a bit– challenging.

	There was some flavor. A bit of tang from the vinegar, some savory notes from MSG.

	Owing to all the root vegetables, it was very starchy, and a little bit sweet.

	However, the foremost characteristic of the meal was its lack of texture. It was impossible to discern an individual bit of carrot or beet despite the sizeable bite that Valeriya had gathered. All of its elements had become homogeneous mush. Even baby food was more of an eating experience. It was not so bad as to make her spit it out, but anyone with even the slightest sensitivity to the mouthfeel of their food might have felt disgusted by it.

	With an untroubled expression on her face, Illya began to eat.

	Valeriya retracted her spork and waited with a smile as if for Shalikova’s response.

	What did she want her to say? She cooked a last resort ration, so her cooking was gross.

	Still– it was impossible to be mean to Valeriya. Even about this culinary misfortune.

	“Um. It was lovely. Thank you. You’ll– you’ll make a fine wife, ‘Riya.” Shalikova said.

	Valeriya nodded quietly, looking pleased with herself. Just like Illya, she began to eat.

	Neither of them looked troubled by the meal. They ate almost mindlessly.

	For a moment Shalikova just stared at them. What a husband and wife they would make.

	In the back of her mind she wondered whether Maryam knew how to cook anything.

	

	

	“Aww, I hate to see those bright little cheeks of yours frowning. What’s on your mind?”

	“Ugh. I’m feeling worried. There’s nothing I can do– Marina really stepped in it this time.”

	“Oh dear. I would characterize what she did as much more than just step in it.”

	“Agh, sorry– I don’t mean to reduce what she did, she really sucks– I’m just– blegh.”

	“My, oh my. A lot of undignified noises coming out of the princess today~”

	“I’m not a princess! Proletarians have the freedom to make noises.”

	“Anyway, is it even your problem whatever happens to Marina? You’re your own person.”

	“I mean– I don’t want her to be hurt. She was my mom’s– uhh– bestie.”

	“You don’t say?”

	On the Brigand’s cafeteria, a young woman laid over a table, making faces.

	She was seated close to the front serving counter, with her head and arms on top of the table. Sometimes her arms would hang, while at others she would hide her head in them. She was easily identifiable to the crew by now: long purple hair, unblemished and heavenly-soft looking skin, a girlish and simple prettiness to her face. Were it not for the partial elfin ears which she had — and the perhaps exotic color of her hair, which was natural — it would have been easy to call her the perfect picture of the Imbrian woman.

	Teasing that young elf woman was the ship’s cook, Logia Minardo.

	Seated on the opposite side of the same table, taking a break. She pulled off her cap and set it down on the table, loosening up her sweat-slick, wavy black hair. Minardo was a formidable lady, with a big chest and wide hips and thick legs, lean muscled arms and shoulders. Atop that shapely figure was a soft face with a bright smile, eyes like jewels, red lips and gentle eyeshadow. Elena had begun to think, maybe she appraised older women differently from younger women. Maybe, just maybe, she had something of a thing for them– but even besides that, Minardo could only have been seen as staggeringly beautiful. 

	She must have been seen as such by anyone else too.

	Thinking about that, Elena averted her gaze.

	“Should I not be at this table? I can let you sulk if that’s what you want.” Minardo said.

	Gentle, with just a bit of her ordinary teasing tone of voice.

	“No, it’s fine. I should stop. There’s nothing I can do.” Elena mumbled. “Even if I could do anything I think Marina deserves to be punished. She’s been so– awful.”

	They were talking around it, but Marina’s participation in the Core Separation Crisis was a deed of such disgusting callousness toward innocent lives that it was hard to quantify it. The Captain and Commissar had spoken briefly with Elena about it and seemed more concerned with the breaches of trust, or at least that was what they told her– but maybe that was just processing the horror that lay in the moral dimension of the transgression. Marina nearly abetted the deaths of potentially thousands. Millions? Elena hardly knew the scale. 

	In her own mind, it was such a crime she could only sulk about it.

	She could not possibly process the actual scale of what had happened.

	It was simply too big, and she, too small in its shadow.

	“Cheer up, she’s just locked up. She’ll be out again.” Minardo said. “You know– I put in a word with the Captain, alongside Dr. Kappel, that I hope Marina will not be mistreated beyond what is necessary to instill discipline. She is a– troubled person– and I sympathize.”

	Elena looked up at Minardo’s hesitating tone voice. She narrowed her eyes a bit.

	“You’re friends with Marina too? I’ve never seen you together.” She said.

	It sounded more accusatory than she wanted it to– but she did not take back the words.

	Minardo looked more amused by this response than anything before.

	She smiled and laughed and laid her head on her hands while staring down at Elena.

	“You’re not her shadow! She can move when you aren’t around.” She said.

	Knowing the kind of woman Marina was Elena could imagine she made passes at Minardo.

	Something about that annoyed her but she did not interrogate this feeling any further.

	Elena remained collapsed against the table and hardly moved except to turn her head away.

	“Well– whatever then. I’ll stop worrying.” Elena said.

	“Why are you so pouty all of a sudden?” Minardo asked, poking Elena’s cheek.

	“Oh, looks like someone is a bit jealous?”

	From seemingly out of nowhere, a second attractive older woman swooped in.

	Elena let out a groan as Khadija Al-Shajara sat on her side of the table.

	“Can you two go easy on me?” Elena moaned. She was practically surrounded.

	“I just showed up, and already my character is under question?!” Khadija said.

	Her wine-colored lips turned in a little grin; winking a heavily wine-purple shadowed eye.

	“She knows what you are.” Minardo said. “Don’t worry Elena, I’ll protect you.”

	“Uggghhhh.” Elena put her arms around her head.

	Khadija made a cutesy shrug. 

	Those two played together far, far too well, Elena thought.

	“I’m just here to have some lunch. I don’t know what anyone is talking about.”

	“Ah, but where’s your new lady friend, Khadija?” Minardo teased.

	Khadija averted her gaze with a suddenly sour expression.

	“We’re not friends. She’s helping move crates around for the inventory and shuttling.”

	Minardo laughed. “She is such a big lady. Glad to see she’s helping out around here.”

	“Checking her out?” Khadija accused.

	“What? No. But there’s no way to look at her without thinking she is big.”

	“Well. You ought to help too. Those guns of yours could use some action again.”

	Khadija reached over Elena to poke Minardo’s bicep.

	“I do plenty.” Minardo replied. Like Khadija was finally getting under her skin.

	“You both are doing plenty right now.” Elena mumbled childishly.

	“Elena, did you know? Minardo was an absolute combat monster once upon a time.”

	Khadija looked pleased with herself at how annoyed Minardo was getting with her.

	“What was it they called you?” She acted dumb for a moment, letting the question hang.

	“That was a long time ago.” Minardo grumbled, as if to signal Khadija to drop it.

	“You’re not proud of it? Elena, our esteemed cook once earned the title of ‘The Human Stronghold’. Can I tell the story?” Khadija stared at Minardo with her tail swishing merrily behind her. Elena slowly sat up and looked at the two of them with a dull expression. Minardo sighed and shrugged and waved as if to say ‘fuck it, just go’. Khadija took exactly that meaning from it. “Elena, Minardo was part of a landing party in the revolution– all by herself, she held a narrow passage into the Sevastopol port structure, keeping a way open for close to an hour. She killed 26 imperials, turning back their assaults and protecting our beachhead in the port. Then she joined the arriving assault sappers and charged deeper into Sevastopol, and killed 26 more imperials in close quarters.” Khadija punctuated the numbers in her speech each time. “Those station battles were absolutely brutal. It was necessary for us to get foot-holds inside stations to evict the current, disagreeable occupants. And the defender always has the advantage inside of a station’s confines.”

	Elena blinked, staring at Minardo for a moment before catching herself.

	In turn, Minardo grunted and sighed and looked a bit helpless for just a moment.

	“Those Imperials were pansies. It wasn’t much more to say you killed 26 or 52 than to kill two or four, when it came to close quarters battle.” She finally said, grudgingly acknowledging Khadija and her story. “By the time of the revolution I had already been doing like ten years of hard labor. The slave colonies were like a vacation for imperial nepo babies. I was slaughtering stupid kids, not even the guys who clapped the chains.”

	“Well, they all deserved to die, and I’m glad they’re burning in hell.”

	“Khadija.”

	“But yes, it’s that brutal energy now kneading bread and stirring soup.” Khadija said.

	“From an old friend to another, please drop it already, kitty-cat.” Minardo said.

	“Of course, I’ll win the round graciously.” Khadija replied, winking and pawing.

	Elena looked between the two of them with an appraising expression.

	She was impressed by Minardo’s strength–

	but seeing that it bothered her, she buried her reaction. 

	She did not want to hurt her feelings.

	“Are you actually friends or do you hate each other? I can’t tell.” Elena mumbled.

	Minardo and Khadija both looked at her pouting and snickered to themselves.

	“Khadija is like this with almost anyone who gives her an opportunity. It’s fine.”

	“Minardo needs my labor in the kitchen far too much to ever be rid of me.”

	Elena stared at them with the same narrow-eyed look she once gave Minardo.

	Minardo reached out and pinched Elena’s cheek suddenly.

	“Are you jealous?” Minardo said. “Elena, we’re not romantic at all. You’re so silly!”

	“I’m not jealous. I do not care!” Elena whined, pulling Minardo’s hand off.

	“Minardo is not my type. You, on the other hand, have a chance, little Elena.”

	Khadija winked again, leaning closer, chest on the table. 

	Elena averted her gaze again.

	“Why do I keep trying to come here to relax, when you two don’t let me live in peace.”

	“It’s because the practiced teasing of a mature woman wipes away all troubles.”

	Elena suddenly broke out into a laugh. She could not stifle it that time.

	Khadija was completely right– Elena felt much less troubled than when she first sat down.

	Though she would not admit as such with the two of them waiting for a reaction.

	She appreciated what they were both trying to do and felt– cared for.

	There were other troubles she had in mind that she just could not tell Khadija and Minardo about. Things they would not understand. But coming here and getting fussed over did instill the feeling that these two women cared about her well-being in their own way. They wanted to see her smile and laugh, they wanted her to feel special and receive some attention. Attention that she took for granted when it was easy to come by– Bethany would not have approved of her being so needy and bratty, but it was nice to have that freedom.

	“So– what’s for lunch today?” Elena asked. She raised herself back to a proper sit.

	“Oh, good idea! You’ll love this, I’m certain. We’ve got gazpacho, eggplant fries, and a little sandwich with pulled soy, brown sauce and tomato pickle.” Minardo said proudly.

	“Sounds delicious.” Elena said. She smiled at her companions as brightly as she once did.

	For just a little bit she would allow herself to luxuriate in Minardo and Khadija’s attention.

	Maybe having someone to fuss over was something those two appreciated as well.

	

	

	“Braya.”

	“Hmm? What’s up?”

	“Do you think I should be nervous about my check-up with Ms. Maharapratham?”

	“No.”

	“What do you know about her? Can you tell me more?”

	Braya Zachikova briefly put down her computer and looked over her shoulder.

	Their shared accommodation was completely dark except for the light from the portable computer, and a bit of bioluminescence produced by strands interspersed in her partner’s blue hair. Behind her, Arabella smiled, her hands hovering just around Zachikova’s waist, squeezing and loosening in turns. They were sitting together on one bed, as they often did since meeting, Arabella’s back to the wall and Zachikova’s back to her.

	Zachikova leaned back against Arabella, her head resting on Arabella’s breasts.

	Arabella raised one of her hands and toyed with the end of Zachikova’s spiral ponytail.

	“Back when you were a Leviathan, in order to keep you safe, I had to partner up with Karuniya Maharapratham and make you a subject of study.” Zachikova said. It was almost surreal to think back to that time, just weeks ago, when she knew nothing. “During the work we did tracking you and studying video of you– I thought that Maharapratham seemed very compassionate towards you. She cares about animals. I’ve seen how other sickos in the Union think about Leviathans, like it’s free target practice until they fuck up and get eaten. She really cared, and she wanted to prevent unneeded harm. You’ll be fine.”

	“I see, so you entrust me to her. I feel relieved then.” Arabella said, smiling.

	“You make it sound way too dramatic. She’s just going to take your blood or whatever.”

	“Braya, do you think any differently about me now? After all that’s happened?”

	“Yeah. You’ve ruined me for life and I can’t get away from you.”

	“Hmm? I’m sorry– I’m just nervous is all.”

	“I’m joking.” Zachikova sighed. 

	She tried to think of how to word what she wanted to say. 

	Even as she spoke, it felt like it did not convey the fullness of what she felt about Arabella. She still tried with every new word and did not relent even as she let her passions slip. “I don’t think any differently about you. If anything I feel closer to you than ever. I’m also someone whose head got fucked with– not as maliciously as with you, but I’m still not normal. Like– I’m just a nobody. Before the surgeries, and going into the Academy and then the spec ops, I was just some orphan of slave parents who died. I was nothing. When I think back, I’m still kinda nothing– I didn’t have friends, I didn’t fuck around with other girls in my school or win a video game championship or whatever. I can remember all the nothing I did but when you think about it, I effectively have no fucking memories anyway.”

	“I see. In that sense– I guess our situations are more similar than I realized.”

	“Memories don’t make you Arabella to me. You’re Arabella right now.”

	Zachikova reached down and intertwined her fingers with Arabella’s own.

	Arabella started to wiggle happily behind her back.

	“Braya! Thank you so much. I really appreciate it.” She said.

	“It’s fine. I know you’re scared and that a lot of horrific shit has happened to you. But I’ll help you– and there’s good people on this ship too. I think it’s insane how much you’re taking on your shoulders. It’s not your responsibility, to make up for your sister, or the fucks who created you, or anyone else– but I’m still here for you anyway. Whatever you want to do, I support it. God knows it’s not like I have my own ambitions anyway.”

	“We’ll find you an ambition while we search for my memories too.”

	Arabella leaned down on Zachikova’s shoulder, rubbing her cheeks against it.

	She was so warm.

	A few weeks ago Zachikova might have pushed back.

	Now, she was still a little annoyed– but she wanted to feel Arabella through her skin.

	Until she felt a bit of a sting–

	“Hey.”

	Arabella nibbled on her childishly.

	“If you need blood, just say it. Don’t just bite me out of nowhere.”

	“Oh, I’m fine for blood. I ate a lot of human meat back there–”

	“Don’t remind me–”

	“–I’m biting you out of love Braya.” Arabella’s voice turned suddenly coquettish.

	“That can wait until after hours. I’m working right now.”

	Zachikova picked her computer up and stared down at the screen while Arabella’s head remained firmly on her shoulder. She felt another little nip from her lover, a deep nuzzle, and even the warm slickness of her tongue sliding over Zachikova’s neck, her fingers prodding her belly. She did not allow it to distract her. She was setting up a digital co-working space for the Nationale Volksarmee and Brigand to communicate together– essentially a glorified self-hosted BBS. It was a simple program. Much of the code was “in-strata” from similar programs and the predictor computer generated a decent user interface for it after a few proddings for it to do so. But she had to put it all together in a day or two, while her leg still hurt, and then also make sure it was not horrifically insecure or buggy.

	On the Brigand, anyone who wanted to talk to someone could go and find them and talk to them in person. And in a fleet context, the only thing that mattered was following orders and the battle plan. Inventory comparisons only mattered to the logistics officers in the fleet command. One ship was not shuttling junk to another ship unannounced. Two ships did not randomly send engineers to each other to share ferristitcher blueprints or coordinate dangerous underway repairs. Fleet coordination was just totally different.

	But the Volksarmee and Brigand were not two Union ships in a Union fleet with a grand battleplan drafted by a dozen Rear Admirals and a Fleet HQ with responsibility for all logistics. There was no huge staff to plan things. They had to exchange a lot of information between two ships on almost impromptu basis. Their work was like an ongoing conversation between new friends, and it needed a place to happen. Engineers did not have standard protocols for cooperating with each other, and there could be miscommunications. When the Captain approached Zachikova for a solution, she felt that a BBS was a more permanent and simple avenue than staging hundreds of video calls between the ships.

	Such a piece of software was not in demand in the fleets, and was only used by civilians.

	Sailors could use it to goof off; it could also engender bad information management habits.

	Nevertheless for the specific use case of the Volksarmee and Brigand, it made sense to her.

	It would likely be okay since the first version was deliberately extremely boring.

	Nobody would be sharing nude pictures or lewd audio logs ZaChat. 

	It could not do so.

	Or so she hoped. Computer programming in Zachikova’s era was a bit…odd.

	Still, ZaChat was a predictable and simple thing.

	Eventually she would upgrade it– but by then there would be better access controls too.

	Her work was nearly complete. 

	She had released the beta version of ZaChat to a control group of officers and engineers. She monitored usage closely. Making sure every message was encrypted in transit between the ships, that chat logs were being retained on both the Brigand and the Rostock, and that data and access credentials were not coming or going anywhere they should not. So far everything seemed to go smoothly, for a thing Zachikova simply threw together.

	“What are you working on?” Arabella asked, staring over Zachikova’s shoulder.

	“It’s a program for people to message each other across ships.” Zachikova said.

	“Can’t they reach each other and talk on the computer screens?” Arabella said.

	“We want to keep Semyonova from going insane with hundreds of inter-ship calls.”

	“Oh, true. You’re so considerate Braya. What are they saying on the program now?”

	Zachikova looked at the board.

	So far, the top posters were Erika Kairos and Murati Nakara, by orders of magnitude.

	Largely talking to each other. Zachikova sighed audibly. 

	Utterly hopeless dorks talking about history and music in their own little thread.

	In a few other threads on ZaChat, Katarran engineers from the Rostock were thankfully having productive discussion with Brigand crew like Chief Galina Lebedova and her nibling Valya Lebedova. They were hashing out work and equipment transfer schedules that worked for both crews as well as discussing events candidly in open chat threads. The atmosphere seemed jovial and there was actual verifiable progress being made.

	Judging by that alone, Zachikova felt she could declare ZaChat a success.

	Soon she could talk to the Captain about opening it up to more users.

	Hopefully the sailors would not be too rambunctious–

	It dawned upon Zachikova at that point she may have to moderate ZaChat– 

	She shut her computer off after a wave of stress.

	“Arabella.” Zachikova said, sighing. “I’m taking a break. Bite as much as you want.”

	Behind her there was a contented little noise.

	Arabella drew her closer, pressing their bodies tight.

	Once Zachikova felt the teeth start to dig, 

	and Arabella’s hands snaking down her belly, under her pants, between her legs,

	she felt far more relaxed– until the first tight, warm contraction shook her skin.

	

	

	“Ahh! That’s the end of the day for me– well. Until the fucking night shift anyway.”

	“Indeed, gamer– do not so easily forfeit the call that beckon us to the dance of shadows.”

	“Yeah. Yeah. Whatever.”

	It was late in the afternoon and the weapons officers on the Brigand’s bridge were taking their leave for the “day.” They would be back in six hours to attend the “night shift” that was their main assignment during noncombat duty. Until then they had unstructured time to do with as they pleased. Alexandra Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa were meant to use some of this time to catch up on sleep so they could be ready when needed.

	However, Alexandra, at least had other plans for today.

	She kept them to herself– for now.

	“So I got to the part where Ythyria starts looking at the prince– I thought this story was supposed to be lesbian? Like what’s going on there.” Alex asked Fernanda.

	“Gamer, oh Gamer– how easily you lose faith upon any confrontation with intricacy! As with any endeavor, tribulation and torment enrich the quintessence of experience!”

	Fernanda laughed openly while Alex stared at her as they walked down the halls.

	Alexandra Geninov, self-described “sexy biracial chick,” with her light brown skin and messy brown hair tied back in a messy bun; Fernanda Santapena De La Rosa, with her fairer skin and straight blond hair with purple streaks. Blue and brown mismatched eyes alongside bright pink-red irises, the work of lenses; tall and short;  pants uniform and skirt uniform. Their animated chatter filled the halls, Alex’s deeper voice and Fernanda’s nasally tone.

	Despite their contrasts, they seemed to always arrive anywhere as a set of two.

	Arriving at their shared room, they dropped onto their individual beds and sighed audibly.

	“Hey, Fernanda. Before nodding off, can I show you something?” Alex said.

	“Is it about video games?” Fernanda said, briefly dropping her pretentious diction.

	“Yes. But– before you stop me. It’s a kind of video game you would like.”

	“I’ve told you already, that I have played games before– it’s not like I hate them.”

	Two sentences without any thee’s or thou’s? A rare undressed Fernanda indeed.

	“Okay, then you won’t object will you? For me? Just this once.” Alex said.

	“I’m well aware it won’t be ‘just this once’– but sure. I have nothing to do.”

	Fernanda sat up in bed. Smiling and laughing, Alex crouched next to her own bed.

	From the set of drawers under the frame, Alex pulled out something wrapped in plastic.

	She ripped apart the taped-up plastic wrap and unveiled a little beige plastic box.

	“What? How did you get a Dendy?” Fernanda asked, staring incredulously at it.

	Alex grinned, rubbing a finger over the slightly rough textured plastic on the case.

	For now she would not comment on Fernanda being able to spot a Dendy instantly.

	“A Dendy II, actually. One of our new allies uncovered this for me.” Alex said.

	One of the Volksarmee officers, Chloe Kouri, loved video games and she apparently had something of a knack for infiltrating even crowded Imbrian places and going mostly unnoticed. After discovering this one morning in the Brigand’s cafeteria, Alex got the scheme in mind to see if Chloe could return to the street market and search for a video game console. Through sheer luck the console in question happened to be a Dendy II–

	even Chloe did not realize it as she picked it up and brought it back.

	Alex did not tell this story out loud– not wanting to try Fernanda’s patience.

	It was enough to say that her scheming had paid off, in the familiar beige box in her hands.

	Fernanda blinked. “So there was a Dendy in Kreuzung? And you bought it?”

	“I also got a few classic Union storytelling games that run on it.” Alex said.

	“I am a bit speechless. What the hell was a Dendy doing in Kreuzung?”

	“I’m sure there are Imbrian enthusiasts curious about Union gaming.”

	“But how would they get access to it? The Union does not have trade with Imbria.”

	“Smuggling or something? Who cares– let’s play!”

	Alex pulled out a serial cable that was rolled up in a little shelf in the back of the Dendy and found a serial port on the wall to plug it into. She flicked the switch, and in moments, the wall monitor created a window near the pull-out desk in the back of the room. Alex stuck one of the game cards into a slot on the side of the box and pressed a button to lock it. From the front of the Dendy, Alex pulled out two little controllers, with a cross-shaped directional pad and three buttons. She handed one to Fernanda and kept the first one herself.

	At first the screen appeared completely black, and then appeared a block-font DENDY logo.

	Then, a message from the Union Commissariat of Entertainment stressing that eyes strain, repetitive strain on the hands, headaches, and addiction might result from playing video games too much. The player had to tab through many screens of guidance and informational health material required by the Commissariat of Entertainment specifically for video games. Once this was done, another Commissariat of Entertainment screen urged the player to set an amount of session time, after which the Dendy would automatically save the game progress to battery memory and shut down. Alex set the session time for four hours, which was as long as the Commissariat would allow a single session to stretch.

	“We are not playing this for four hours.” Fernanda warned.

	“I knooooow.” Alex said. “Relax.”

	Fernanda stared at her, sighed and picked up her controller.

	They sat on the pull-out chairs near the pull-out desk and watched the screen.

	Watching the little crab dig down and down as the game was prepared.

	It was the kind of screen that, to a citizen of the sea, screamed– video games!

	Perhaps incongruous– perhaps deeply mysterious.

	Displayed on the screen, was a true miracle of underwater entertainment, recently arisen.

	Each pixel in itself represented the combined efforts of hundreds of years of computing.

	Of course, Alex knew all about how video gaming came about.

	In order to truly understand “Dendy”, as Alex did–

	one had to first understand the “Strata Crab” seen digging so industriously on screen.

	Overwhelmingly, small devices in the Imbrium civilizations were thin clients, deferring some or even all of their computing to a vastly powerful supercomputer in their range, either part of a station mainframe or a ship supercomputer. These larger computers were referred to as “Predictive Computers.” True to their name, their primary design function was to assist in underwater navigation, identification and communication through analyzing data and “predicting” environments, trajectories and other partially known conditions with a degree of accuracy. Predictive computers were designed to take many sources of information, acoustic, visual, thermal, electric, and allow ships and stations to see and speak underwater– two things that were far more troubled by the deep than on the surface.

	Predictive Computers performed these functions as part of their advanced and highly stable Base Code. This Base Code ran flawlessly in less than seconds and performed incredible computational feats in its specialized functions. Beyond prediction, the Base Code was imbued with a few other useful features. It could store information in databases, accept human language requests for data or analysis, decode acoustic text messages, and compare any number of like things with each other– byproducts of its function to guide humans on their underwater odyssey. However, there was one problem that the Imbrium civilization and, presumably, every other underwater post-surface society stumbled into. They did not understand how the Base Code worked. It was something of a black box.

	Presumably, the Base Code had been worked out as a highly advanced form of machine learning, at some point. Predictors were often updated with new data for ordnance and vessels so they could properly identify them. But what the computer did behind the scenes with the data was a mystery– this design remained largely inscrutable to Imbrians.

	It was impossible for a human to read the Base Code because there was far too much of it and none of it was legible in Low Imbrian or even High Imbrian– it was inherited from the surface world and went into widespread reproduction after the Age of Strife with the founding of the Nocht Dynasty. Even the scientists and engineers that had survived the Age of Strife had no idea how to actually read Base Code– seemingly, everyone just accepted the Base Code as an immutable part of computing that was inherited from the past.

	Much like Agarthicite reactors, the form of the thing could be replicated, but it was not fully understood. Rather it was painstakingly observed to deduce workable interactions.

	Base Code was simply copied onto new computers from old ones, making new predictive computers that all had the same functions. Base Code limitations and uses became readily apparent upon observation. It was possible, at times, to get a predictive computer to spit out a breakdown of a base code function through direct querying, but the predictive computer’s own understanding of base code functions was found to be utterly false.

	Direct querying became a technical process of its own. Predictive Computers could be asked in various ways to attempt to do things outside of their known stated functions. Results would vary widely. Predictive Computers processed human language querying in bizarre ways, only answering consistently to known functions of the Base Code. A bad query would simply return false information or pretend to be doing something while doing absolutely nothing. This led to the widespread belief in the unreliability and inaccuracy of predictive computing. However, one miraculous function that was discovered was the ability to run subordinate instructions. This allowed the “Base Code” to be expanded through grueling trial and error with the foundations of civilian computing, “Strata Code.” Strata Code was, as its name suggested, piled atop Base Code in a variety of troubled ways.

	When Braya Zachikova coded, or Alex Geninov played video games, or Homa Baumann read books on a portable computer, they were interacting primarily with features of Strata Code– these were the Programs most legible and understood to them, built on top of “Strata Functions” that were discovered to work through the expansion function of Base Code. Code that was not itself Base Code but was understood by the Predictor Computer. Knowledge of working Strata had been uncovered throughout the run of the A.D. years.

	Therefore one arrived at the venerable “Strata Crab.”

	There was a popular illustration of how computers worked in the Imbrium, known as the “Strata Crab.” The Crab was a program that wanted to do something, and its intended functionality was a tasty worm hiding somewhere beneath the sand. However many layers of sand, and the trajectory of the crab, illustrated the layered execution of Strata Code. There were several layers of cruft the Crab had to dig through to find its meal. A Program hit all of the working strata code in the right succession– dug through the layers correctly– to ultimately execute correctly. Of course, this was a simplification that also obscured the fact that a program, or crab, could also itself dump more sand on top– new Strata Code.

	Or that most modern Strata Code was executed by flavors of “Silt Code” written in different, simpler programming languages developed over time that varied quite widely.

	And so, on screens everywhere, the crab could be seen to dig, loading complex programs.

	For those still following along with the history, the worm was in sight– video games.

	One of the things Base Code could do was generate graphics. One of the things it did poorly was generate new graphics on command, rather than synthesizing environment graphics from natural sources. Strata Code was eventually invented to provide a graphical display layer for more things than just dataset text or predictive imaging graphics from sonar or LADAR data. However, this code ran devastatingly poorly at first. In addition it was difficult to eke out more performance from supercomputer hardware without impacting its ability to perform Base Code. Owing to a variety of economic, political and social reasons, the Imbrium did not put any of its engineering prowess behind the development of accessible computing or code execution for a very long time. But ultimately, enterprising generations of Imbrium engineers embarked on the creation of ancillary hardware, such as the various thin clients, which were in some ways more sophisticated units than the supercomputers– because they assisted in the running of feature-rich Strata Code.

	Thus, the stage of history led inexorably to the video game console.

	An ancillary piece of hardware specialized in innovative video game code and associated strata functions, to a degree previously thought impossible. Creating new, rich content experiences for civilians. Not simulations of military hardware, nor the realistic machine graphics used by films, but a brand new form of entertainment all its own. Beautiful, state of the art sprite characters easily generated by small devices, which could be moved on command by the players using various inputs. This allowed the setting of challenges for the player to overcome, the creation of stories for the player to experience and highly stylized characters some might have even considered more beautiful than life.

	And it all began, with the hopelessly inscrutable Base Code, and the humble Strata Crab.

	As for the Dendy itself– it was a somewhat sloppily reverse-engineered form of an Imbrian video game device that Alex Geninov played as a teenager in the Union during the Ahwalia years, where civilian entertainment products had a boom. That it ended up back in the Imbrium ocean where Imbrian video game enthusiasts became fascinated with this strange foreign device and its games, perhaps said something profound about society.

	Or perhaps about Katarran smuggling predilections.

	“I already have a headache.” Fernanda groaned.

	“Huh? We haven’t even gotten to the title screen.” Alex said.

	“I feel like just turning this thing on is radiating tedium.” Fernanda replied.

	“I don’t get you. Just hush, you’ll love it when it actually starts.” Alex said.

	On the screen, several progress bars appeared, and a graphic of a little crab digging.

	Building pixel stores– compiling silt codes– pre-organizing post-routines–

	Finally the title screen appeared: “The Solstice War.”

	There was a young woman in a military uniform, looking through the glass of a digital porthole at a sphere of annihilation going off in the distance from a destroyed imperial ship. Everything was rendered in gorgeous 12-bit color 2D graphics. Sophisticated and stylized designs lent a certain beauty and attractiveness to the characters and made excellent aesthetic use of the color restrictions. Such was its style that gamers throughout the Union had fallen in love with the brooding, handsome, and charmingly autistic protagonist of the game, whose default name “Madiha” was used to represent her in various fanfictions and fanarts, erotic fancomics and even in small tribute fangames continuing her story.

	Alex renamed the character upon starting a new game, to, of course, “Alex.”

	“Why am I even here, gamer?” Fernanda grumbled.

	“You haven’t played this one? I thought I’d get you to admit you had.”

	“I have only read the erotic comics and fanfictions of it.”

	“There’s a second player. You can name her after yourself.”

	Alex pressed one of the buttons to move to the next screen.

	Fernanda turned a bit red. She must have known what this entailed.

	That second player had the default name “Parinita”– “Madiha’s” love interest.

	Nevertheless, she did as she was instructed, renaming her to “Færn.”

	Alex stared at the odd spelling. “Wait– is that like your–”

	“Just get on with the game.” Fernanda warned.

	At first blush, “The Solstice War” seemed like any standard “dungeon” game.

	There was a protagonist and a supporting party member, they had parameters that determined the success and failure of certain challenges, they had items to collect. Maps of locations were presented to the player with “nodes” to which they could travel– these would then expand into “screens” of the dungeon that players could interact with in greater detail. There were battles, talking to NPCs, and puzzles to solve, either with logic, collected tools, or keys or other knickknacks uncovered along the way. Both Player 1 and Player 2 were asked to make decisions and could even separate, splitting the screen in half.

	But “the Solstice War” was not known as a “dungeon” game, but a “storytelling” game.

	Many challenges could be skipped with a careful eye to the character’s personalities and predilections. Charisma was the most powerful parameter, and a keen understanding of the magic spells, called “tactics” due to the game’s militaristic flavor, could enable the player to sidestep many difficulties. There were hundreds of thousands of lines of text to enrich the story and characters. Developing the love story between Player 1 and Player 2 was one of the game’s joys. Players 1 and 2 were sometimes asked to talk about each other.

	Combat was there for those who desired it, but it was not strictly necessary.

	This was all quite unlike “dungeon” games, known for their violence and treasure.

	A collaborative storytelling experience about a romantic story.

	Even across just the first hour of the game, Fernanda seemed to arrive at a burgeoning understanding of what made it special and unique among video games. Alex, who had played the game before, led Fernanda down a path that was richer in stories. She was gripped from the first scene, where “Alex” executed the corrupt military commander who had been verbally abusing “Færn” and blaming her for the many inefficiencies of the outpost. Just as “Færn” was stricken at first sight by the melancholy beauty of “Alex”, Fernanda herself realized they were written as tragic lovers and her face began to light up.

	In the next scenes, the two navigated an attack by an Imperial force that outgunned and outnumbered the characters’ and the outpost’s forces. But through their bond, and timely decision-making, as well as “Alex” uncovering her hidden powers, they turned back the tide and bought the Union precious time. There would be more tribulations to come.

	So began a story of war, conspiracy, betrayal, and sapphic love.

	“Gamer. I hardly knew you had it in you, to appreciate culture like this.”

	Alex grinned. “So what do you think of video games, huh? They’re an artform aren’t they?”

	Fernanda grumbled. “Hmph! I never said I hated all video games! Don’t act so smug.”

	It was not all rosy– some systems and solutions were a bit inscrutable.

	Dialog was sometimes very convoluted. Fernanda loved this, Alex not so much.

	And the audio was not great– especially on an old, well-traveled Dendy like this.

	Room computers and wall-windows were not the best interfaces either.

	Without a dedicated “gaming monitor” the fullest beauty of the graphics was lost.

	However, by the second hour, the two were practically leaning against each other.

	Unaware of their proximity due to how engrossed they had become in their roles.

	Talking like one was Madiha and the other Parinita, working through the various challenges– and Alex pretending not to know the solutions, gleefully roleplaying along and letting Fernanda take the lead on what objects to interact with, who to talk to, what conversation strategies to use, what fights to pick and how to succeed. Though they would eventually have to go to sleep to get ready for their shift, Alex felt quite elated.

	By the time they shut off the Dendy, Fernanda had Alex promise they would play again.

	

	

	“Ah! I haven’t had such a good workout in forever! It’s nice to be back to the routine!”

	“Hm. I guess it’s nice when the gym is kind of empty too. Though– it could be emptier.”

	“Hey. You wound me. I spotted for you and everything.”

	“Yeah you were a great help, and you had an amazing vantage point on my tits I bet.”

	“Again, your sarcasm wounds me. Ascribing such impure motives.”

	“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. I don’t actually care anyway. Take a gander as long as you like.”

	Aside from the two figures in conversation, the Brigand’s gym was completely empty.

	Just past the social area of the Brigand, also nearly empty at peak working hours, was the gym, a vital part of the operation. Everyone got a chance to use it if they liked, and everyone was encouraged to. Physical activity was important to keep a healthy body and mind on the ship and to pass the time healthily. To that end there was something for everyone. Running machines, staircase machines, and stationary bikes were popular. There were of course weights of all sizes, and racks for climbing and pull-ups; punching bags, a small sparring arena with a padded floor; and even a ten meter long range with adjustable targets for archery or air-guns. A dispenser for electrolyte-rich bottled drinks in two different flavors, stationed near the door, reminded everyone to keep hydrated as they worked.

	Standing near the exercise machines, pilots Sameera Al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun and Dominika Rybolovskaya stretched their arms and legs on top of padded plastic mats. They had just gotten done with their daily workouts. Not all pilots took exercise as seriously as they did, so they were often seen together at the gym even when it was nearly empty otherwise. This happened enough Sameera had begun to notice Dominika’s preferences– she was drawn to the archery range, the stair climb and the weights. Sameera in turn loved to push the exercise bike hard, and then she took out a lot of steam on the punching bag. She thought that perhaps Dominika was just more meticulous than her.

	Lately, she thought a lot of things about Dominika.

	Under the glow of the yellow sunlamps and the white LEDs, Dominika’s pink skin glistened with sweat as she stood to full height from stretching her legs. She went still for a moment, catching her breath, staring down at the floor in her shorts and sports bra. So lightly dressed, more of the chromatophores on her body were exposed, small bumps on her skin that glowed gently. They ran down her chest, on her hips, her back. Interspersed within her long red and brown hair were black-striped, fleshy strands dimly glowing.

	And her eyes– bright pink with a blue limbal ring. Absolutely captivating.

	They met, Sameera’s admiring gaze and Dominika’s narrow-eyed look of disdain.

	Rather than scold her, Dominika sighed and turned around.

	“You’re catching a shower too, aren’t you? Come on.” Dominika said.

	Sameera was quite sweaty herself. Even the fur on her ears and tail was moist.

	She smiled and followed behind Dominika.

	To their shared surprise, the Brigand’s shower room was also pretty empty.

	Dominika quickly threw off her sports bra and pulled down her shorts. She started walking toward the showers without acknowledging Sameera. Behind her, Sameera disrobed a bit slower. Dominika was so thin and lean and her figure almost nymph-like that she could not help but watch as she left her side. That she was a head taller than Dominika was a fact that buzzed around in her brain infrequently, and always ended up somewhere else.

	After a truly laborious removal of her own sports bra and shorts, Sameera followed her to the showers. She sat next to her, set the temperature and dispersion of the showerhead, and relaxed as cool water crashed over her head. Two backs to the wall, smiling with relief as the sweat washed off them. Sameera undid her ponytail, and her long, wild brown hair fell over the sides of her and down her back. Her tail splashed on the water. There were no sounds but the running water and no smell but the shampoo and soap dispensers.

	“Nika.”

	“Sameera.”

	Sameera laughed. “I heard there’s some kind of social function going on tonight.”

	“You want to take me out on a date.” Dominika said. She shrugged. “We’re just on the ship it’s not like it’s anything special. So whatever– I’ll go with you. Happy now?”

	“Ecstatic.” Sameera wagged her tail excitedly.

	“What’s with you?” Dominika asked with evident, narrow-eyed disdain and skepticism.

	“What are you asking?” Sameera replied, acting dumb.

	“I mean–” Dominika reached behind herself and switched the water from falling in a mostly uniform stream to widely dispersed pattern. “I had fun on our date in Kreuzung, but if you think I’ve fallen in love with you or something– I’m not so easily impressed. You can’t just act like it’s a given I’m letting you have me. You’re not so charming that you can just–”

	“Oh? You want to be pursued more aggressively then?”

	Sameera practically sprang. Cornering Dominika under her showerhead.

	One arm on the wall, another on the floor, their faces centimeters from each other.

	Eye to eye, nearly nose to nose. Dominika lying back against the wall. Sameera atop.

	Locked eyes, a bigger body, a hunger in her eyes and mischief on her face.

	Sameera inched forward and took Dominika’s lips into a kiss.

	Tasting her briefly, feeling her out, tentative but energetic–

	At no point did Dominika struggled or kick her off.

	Encouraged, Sameera slipped her tongue past Dominika’s teeth.

	Raising a hand to hold Dominika’s cheek, closing her eyes, kissing her with ardor.

	She had demonstrated her intent.

	Approached, played, savored– and stepped back. 

	Smiling with the width of a finger between herself and Dominika.

	“Was that more impressive?” Sameera asked.

	Dominika averted her gaze, keeping a neutral expression.

	“Only– a little– playboy.” She said, struggling to catch her breathe.

	Never had such critical words made Sameera so contented.

	She winked and got off of Dominika and sat next to her again, laughing.

	“At least I know the right direction to take!” Sameera laughed. 

	Dominika grunted, but smiled just a little.

	As much as Sameera liked when Dominika played hard to get, reciprocity was far sweeter.

	In the shower, Sameera’s hand laid over Dominika’s hand and was not refused.

	

	

	Having sailed for months by now, the Brigand’s crew was used to the rhythm of daily activity and they had gained some confidence in their response times should an alarm sound. Union ships valued a balance of readiness and morale. Because the crew had been through so much recently, Captain Korabiskaya had the idea to stage a screening of a film so everyone could get together, relax and have some communal fun for a few hours after work.

	She left the decision of what film to show–

	To First Officer Murati Nakara. Whose eyes drew quite wide upon hearing the news.

	“I– this is– this is a bit sudden.” Murati said.

	“Just look at the ship library and see what interests you, Murati!” Ulyana said cheerfully.

	“You need to get used to making command decisions again.” Aaliyah said bluntly.

	Murati blinked. “I’ve– I’ve been making decisions– I’ve been working hard–”

	Even she knew this was not exactly the case. Certainly, Murati had not been doing nothing this whole time. She had been in important meetings. She had delegated a few tasks to her own subordinates. She had gone over Diver combat data working with Valya, and wrangled Aatto– but she had also been writing her book an awful lot handn’t she?

	And mostly posting a lot on ZaChat the past day–

	Neither of her superiors would have it– Murati had a command decision delegated to her.

	“Just pick something, Murati. We’ll show it tonight. It’ll be fine, pick anything.”

	“No, Captain! Murati, don’t just pick anything. Pick something that will improve morale.”

	Two pats on the back was all she got after that. Murati was left to make the decision.

	A few minutes later, she had made her way further to the back of the ship.

	Walking stiffly and with a clearly troubled expression.

	Crossing the door into her wife’s laboratory.

	“Hubby! You’ve come to visit! I haven’t seen you in days!”

	Karuniya Maharapratham called out in a sweet voice and clapped her hands together.

	“You see me every day.” Murati mumbled this so as to be just barely audible.

	“So what has dragged you away from your book, to see your boring old ball and chain?”

	“Karu– please– I’m not that bad to you am I–?”

	Eventually Karuniya stopped teasing Murati and invited her to a desk around the back of the tree. They sat together and Murati confided her predicament to her wife. It was not necessarily that Murati did not know any films. She had seen films, played video games– she had experienced entertainment. However, none of those things were her first choice for distractions. She was much more of a reader. What movies did sailors enjoy?

	Weren’t they rowdy and rambunctious? She had always been cloistered among officers.

	“I’m so glad you confided in me, Murati.” Karuniya said. “Your salvation is here.”

	She raised an index finger pointedly and winked at Murati.

	“Are you a film fan Karu? I really had no idea. We always went to restaurants or concerts.”

	Karuniya crossed her arms, and smiled with great confidence.

	“I am not an expert. But I can make trivial decisions without thinking about them so much.”

	Murati raised a hand over her face. “Karu– Come on– This is serious here–”

	“I don’t understand why you are soooo anxious, Murati.” Karuniya said, giggling.

	“This is a command decision Karuniya! Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Aaliyah must be wondering if I can handle the burdens of a commissioned officer and judging whether I can be promoted. I let my guard down and kept working on my book and testing Zachikova’s program, and now this. This can’t be something trivial– they are testing me.”

	Karuniya stared at her for a moment, laid a hand over her mouth and stifled a laugh.

	“Murati, you really are so cute. I’m so glad I have you wrapped around my finger.”

	In turn, her hubby met her eyes with a helpless expression.

	That was what it took for her to realize she was being just a bit ridiculous.

	“I’m glad you think so, though I object to this characterization.” Murati said, sighing.

	Karuniya reached out and squeezed Murati’s hand for comfort.

	“I’ll look at the media library with you, and we will pick a movie together.”

	“I’ve only got a few hours to pick something. It’s going on tonight. It’s just so sudden.”

	“It’ll be fun! Just don’t take it so seriously. Between the two of us, we’ll find something.”

	Silently, Murati thanked Karuniya so much for deflating all the tension in her chest.

	Taking up a chair next to Murati, Karuniya brought a portable computer for both to use. She accessed the Brigand’s onboard media library, which served the books, music, comics, art collections, programs and films that were approved by the Union Navy. With a few taps of Karu’s slender fingers, she brought up the library of films. There were hundreds of films to choose from. A few independent or classic Imbrian films with “appropriate ideological content” were canonized as part of the Union’s “film history.” But the Union also had a film culture that had produced a few hundred films in the nation’s twenty year existence. There was movie-making going on even during the Revolution.

	As soon as there had been a Union, there had also been Union film-making.

	Everything from comedies to dramas, romances, morality plays, action stories, and propaganda pieces. They could sort the media library based on a lot of criteria, like the year and the genre, but they looked through everything just to see what was on offer. Karuniya arrived at a good suggestion as they scrolled through. She figured that sailors would appreciate a good comedy. Everyone could use a laugh, and even the cheapest jokes could draw one out, but not all people had a taste for romantic films or dramas.

	“That is a very good point. Narrows it down, but it’s still so much.” Murati said.

	Karuniya tipped her head closer to Murati, leaning into her while showing her the films.

	“Oh, look at this one. A comedy about a ne’er-do-well father-in-law ending up being cared for by his son and the son’s newlywed bride. Sounds like universally-beloved shenanigans!”

	“I don’t know that I want to sit and think about these particular themes for an entire night.”

	“Huh? But your taste shouldn’t matter– well, look here! There’s a raunchy sex comedy!”

	“The Commissar would absolutely object to this! I don’t even know how that got in there.”

	“It’s there because we’re all adults who fuck, Murati. Jeez– okay, how about this?”

	“A comedy about an Imperial falling into a coma and waking up in the Union during the early years of the Jayasankar regime, experiencing culture shock–? I don’t know. I think we have enough culture shock right now. We want them to take their minds off things right?”

	“How is it you’re being this sensitive? They’re sailors–! Oh! Look at this one!”

	Karuniya pointed her finger at a movie called “Supply Ship Groza.”

	Physical comedy taking place in an inter-station supply ship. It seemed light-hearted.

	“Karu, I think this might be the one!” Murati smiled.

	Suddenly, she put an arm around Karuniya, pulled her close and kissed her on the cheek.

	“Thank you! This is perfect. I’ll send this to Semyonova. She’ll help set up the projection.”

	Karuniya rubbed up against Murati with a placid little smile.

	“You’re welcome. But I require a reward for my services.” She said mischievously.

	“Oh?”

	“First, you’re going to take me to the movie tonight.”

	Then, Karuniya raised a hand to Murati’s cheek and drew her in for a deeper kiss.

	It was a quick embrace– but her tongue crossed Murati’s lips in its span.

	When Karuniya drew back she looked Murati in the eyes.

	“Second, you’re going to do more than kiss me after the movie.”

	That coquettish grin on her face said it all.

	Murati felt the tensions of mere minutes ago wholly leave her body.

	To be replaced by other, more electric sensations.

	“You know I can’t ever say no to that face. I’m all yours, Karu.”

	

	

	Semyonova announced the movie night on every screen in the Brigand, so everyone was instantly made aware of it. It came as a pleasant surprise with immediate effect. There was a burst of excitement from all corners, slightly deflated when a clarifying announcement was issued that there would not be liquor rations. Still, the mood was electric, with everyone in the halls wondering what movie would be shown and looking forward to it.

	Homa Baumann was not planning to go watch the movie.

	She had woken up in the afternoon and had her wholly vegetarian dinner and felt off.

	From the operating table in Dr. Kappel’s office, she was back in the infirmary.

	Waiting.

	“Sorry Homa! I got pulled aside to take care of the bridge for a bit!”

	Through the door into the infirmary, Kalika Loukia reappeared with a bag in hand.

	Homa stared at her with an unfriendly expression.

	“Was I gone that long?” Kalika asked.

	Homa sighed. “Whatever. I don’t care.” She raised her voice, almost without meaning to.

	Kalika smiled. “I hoped the prosthetics would cheer you up a bit– I understand though.”

	She unzipped the bag and laid some clothes on the bed where Homa was seated.

	There was a sleeveless white button-down shirt, a teal half-length jacket with long sleeves, a pair of pants and a skirt both of which were black, a set of white underwear, a green tie, and a pair of shoes. This was the uniform she had seen most people on the ship wearing. Everything was cheaply synthestitched, and the shoes especially looked a bit formless and unappealing. Homa would have to ask if they could give her work boots back.

	“I’m not wearing a tie. Can they synthestitch me some casual clothes?” Homa grumbled.

	“No~” Kalika bent down a bit and flicked Homa’s nose gently.

	For a moment, that little teasing brush felt almost scandalous. Could she do that?

	It was the momentary outrage that gave Homa some perspective on her own behavior.

	Still– she was not able to fully control herself. Her tone of voice remained a bit elevated.

	“Ugh. I get it– I’m being a brat. I’ll just– I’ll just shut up then!” Homa said.

	Kalika remained bent forward in front of Homa and leaned even closer.

	Speaking almost nose to nose with Homa’s face. A small smile on her red lips.

	“I’ve told you, I understand you’re frustrated. I’m not going to ask you to pretend everything is fine. But I also am not giving carte blanche for you to yell at me all day. Let’s cool it a bit. Take a deep breath.” Kalika looked at Homa expectantly. “Deep breath, Homa.”

	With Kalika right in front of her face, she could not refuse. 

	Homa drew in a deep breath.

	Then she let it out.

	There was nowhere for it to go so she practically blew right into Kalika’s face.

	Kalika did not look bothered by it. She looked more content than before.

	“Feel any better?”

	“No?”

	Her head and chest felt a bit less tight and knotted after she let the air out.

	But she did not want Kalika to be right.

	So she denied anything changed.

	“Alright.” Kalika drew back from Homa and gestured to the clothes. “Pants or skirt?”

	“That’s actually a really hard decision for me.” Homa said.

	“It’s not a final decision, though. You can always wear one or the other.” Kalika said.

	“I don’t know, Kalika. Do I look like I should be wearing a skirt?”

	“You would look lovely in a skirt. Take it from a real fashionista.”

	Homa’s ears folded against her head. She averted her gaze.

	“No offense– I’ll just take the pants for now.”

	“None taken. Would you like to dress yourself, or would you like my help?”

	“I’ll do it.”

	Kalika turned her back to Homa. “I can whip right back whenever you want me to.”

	They had already seen each other completely naked before, but Homa appreciated Kalika having discretion nevertheless. If she struggled with dressing herself, Homa did not want someone staring at her and trying to gauge whether to jump in to save her or not. That would have made her furious. It made her a lot less self-conscious about relying on Kalika to assist if she could choose at any time when to cut her out or let her in.

	Homa reached the end of her hospital gown.

	Her biological fingers, and the fingers of her mechanical hand, closed around the hem.

	She pulled it up and off of her body. As natural as breathing. 

	Nothing odd happened.

	So far the prosthetic was responding fine.

	Homa grabbed the synthetic brassiere, put her arms through. 

	Reached behind her back.

	Her mechanical fingers dropped the clips a few times. It was a tiny bit frustrating.

	Nevertheless, with time, her quite modest breasts were quite modestly covered up.

	Similar to the brassier clips, it was a bit of a challenge to button up the shirt. Holding really small things in her hands and manipulating them precisely was strange. Her fingers on the prosthetics would drop and slip over the buttons, and even if she tried to switch the hand she was using, it was tough to hold the fabric around the button-hole open. Her hand was just so much clumsier than she was used to, and she could not feel it, no touch, no smoothness of synthcloth nor the roughness of the hard button.

	Just as with the brassiere, however, the shirt was buttoned up in due time.

	Homa clenched her jaw and let out a low hiss.

	With the shirt on, she put on the panties and the black pants she had been given.

	No problems with those. Everything fit fine and the efforts to put them on were simple.

	Finally, she slipped the shoes right on. Cheap shoes like these just fit like a thick sock.

	“I’m done.” Homa said.

	Kalika turned around. She clapped her hands. “Look at this handsome young lady!”

	“C’mon.”

	“You really were serious about the tie huh? Don’t you want to look really professional?”

	“Not interested.”

	“Fair enough.” Kalika held out her hands.

	Homa looked at them for a moment before raising her own arms and taking them.

	Entwining her fingers and Kalika’s own. Kalika gently urged Homa stand.

	To get her legs off the bed, Homa turned sideways.

	She set her prosthetic leg on the floor first. Shifted her weight on it, tested its strength.

	Everything seemed firm but–

	For a moment, as she made the effort to stand, she could feel the flesh weighing on metal.

	There was an uncomfortably cold sensation because of this.

	Alarming as it was at first, Homa choked the feelings down, and made to stand straight.

	Kalika held her hands tightly, supporting her.

	“Do you want to try taking a step?”

	Homa nodded her head. She lifted her prosthetic leg, inched forward, set it down.

	Again she felt that cold sensation where the metal met flesh, but it was not as bad as before.

	However, as soon as she set her foot down, she felt her weight slide a bit.

	Kalika steadied her as she stepped back herself.

	She cooed to Homa as they walked. One solid step; one clumsy step; one solid step.

	“Good, good. Take it easy, one step at a time.”

	“Okay.”

	“Everything in the world worth doing can be done one step at a time.”

	“I don’t need your amateur therapy during all this.”

	“One step at a time, and you’ll be less grouchy in no time.”

	Kalika laughed a little. Homa grumbled.

	She held that hand tight however, felt Kalika’s own steel fingers with her own flesh.

	Mirrored her steps, relied on her guidance, leaned into her when near falling.

	For a moment, holding Kalika’s hands and walking step by step, almost with grace–

	It almost felt like dancing, which Homa had never really done. But she had read about it.

	Seen it in films; fantasized about it, maybe, once or twice. Dancing with someone nice.

	Homa was not some hero, she chastised herself. 

	Kalika was not her storybook princess.

	But– 

	it made it easier, and feel better, to think of the infirmary as a grand ballroom.

	Her fingers closed tighter around Kalika’s hand.

	She met her eyes more closely than before.

	Step, by step. 

	Their little clumsy storybook dance down the aisle across from the beds.

	It made Homa feel a little bit more whole than she was before.

	Her steel walls and the plastic smell, took on color, took on a floral scent, took on grandeur.

	“See? You’re doing great. Soon you won’t need to hold anyone’s hand.”

	A chill ran down Homa’s back that she would not admit.

	Because she immediately thought–

	“I still want to hold your hand.”

	She did not say this out loud. She did not want to admit it. She felt ashamed of it.

	Such feelings were useless to hold for someone who only pitied her.

	And Homa had already been hurt a few times by allowing herself such vulnerability.

	Nevertheless. Nevertheless. Nevertheless.

	

	

	“Sonya’s taking me out to a movie! I could turn gold with happiness!”

	“What ‘taking you out’? It takes minutes to walk down from my room–”

	“Sonya’s taking me out~ Sonya’s taking me out~”

	Shalikova looked at Maryam bobbing her head happily and simply smiled.

	They walked down the hall holding hands, toward the social area.

	Game tables, couches and other furniture were moved or folded into the floor. Chairs were set up for the movie watchers; there was not enough space for everyone so a similar arrangement was made in the middle of the hangar so more would get a chance to join a movie-watching party. Dispensers for pickles, bread, broth and watered-down juice were moved from the cafeteria to the social pod and hangar to give everyone easier access to snacks. On the stage a black rectangle appeared on the wall to demonstrate where the film would be displayed from. As Shalikova and Maryam approached and took a seat at the back row of chairs, there were already dozens of people seated and chatting lively. 

	There was a lot of curiosity, since the film to be shown was kept secret.

	“Sonya, I bet you’ve seen so many movies.” Maryam said.

	“Not a lot actually.” Shalikova said. “I preferred the arcade when I was bored.”

	“Oh right! You did say you were the ‘terror of the tables’!” Maryam said.

	“Not so loud.” Shalikova whispered. “But yes I played a lot of table games back when I was in school. Pool, and table hockey and tennis and all that. All the student lounges had a bunch. Solstice had nice arcades too. I liked going around town looking for them. You could wander off in any direction and find lounges and games. Theaters were a bit less prevalent.”

	“I haven’t seen very many movies.” Maryam said. “Do you not like them, Sonya?”

	She must have noticed Shalikova’s sour expression as she waited for the movie to start.

	“No, it’s just– theaters are really crowded. With pool or whatever it was just a few guys.”

	And just like a theater, the social pod was now quite crowded.

	Shalikova endured it for Maryam’s sake, however.

	It was very difficult to infect Shalikova with enthusiasm, but Maryam was so happy that she could not help herself but to crack a little smile. Watching her on the edge of her seat, hands on her lap, staring at the screen with stars in her w-shaped eyes. Bobbing her head with enthusiasm and waiting for the scenes to fill with color. Maryam had been through so much– and she was on this damn ship now going through even more tribulations.

	She deserved a moment of excitement and levity. 

	To be taken care of and made to smile.

	Everyone on the ship deserved it, really. These were the moments they worked hard for.

	So when the lights dimmed, and the screen lit up with the film and everyone clapped–

	Shalikova reached out and squeezed Maryam’s hand in the dark, for her own happiness.

	

	

	Movie night came and went, with applause, laughs and a brief respite.

	“Supply Ship Groza” became a new favorite among the sailors. Around the halls and hangar they could be heard quoting the jokes at each other, and calling each other Mykolas, after the clumsy protagonist. Having a social function was good change of pace. For everyone, they spent some cherished time shoulder to shoulder, but the work, as always, continued. It was a new day, the Brigand and Rostock were ever closer to Aachen.

	It was busy again, and might soon get even busier.

	Officers led a different life, however.

	On that morning, Murati stood outside of the brig.

	She was quite happy with last night. But the task in front of her was a daunting one.

	Once the door opened– out walked the task. In full Treasure Box Transports uniform.

	Bushy brown tail swinging behind her, now coming out of black uniform pants. Her brown hair tied into a very professional ponytail, a garrison cap between her tall ears. Shirt buttoned up completely this time, a brand new jacket in freshly synthestitched teal. Afforded a ration of makeup she had used to doll herself up quite presentably. 

	An almost comically saccharine smile on her face upon seeing Murati.

	“Chief Petty Officer Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather! Reporting for adjutant duties!”

	Murati could hardly believe these were words she had to hear.

	“How do I look master? It’s such a cute uniform. A very clever disguise.”

	“I told you not to call me ‘Master’. How many times do I have to say it?”

	“But it befits your great stature and the profound respect I have for you!”

	In fact, Aatto had made out like a bandit. 

	Normally, defectors were viewed as something of a burden to their new country. They probably had a limited amount of intelligence, and limited military utility. Under normal circumstances, unless it was a Katarran mercenary with a crew, a defector was unlikely to be allowed to keep their military rank, or join the host nation’s military. Defectors were usually just a small influx of specific intelligence, and a moral victory for the host.

	Because of the Brigand’s unique situation, however, Aatto was getting golden treatment. The Brigand had to be open to defectors as a way to acquire manpower. She had actually been advanced a rank– in the Volkisch, she would now be a Scharführer instead of a Rottenführer. Special assignment adjutants to commissioned officers could not be entry-level Petty Officers. Delegating work to someone with minimal clearance who lacked the rank even to organize the specialists was a waste of everyone’s time, so Aatto had to have a senior non-commission rank. If it worked out with Aatto, raising the Brigand’s practical skeleton crew of officers by one was a significant boon to acquire.

	Of course, it might not work out with Aatto. She was a former Volkisch after all.

	“We are not going to have a big fight about this. It’s decided. She’s your responsibility, Murati.” The Commissar had said. “I believe you when you say she wants to turn over a new leaf. The Captain and I had this conversation prior– we can’t refuse even Volkisch defectors at this point, and you could use somebody to assist you. But you can consider this a test of your judgment. We are trusting you, not just her; and if she burns us, it’s on you.”

	Murati could be putting everyone at risk, and even moreso, her chances for a promotion.

	With a sigh, she turned over a portable computer to Aatto.

	She then set her shoulders, took a deep breath and fixed her gaze on the Loup.

	Taking one step into her personal space and standing taller than her counterpart.

	“This is yours because it is crucial to your work. It’s disconnected from the network and contains all the data your clearance allows plus some educational products. For now, you will work off this device and if you need anything not on it, you will request it through me. Prove to me that you are reliable and trustworthy and you can get access to the network. Just know and understand this, with great specificity, Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather: if you scheme against or betray us, I’ll follow you to the ends of Aer to tear you limb from limb!”

	Murati jabbed her finger into Aatto’s chest, frustration clearly spilling out of her.

	She had hoped to sound commanding and intimidating, but lost control to her passions.

	Her speech had an effect, however.

	Aatto’s eyes drew wider, her grin more twisted, smoldering with a bizarre euphoria.

	She clutched the portable computer to her chest, her entire body shaking.

	“There it is! That grand and dominating power dormant within you–! Such radiance–!”

	“I’m being serious!” Murati shouted back at her.

	“Of course– of course–” Aatto’s breathing became briefly troubled. “I live only to support you and witness your deeds! I will absolutely, without a doubt, employ every part of this body in most excellent service! Master, what ordeals will you subject me to today?”

	Why did she sound so happy to be subjected to ordeals?!

	Just as Murati struggled to think of a reprimand Aatto would not somehow enjoy–

	There was a voice, low but with an undertone of distress, coming from all directions.

	Accompanied by flashing red lights from high on every wall.

	It hardly had to be said– before she understood the voice Murati felt she already knew.

	“Alert Semyon! Alert Semyon! All personnel shift immediately to duty Semyon!”

	Fatima al-Suhar was sounding an alert from the sonar station on the bridge.

	One that they had heard a few times already– alert Semyon meant combat stations.

	“Master, is this a combat alert?” Aatto asked with vivid excitement in her voice.

	There was no time to try to correct her bizarre fascinations.

	Once again the currents were sending sharp steel the Brigand’s way.

	Murati and the rest of the crew would have to hurry to meet it, for all they held dear.



	




	12.5

	Red lights flashed silent alarm across the UNX-001 Brigand, while a calm voice spoke through every implement from which sound could be heard. “Alert Semyon!” She said, careful not to shout or betray anxiety, while still speaking in a clear voice. Alert Semyon would only be raised verbally three times and then Fatima would go quiet on the audio system.

	Everyone on the ship understood what this meant. Sailors hurried to their positions, crossing paths in the halls. Sailors who had been resting in their barracks rushed to their assignments upstairs; sailors eating in the cafeteria or taking a break in the social pod rushed downstairs to the hangar. They checked on the walls, were bearing monitors indicated current information of the threat and ETA until probable active combat.

	Upstairs, the sailors assigned as rapid response had their tools handy. They would watch out for any malfunctions or damage and make spot repairs. They would sound the alarm if they thought circuitry or water system functions were threatened by the stresses of the battle. Several of them received a new assignment that had been worked out during training in Kreuzung: clearing out and locking down the social pod and cafeteria and other unnecessary facilities with anti-flood barriers, to prevent a repeat of the scare that resulted when the Antenora breached their sidepod in Goryk, almost destroying the social area.

	Downstairs, the main focus of the sailors was in getting the Divers ready. 

	Batteries were checked twice a day and refilled if necessary, so there was not much charging that needed doing to top the Divers off. All repairs and maintenance had already been completed on the main combat units. Owing to the recovery of Homa’s “DELTA” as well as the stripping-down of one of the reserve Streloks, there was an area of the hangar that was quite messy and in disarray, but the mess was pushed to the far side. Deployment chutes were prepared to be opened into the hangar in case of mobilization. Weapons were loaded and equipment attached to the Divers based on the pilot’s stated desires.

	Throughout the ship, people communicated in whispers, sign language and hand signals, or by writing on portables and showing the words to one another. Sailors were trained to walk quickly with soft footfalls and to work with precision and care so as to not bang on metal. This minimized the amount and intensity of identifiable noises that an enemy could potentially pick up prior to combat. It was very little, and the ship was not entirely stealth capable, but it could be very quiet if the distance and conditions were right. Once the cannons were firing, all bets were off, but until then, there was an eerie combination of haste and silence as the alert was sounded, and then executed upon.

	Many of the upper pods were soundproofed, however, and the Bridge was no exception.

	On the bridge, Captain Korabiskaya arrived and took her seat, followed by Commissar Bashara. At their side, Premier Erika Kairos also arrived along with her bodyguard and attendant Olga Athanasiou, both taking their places. Kalika Loukia had briefly held the bridge while the rest got ready to coordinate another day’s worth of rationalizing the inventories of the Brigand and Rostock and connecting the two ships and their crews– but that work would be put on hold. Fatima al-Suhar stood from her station, ready to give her report. She pointed at the main screen, where the simulated silhouette of a Republic “in-line-2” class Frigate appeared along with those of Imbrian Cutters and Frigates, as well as an old, very large and bulbous shaped cruiser, two generations old, a Serclaes-class.

	“Captain! Our situation is as follows–”

	One more time, the door to the bridge opened.

	Scurrying inside and trying to appear as if they had not interrupted– 

	Murati Nakara, in the company of an unfamiliar face. 

	A young lady that had the same uniform as the rest but making her first appearance on the bridge. Cheerful-looking, her pretty face unbothered even as the red alarm lights cast an eerie color over her– the brown-haired Loup with the ponytail and makeup elicited a few curious glances. Murati wanted to say nothing upon entering the bridge, but practically everyone was looking at her directly, even Fatima, who was also waiting to speak.

	“Sorry to interrupt– I was kept– taking care of something. Um. This is my new adjutant.”

	Stumbling over her words, Murati at first gestured toward the woman beside her.

	Almost immediately she underwent every conceivable human emotion in an instant.

	What would anyone think if Aatto talked some nonsense? She nearly interrupted herself–

	“My name is Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather. I will give everything to support your cause.”

	She spoke politely and vowed her head and held her portable computer to her chest.

	Wearing a demure and innocent smile.

	Murati stared at her for a moment. She could not believe what she had heard.

	And everyone else’s gazes shifted between Murati and Aatto with confusion.

	“Okay, thank you, Aatto.” Commissar Bashara said, clearing her throat. “Fatima.”

	Standing next to the sonar station, Fatima al-Suhar’s ears and tail stood on end.

	“Oh! Yes. My deepest apologies. I was simply being polite. So, the situation–”

	Ten minutes ago, Fatima first detected distant noises in the water that to her golden ears registered as explosions from middle caliber ship ordnance. Soon after the predictive computer parsed the same sounds as ordnance, and in addition, detected a wide-area active sonar pulse. Per protocol, Fatima responded to being picked up by active sonar with a return pulse scan from the Brigand, and the Rostock responded similarly. 

	They discovered the combatants several kilometers away in the northwestern direction. There was a Republic “in-line-2” class Frigate, so called for its two rows of guns in fixed positions integrated into the ship’s bow– chasing it was an Imperial Marder-class Frigate, a fairly ubiquitous class that everyone on the bridge was familiar with.

	Complicating the situation, the Marder, having acquired a Republic Frigate and begun to chase, also reported the discovery to other nearby Imperial ships. Converging on the republicans were three additional Frigates from the North-Northwest as well as an old Serclaes-class Cruiser from the North. All of these ships were assumed with reason to have belonged to the Rhinea patrol fleet. If these patrol ships received the retrofit that other Volkisch Frigates did, then this entire force could be said to include 20-30 Divers in addition to the ships themselves, as each ship likely carried 4-8 Divers. Though she did not know the reaction her command would have to these discoveries, Fatima called for Alert Semyon just in case– they had been detected by sonar, so they had to be prepared.

	“That was a quick and sound judgment Fatima. We commend you.” Ulyana said.

	Fatima’s ears wiggled slightly and she smiled.

	“Now we have to decide how to respond.” Aaliyah added.

	“Right now, we have some cover for our actions, I believe,” Erika said, pointing at the screen, “As far as they know, what they have on sensors is a dumpy-looking hauler, no offense,” she smiled and waited a second as if to allow anyone to take offense if they would, but finding nobody disagreeing with her on the Brigand’s comeliness, she continued, “and an Imperial Ritter-class. Much of the time we have found that low level patrols will ignore the Rostock’s movements because they assume Ritter cruisers are led by big shots who they couldn’t hold accountable for anything if they tried. So we end up slipping by without effort.”

	“In that case, all of those forces will converge on the Republicans.” Ulyana said.

	“They won’t be able to survive it.” Murati said. “They will absolutely be overwhelmed.”

	“Zachikova, get a graph of all enemy positions on the main screen.” Ulyana said.

	“Yes ma’am.”

	On the electronic warfare station, Zachikova got to work. Arabella peeked over the top of her desk curiously, having been sitting beside it the whole time. After a few seconds of typing, the predictor displayed for everyone in the room the surrounding area. 

	To think they were so close to Aachen’s hydrospace– but this situation was even closer. Murati took a few steps from the entrance to look more closely at the main screen. There were no landmarks to speak of. Any battle would take place in open ocean. So everything came down to the state of the combatant’s equipment, their tactics and formation, and whether they could gain any advantage in the information space. In terms of pure hardware on all sides, the Brigand and Rostock could be put at a disadvantage.

	There was something of a plan forming in her mind, but she did not have enough data–

	“Would it not be prudent to avoid this battle entirely?” Aaliyah asked.

	Murati turned around and stared at her. Aaliyah seemed to notice but ignore her gaze.

	“I’m positive if we decided to intervene, we could also still get away.” Erika said.

	“Right, but– the Republicans in this area have all carried themselves awfully and they did not even want to join the United Front to begin with. They have caused us major inconveniences, they wasted significant manpower, and for what? Very nearly destroying a station full of innocent people. We could just leave them to their fate and speed on to Aachen.”

	“That’s a bit cold.” Ulyana said. She smiled a bit nervously at Aaliyah’s words.

	“But not unwarranted.” Aaliyah said. “Our intervention could cost us lives and equipment.”

	“You are right.” Ulyana said. “Our most practical response is just leaving this be.”

	“I will defer to your counsel in this matter.” Erika said, crossing her arms.

	“They’re our allies! You’re going to hand out a death sentence to this one frigate crew?”

	Murati raised her voice near to a shout, her hands curled up into fists.

	Ulyana stared at her a bit in disbelief; Aaliyah rolled her eyes; Erika smiled suddenly.

	“It’s true that the command of the Republic fleet in this area supported a heinous atrocity for very little strategic gain. It’s the truth that they went out on their own, foolishly. They could have never held Kreuzung. It was more likely they would destroy the core than successfully occupy it.” Murati said. “I am not denying that. But it’s horribly disproportionate to abandon these soldiers to die for that, when we could rescue and recruit them!”

	“Then moralizing aside, our personnel could die carrying out this rescue.” Aaliyah said.

	“That’s always a risk! It’s a risk of anything we do! That in itself is not an argument!”

	“Now who is being cold toward other’s lives, Lieutenant?” Aaliyah spat back.

	Having that statement turned on her gave Murati a brief pause to consider her words.

	Her chest felt like it constricted and prevented her from making an angry response.

	Was she being callous toward her comrades lives–? 

	Her head fogged from the sudden anxiety.

	No– of course she was not– she was just trying to get them to see sense–

	There was a loud clapping of two hands from the side of the bridge.

	“Enough!” Erika said. 

	Firmly but not unkindly. 

	A sound that prompted Murati to take a deep breath and right herself.

	Erika seemed more amused than aggravated about the argument. “Murati is correct. For the insurgent any action taken is done at the risk of their lives. If we wanted to preserve our equipment and lives we would bury them in a hole and do nothing, but that does not advance our objectives. So then the question is, how do we turn the cost and benefit of this situation to our advantage. In this, Aaliyah is not wrong to say, we have no idea what we are dealing with when we deal with the Republic here. We could be fighting for nothing and thus dying for nothing. So it is not so easy as to rush in and save the day at any cost either.”

	For a brief moment, the room was silent– until one still-unfamiliar voice sounded.

	“In that case, we just need to come up with a battle plan that will lower our risk.”

	Stepping out from near the door and joining Murati’s side was Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather.

	Murati looked almost surprised to have her support despite her supposed adjutant status.

	“I strongly believe we can succeed if we entrust our strategy to my master!” Aatto said.

	She gestured toward Murati as if framing her with her hands, smiling brightly.

	Murati felt like her heart dropped lower into her chest.

	Eyebrows furrowed and raised all across the bridge in confusion.

	Ulyana stared at Aatto, speechless; Erika suppressed laughter; Aaliyah looked livid.

	“What did she say? What did she call you? Is this your instruction, Murati?!”

	“I– It really isn’t– she’s just–” Murati tugged on her own collar with growing anxiety.

	“Now, now,” Ulyana spoke up suddenly, “it’s my turn to say not to indulge in silliness.”

	She patted Aaliyah’s shoulders as if gently trying to prevent her jumping over the divider.

	“Ms. Jarvi-Stormyweather is not wrong either!” Erika said. “I’ve read the files; this is Murati’s specialty, is it not? Her tactical plans have turned around some bad situations before! I do think having the Republicans in our debt might be advantageous in the future– and besides, the destruction of five patrol ships, including a Cruiser, can only be helpful to us.”

	“I am not being silly.” Aaliyah said. She sat back in her chair. “I just want to clarify.”

	“Don’t worry. We all understand you, Commissar.” Erika said, amused.

	“It is my job to provide perspective. I am not mad and I am not being silly.” She said again.

	“Yes, that’s very true. Thank you Commissar.” Ulyana said, also amused.

	“Okay, okay, the first matter is concluded. We are intervening.” Olga said, sighing audibly.

	Murati breathed a sigh of relief herself. She then made eye contact with Aatto.

	Putting on such a furious gaze that she almost sent a psychic wave out to her.

	Aatto seemed to notice and looked bashful for the very first time since they met.

	You will ask permission to speak!! Murati shouted in her mind.

	It was very rare that she spoke like this with anyone, so she was not sure it worked–

	Yes, master!! A million apologies! No, a billion! I will accept any punishment!

	Thankfully it seemed Aatto really did have some modicum of psionic experience.

	Where she got it from and how far it extended was a question for another time.

	For now, it was good enough that she did actually support Murati when it mattered.

	As objectionable as some of her language and habits were– maybe she could actually help.

	“Since we are intervening, we need a plan and we need it soon.” Erika said. “Tarrying too long will be effectively the same as abandoning this ship– they are taking fire as we speak.”

	Murati knew this quite well. She turned back to the main screen.

	At the moment, her thinking was that this reminded her of the Battle of Thassal. 

	That Republic frigate could hold out against that single Marder, if not in the long term then at least for the moment. In this scenario the real problem was the reinforcements. They were divided up and trying to converge on one target to overwhelm it. Murati was trying to think of a way to keep them from coming together and thereby disrupt their operation. She could not assume that each element of the patrol was moving closely and with coordination the way that the enemy fleet groups were in Thassal, however. Depending on the speed of each different element, the timing to defeat them in detail might be too tight.

	One solution could be splitting their own forces. Should she recommend the Rostock engage the Marders while the Brigand commits to the rescue? That would depend on whether the enemy Marders were modified to carry more Divers, like she knew other Volkisch units had been. It was possible if they sent the Rostock alone it could be overwhelmed by that many Divers. The same might happen if the Brigand went alone. The more she thought about it, dividing their own forces was out of the question. She grunted. What was the answer?

	“Aatto.” Murati said. “Is the Serclaes-class roughly as fast or faster than the Marders?”

	Aatto smiled. “As a matter of fact master, it is actually slower than a Marder.”

	“Really?” Murati asked. “Tell me more about it. I know it didn’t see front-line service.”

	Behind them Aaliyah seemed to want to ask why Murati kept being called “master”–

	Ulyana continued to work to calm her down, however–

	“It’s true, the Serclaes class never saw service in the Grand Fleets.” Aatto said. “Because the class is heavily overburdened compared to thrust and while well-armed and armored, it was considered a crippled design due to its lack of speed. After all, a fleet is only as fast as its slowest element, and it is unacceptable for a Cruiser to be that slow. It was used in Imperial propaganda to emphasize its size and armament and was dubbed a ‘Heavy Cruiser’ but that was all it was, propaganda. Few were built and only used for interior defense.”

	“Then out of this group, the Serclaes will surely arrive last.” Murati said.

	“Significantly so, I predict.” Aatto replied.

	A small smile crept across Murati’s features. Newly energized she turned left.

	“Zachikova, can I get a more accurate depiction of the distance between the Marders?”

	“I’ll try to get the computer to rerun it with greater fidelity. No promises.” Zachikova said.

	On the main screen, the Marders were zoomed in on. A different became apparent.

	In the broader picture of the scenario, the Marders looked like they were grouped together.

	Upon zooming in on them, however, they were not arrayed in a standard arrow-head.

	Two were coming in a line together and were not observing a shooting formation.

	And the third was two kilometers behind the rest and moving as if to flank, not join them.

	Murati pointed at the screen as if her finger would stab the frigates out of existence.

	“I’ve got you!” Murati said excitedly. Her smile turned into a bloodthirsty grin.

	Aatto wagged her tail and joined Murati in smiling– hers more admiring than violent.

	“Captain, Commissar, Premier, I have a plan. But once we deploy, we have to be quick.”

	Murati turned around to look her superiors in the eye. Determination swelling in her chest.

	Even Aaliyah was not looking so skeptical as before. Ulyana looked a bit relieved.

	“Go on, Murati. I’m ready to see your sorcery in action.” Erika replied.

	For a moment, Murati was surprised to see it referred to as sorcery– but she liked it too.

	At no time was she as conceited as when she figured out a problem like this.

	“First, we need to converge all forces on the Republic In-Line-2 and rescue it. Then–”

	Murati laid out her thoughts before anyone. 

	Though she felt her observations were not so revolutionary– people were impressed.

	“Remind me to doubt you a bit less next time, Murati.” Ulyana said, as the plan unveiled.

	

	

	Orders from the bridge relayed down to hangar engineering, and to the Rostock as well.

	The Brigand and its new sister ship changed course, veering north-east together.

	On the Brigand’s hangar, the pilots of the 114th rushed to their machines and suited up in black, thermal-padded pilot bodysuits. Murati Nakara ordered a quick huddle and advised on the overarching plan. For the pilots, it was not anything too complicated. 

	At first, the overall goal for everyone was to eliminate all targets and secure the Republic frigate from enemy fire. Then they would have to switch strategies. Dominika Rybolovskaya and Sameera al-Shahouh Raisanen-Morningsun, with their Strelkannon and Cossack, would be tasked with guarding the fleet from ordnance and Diver attacks. Khadija, Shalikova, Valya and Murati would intercept the incoming enemies and look for openings.

	“We can’t be too reckless, but speed is of the essence. Unless we can break through each enemy in turn, it is possible that we may be outnumbered and encircled.” Murati said. “Rostock and the Brigand outgun the enemy ships significantly, so our focus needs to be the enemy Divers. If we allow the enemy Divers to act freely then we will be defeated.”

	Around Murati, her fellow pilots nodded their heads in acknowledgment.

	“Any questions?” Murati asked. She intended this to be about the plan, but–

	“Yes. Who is that?” Khadija, smiling mischievously, pointed over Murati’s shoulder.

	Behind Murati, a set of tall, brown-furred dog-like ears wiggled; a very fluffy tail wagged.

	“That is my new adjutant, Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather.” Murati said, as if it was enough.

	“Huh?! Isn’t that the woman who was threatening you in Kreuzung? Isn’t she a fascist?”

	At Murati’s side, Tigris spoke up, her jumpsuit stained with accidentally spilled lubricants.

	“She defected– we’re working on it– she’s– she’s a reform fascist.” Murati said nervously.

	“What? What does that even mean? Are you okay, Murati?” Shalikova said, confused.

	“I am not a fascist anymore. I am for the supreme power of the proletariat.” Aatto said.

	“Do you mean the national proletariat?” Khadija said, suppressing laughter.

	“The proletariat is the proletariat. It’s all the same isn’t it?” Aatto said, shrugging.

	“She’s a reform fascist.” Murati said. “Stop asking me about my adjutant and move out!”

	With a few laughs and stares, the pilots left Murati’s side and headed to the machines.

	Tigris stayed behind for a moment. She pointed a wrench in her hands at the Agni.

	“I’ve got some fancy ideas I haven’t gotten around to, but for now, it can hold a gun.”

	“Thank you, that’s all the capability I really needed.” Murati said.

	“I also removed some of the ‘hadal armor kit’ I developed. Since it won’t be going below 3000 meters deep or encountering Leviathans, probably– with the extra weight off, it’ll be faster. I recommend you do not try to play the hero. Hang back, and act as support for now.”

	Tigris briefly explained the changes and then left Murati’s side to assist around the hangar.

	All of the pilots were taking care of final personal and practical matters before deploying.

	“Aatto,”

	Murati turned to face her new adjutant. Her heart was a bit heavy.

	Certainly she was sympathetic to Aatto or she would not have tolerated being a made to look foolish in front of people to cover up for her. She knew Aatto must have been dealing with trauma. And she was beginning to see first-hand what she hoped to get from Aatto– someone who had lived in the Empire, worked for them, had access to regional knowledge Murati lacked. In the best case, Aatto would not just take over some of Murati’s busywork, but she would help cover up her blind spots or gaps in her strategies. That was the role of an adjutant– like the Commissar and Captain, who had a productive rapport.

	However, Aatto had a long way to go in terms of fitting in with the Brigand.

	Murati could not help but feel, still to that moment, that this might all be a mistake.

	“Yes, master?” Aatto said.

	“Ugh.” Murati gave up on dissuading her from saying that. “What do you see in me?”

	Aatto seemed to understand Murati wanted a serious answer.

	She took a moment to think before speaking.

	“I see power, intellect, determination and the will to sunder the petrified Imbrium Ocean.”

	“I think you have me wrong. I’m not that big of a deal. I’m not vying for power here.”

	“Perhaps not yet. But I see it in you. You want to topple the current order, don’t you?”

	She recalled the things Aatto said in her cell. Some of them with great nervousness.

	“I want to topple it because it hurts people. Not for my own sake– or because of Destiny.”

	“That’s more than enough for me, master. I will assist you in this endeavor regardless.”

	“You need to do more than that. You must realize there is a burden to being a defector.”

	Murati took Aatto’s digital computer from her hands and showed her the files on it.

	“There are books on Union politics. Read them. You’ll take the pledge too.”

	Aatto nodded her head. She had a demure smile throughout. It reminded Murati of cafeteria workers. Service personnel had difficult jobs, and smiling was a part of the job. In the Union cafeteria workers were treated well, and they were respected, because they had been entrusted an important task. But it was strenuous labor that they would often perform regardless of how they were feeling. That smile was just a part of preparing and serving food. Murati felt that Aatto’s smile was for her, and so ‘part of the job’. It hid whatever Aatto was feeling inside. That was why she would not stop smiling for anyone on the ship, even after all she had been through. It troubled Murati that she felt this was the case. 

	But there was nothing she could do about it in that instant.

	“I would say, ‘good luck, master’ but I have the utmost confidence in you.” Aatto said.

	“And why is that?” Murati asked, meeting her eyes and trying to smile.

	“Because I saw the look in your eyes when you realized your strategy. You don’t just want to carry out your duty solemnly for its own sake. You want to destroy this enemy.” Aatto said.

	At first it was Murati’s snap reaction to deny to herself that this was the case–

	However, it was entirely true.

	Murati wanted to punish the imperials and bring justice to them since she was a child.

	At Thassal she had gotten her first taste of their blood.

	Standing amid Imperial ships exploding, thousands of their people dying, she thought,

	All of you deserve this.

	So she could not deny what Aatto was saying– but neither would she acknowledge it.

	“What kind of plan would you have come up with, Chief Petty Officer?” Murati asked.

	Aatto kept her answer succinct– after all, it was almost time to deploy.

	“I would have just abandoned the Republicans. But– I like your way much better.”

	“Well. Thank you. It’s your first day on the job, so do your best.”

	“In service to you, I will never falter, master.”

	Murati turned around and left Aatto’s side, heading for the Agni. Her heart remained heavy.

	At the foot of the Agni, she found her fiancé Karuniya Maharapratham in her pilot suit. She had been tasked by Murati with overseeing the loading of the HELIOS drones into the shoulder binders on the Agni. Upon Murati’s arrival, she turned to face her, put her hands on her hips, smiled and leaned into Murati’s personal space. She had a strange look on her face.

	In that moment, Murati feared for the worst.

	“Soooo, I heard a weird woman is following you around and calling you ‘master’ now.”

	All of Murati’s fears cascaded over her shoulders until she thought she would fall.

	“Who told you that? It’s nothing. She’s– she’s just a little– odd in the head.” Murati said.

	Karuniya continued to grin and stare at Murati. Chest out, hands on her hips, smug.

	“Nothing untoward is happening! Why are you looking at me like that?” Murati whined.

	“Oh nothing~– to be honest, I’m glad you made a friend. Maybe you can be besties.”

	“Karuniya, I have friends.” Murati said suddenly. “I have no problems making friends.”

	“None of the officers count. And I don’t count either– I’m your wife~” Karuniya teased.

	“It’s not fair that you don’t count– okay, fine, let’s just drop it. We need to get moving.”

	Similar scenes seemed to play out at some of the other gantries in the hangar.

	At the foot of the Cheka, Sonya Shalikova held hands with Maryam Karahailos.

	“Sonya, I believe in you! Score super awesome kills and become a Diver Ace!”

	Shalikova blinked. “Maryam– that’s a bit macabre– it isn’t a game you know–”

	“Oh, but I heard that for every kill you get to put a notch on your Diver, and at five–”

	“That’s not untrue, some people do that– but it’s kinda weird when you just say it.”

	Between the open cockpits of the Strelkannon and Cossack, their two pilots met.

	The taller Sameera looking down at Dominika, who put on an aggrieved expression.

	“I’m warning you to reign in your gallivanting attitude this time.”

	“I will control myself if you promise me a reward when we get back.”

	“Sameera–! You–!”

	Meanwhile–

	In front of the Strelok One~bis, a tall and pensive blond woman stood with her head bowed. Compared to the Shimii she was speaking to there was a visibly humorous contrast of their size difference and the level of deference of one to the other. Sieglinde von Castille was nearly bowing to Khadija al-Shajara, who looked none too amused by the body language and nervous stuttering. She waited for a moment for Sieglinde to struggle with speaking.

	“Khadija, I– I’m here because– I just wanted to– for you–”

	“Oh come on, hold your head up! Speak clearly! This is pathetic!”

	Khadija reached out and with one index finger forced Sieglinde’s chin up.

	Sieglinde looked briefly stunned by this level of physical approach.

	For an instant she seemed to flinch as if she was expecting to be struck.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“Is that really what you wanted to say to me?”

	“No.” Sieglinde sighed. “I wanted to wish you good fortune. On the sortie.”

	Khadija put on a smug little smile, her tail waving behind me.

	“Unlike you, dear, I don’t need good fortune. It’s all skill in this cockpit.”

	With a teasing little wave, Khadija hopped onto the ramp and ducked into the open Strelok.

	Sieglinde stood watching as the cockpit closed as if in disbelief of Khadija’s response.

	And rushed out of the way when the gantries released the trundling mechas.

	

	

	“UND-114-D ‘Cossack’! Sameera al-Shahouh, deploying!”

	Mother’s surname again. Perhaps it just felt right for Eisental.

	Under the feet of Sameera’s modified Strelok, the deployment chute piped in water and piped out any air until the chute equalized to the outside and then opened its hatch, releasing the machine into the ocean beneath the Brigand. Because the Brigand was moving at speed, Sameera had to immediately hit the pedals in her cockpit in order to begin generating thrust and avoid being left behind by the ship. Once she got to speed, she could keep up with the ship easily. Her feet on the pedals, her hands on the sticks, fingers ready to flick switches and press buttons installed by the stick housing or on the stick itself.

	Sameera quickly checked her cameras. 

	She had a multi-sectioned screen in front of her that was technically split into 16 regions that could have different pictures. Most of the time, she split the picture only three ways. One main forward camera occupying half the real estate but directly in the center of the monitor; a rear camera on the left quarter; and a variable camera on the right quarter of the screen that she flipped between an upward and a downward camera, sometimes compulsively.

	Below her camera monitors her communications equipment was installed. This box parsed communications data and piped it to her headset and monitor. Presently neither the Brigand nor a fellow pilot was in direct communication so the picture contained only her camera feeds. By default, communication was wireless data brought by laser, the most efficient means of data transmission underwater. Acoustic data transfer was the first fallback, because laser was incredibly range dependent, while acoustic wave decoding was less so. Imperial communicators, and old Union communicators, had a second fallback to radio, but radio equipment was not installed anymore on the latest Union designs as it was nearly useless underwater. They saved a bit of weight omitting traditional wi-fi and radio.

	At the moment, there was nobody on the screen, and the communicator was silent.

	That state of affairs would not last much longer, however.

	From an adjacent chute, Dominika’s Strelkannon dropped out soon after.

	Her machine was designed for heavy fire support. 

	For this mission, however, the heavier shoulders of the Strelkannon had been equipped with two pods each housing a double-barreled 20 mm ‘gas gun’, the same sort that ships equipped. With this equipment her role was ostensibly to fire light caliber munitions at dizzying rates hoping to intersect enemy munitions. Sameera, meanwhile, had to make sure she got to fulfill that role by killing anything that got too close to her.

	Sameera quite fancied such a protective role.

	She had set her sights on making Dominika her woman, after all.

	“Dominika, how’s the water?” Sameera asked cheerfully.

	“Dark like always.” Dominika replied, her disinterested voice coming out of the earphones.

	At that moment Dominika’s expressionless face appeared on a corner of the screen.

	“Unquestionably it is dark– but I don’t feel like it is ‘dark as always.’”

	It was her first time out in it, and Sameera felt that the water in Eisental was much darker.

	Fighting against Leviathans in Lyser, or against the imperialists in Serrano, there were still blues and greens to be seen in the water. Faint, but nevertheless apparent. In Eisental, an additional thousand meters down from those locations, her spotlights parted nothing but pitch black water. Not even with strained eyes could she see any green or blue.

	“Sameera, I’m going to conserve ammo as much as I can. Can I count on you?”

	“Got it. Don’t worry about a thing. They won’t get through me.”

	“Also– I’m serious when I say this. Don’t run off like when we were escaping Serrano.”

	“I won’t. I have someone who needs me now. I don’t need to impress anyone but her.”

	For once, Dominika did not respond to that with sarcasm or a sour remark.

	Soon after, the entire squadron formed up under the Brigand.

	To the right of the communicator there was an LCD with sensor output. For most Divers the only capability of this device by itself was to display directional sound acquisition, and this was nearly useless in combat. However, in the presence of a ship, the Diver could sync with its higher-fidelity sensor data and acquire a sonar picture and even LADAR topography.

	Once the 114th had formed up, this screen began to display a map with marked targets.

	Updating in real time as the ship and the squadron approached their objective.

	And even marking distant boxes on the camera feeds using overlays.

	On the monitor corner, Dominika disappeared.

	There was a priority shared feed to all pilots from the squad leader’s mecha, the Agni.

	Karuniya Maharapratham in a pilot suit smiled and waved.

	“Operator Maharapratham here! How is everyone? We will begin scattering the HELIOS drones shortly. Scanning and network propagation will follow after. It’ll take some time, but please wait warmly and look forward to all the data goodness coming soon!”

	“Karuniya…”

	Distantly in Karuniya’s audio, Murati could be heard saying something.

	Sameera laughed to herself for a bit.

	Between her comrades’ speech, she could hear distant sounds of ordnance.

	Low volume booming that seemed to wash over her.

	As they neared, the sound was accompanied by vibrations that stirred her machine.

	On the map, the object marked “VIP” and the object marked “TARGET 1” approached.

	“It’s time, disperse!” Murati ordered. “You know your roles! Begin the operation!”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	On Murati’s command, the Divers of the 114th launched out from under the Brigand, breaking up into loose sections of two units in mutually supporting range. Sameera led the way for Dominika, the Cossack and Strelkannon grouped closely together as they charged out into the black, empty expanse in front of them. There was neither seafloor beneath them nor sky above them and the Brigand grew distant in the marine fog. 

	Soon they knew of its existence only in the tracking data.

	Similarly both VIP and enemy vessels were nothing but overlay elements and map blips.

	Until they came into view.

	First as brief flashes of ordnance in the water. Stronger vibrations accompanying each.

	Then in the middle of the void of water appeared a long, rectangular silhouette.

	Lines of gas gun fire burst from its midsection and aft, intercepting torpedoes and middle caliber rounds hurtling toward it every minute. Specks of light going off by the dozens followed by much larger explosions from the intercepted ordnance. The ship was fighting for its life, enduring explosive fire every minute. Though she could not yet see the Marder-class chasing after the frigate, she could track it, based on positional data which her computer would update in real time using logic given by the Brigand during the sync. In this way, she knew where her enemy was relative to the ship that they were trying to rescue.

	“Captain Korabiskaya has made contact with the Republic ship.” Murati said to her pilots.

	Regardless, they would have to be careful of its gas gun fire.

	Having confirmed the position of the VIP ship, the 114th veered eastward away from it.

	Moving towards the enemy instead.

	“Avoid enemy ordnance, but intercept if you have a shot.” Murati said.

	“I’ve got a hundred shots a minute, Lieutenant.” Dominika replied.

	“Use them judiciously.” Murati instructed.

	Dominika acknowledged, moving her Diver closer to Sameera but farther behind her.

	“Acknowledged. I’ll take the lead.” Sameera said.

	On her diver’s arm, she revved up the engine on her diamond spear in preparation.

	Rotation was good and smooth. No motion lag– it had good heft when she moved the arm.

	She grinned to herself, leaning forward just a little and flooring her pedals for more thrust.

	Minutes after contact with the VIP, a second silhouette began to emerge from the dark.

	Along with six figures disturbing the water, as they broke away from the “Marder” frigate.

	Their first enemy had shown itself and the battle was joined.

	

	

	Republic “In-Line-2” class Frigates resembled the Union Soyuz class in overall silhouette, but in the sum total could not have been more different. Integrated main guns on the bow meant that the Republic frigate had very stable shooting and twice as many barrels as the Union vessel, but could only bring its main guns to bear on targets it was directly facing.

	This design was born out of the Republic’s obsession with breaking out from Ratha Flow and through the defenses at the Great Ayre Reach, reasoning that there was little opportunity to maneuver in that type of warfare and not caring what would happen in a prolonged campaign in Imbria. Everything else seemed designed to paper over this.

	Beveled surfaces on the bow and aft gave a rounded and aesthetically pleasing appearance to the ship, unlike the boxy, completely rectangular Soyuz. Because of the guns in the prow it had a flat face that was not efficient in water-breaking. Integrated hydrojets in an armored stern gave the ship’s thrusters greater resilience, unlike the Imbrian-style exposed hydrojets that only had a flared skirt around them, but this also added weight. Despite the supposed higher efficiency of the Republic hydrojets, the added armor made the craft only slightly faster than a Marder or Soyuz. While viewed from the side the ship appeared to be a single rectangular block, the design actually possessed two broad sections. There was a very slight taper near the midsection to a thinner rear. It was there that the rear fins attached. They had a different design from Imbrian fins, slightly diagonal and strangely adjustable.

	In total, this meant the In-Line-2 could never completely outrun a “Marder” or “Soyuz.” Whenever a Republic ship turned, it lost maneuver efficiency compared to Imbrian designs. On the maneuver this meant that despite higher top speed, the nimbler Imbrian frigates would catch up. All they had to do was keep shooting to force the Republic ship to snake.

	Thankfully, the Republic ship in this particular chase had outside assistance.

	As the 114th moved to engage the “Marder” chasing after it, the UNX-001 Brigand and the Volksarmee Rostock moved to cover it. The Brigand moved parallel to the Republic frigate while the Rostock sailed past and moved to engage the chasing Volkisch Marder-class along with the 114th Diver Squadron. Diver gunfire would soon begin trading.

	Captain Korabiskaya sent an acoustic message to the Republic frigate along with the shared Union-Republic diplomatic cipher attached. This would inform the ship computer on the Republic side that it was allied traffic being received. Even if the Republic ship wanted to do anything drastic out of paranoia, it had to turn around to face and fire at them, so neither the Rostock’s Captain Daphne nor Ulyana on the Brigand felt threatened.

	“Captain, the Republic ship answered.” Semyonova said, her fingers slowly brushing some of her blond hair behind her ears as she spoke. “They are identifying themselves as the ‘R.N.S. John Brown’ and the Captain is requesting a laser transmission to speak with you.”

	“Right. Is HELIOS up? Can Daphne join the video meeting?” Ulyana asked.

	“HELIOS coverage is at 43% but there are drones we can bounce to.” Zachikova replied.

	“Semyonova, Zachikova, hail the John Brown and Rostock and connect us.” Ulyana said.

	On the main screen, the picture displaying the LADAR topography and the sonar-based live target tracking was shrunk and pushed to one side. Still visible as needed but subordinate to an incoming laser call taking up most of the screen. In a picture-in-picture, there was a small square with Daphne, who was muted because she was soon to engage the enemy directly– but the larger picture unveiled the captain of the John Brown. Ulyana had not known what to expect, as she had met few Cogitans in her life and knew little about their demographics.

	She was still somewhat surprised to see a woman around her age.

	“Greetings, Captain Korabiskaya. I can’t thank you enough for your assistance. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Eithnen Ní Faoláin — in the Republic database this is rendered as Ethna Whelan to simplify. I, technically, am the Captain of this fighting vessel.”

	She had given two slightly different pronounciations.

	Ulyana was not sure her Volgian accent could handle either of them well.

	The John Brown’s bridge was notably more cramped than the Brigand’s as there were several heads of hair visible around on the bottom edge of her main camera picture. Eithnen was a fair skinned and good-looking woman, the middle of her face full of freckles, her cheekbones high and slim, with brown eyes and a slightly long nose. Her hair was long and voluminous and shockingly red, so bright that any individual darker strand seemed to stand out, of which there were few. Parted more to one side with longer bangs on that side as well. She was dressed in a button-down shirt that was partially unbuttoned over sweat-slick skin, along with a blue military coat worn loosely, paired with a skirt and tights. There was a hat hanging on a guard-rail off to her side. Eithnen’s bridge seemed to be tight and concentric, with herself in a small central enclosure without much legroom and surrounded by her officers on a ring slightly below her. The door seemed to be directly behind her.

	Certainly such a design was efficient, but Ulyana could not imagine fighting like that.

	“Our nations stand united, and so do we, Captain.” Ulyana said. “What is your current status? More enemies are on the way from the north. We have a plan to attack each approaching enemy group to rescue your ship; but your support would maximize our success.”

	“My crew is exhausted, Captain, but we have been exhausted for days. We will continue fighting to the best of our ability. To do otherwise would mean lying down to die.” Eithnen replied. Her expression did not change as she relayed her situation. She had a look of almost amused resignation in the face of this danger– bitterness, too. “We lack in almost every human need except ammunition for the ship’s guns. No medicine, eating a meal a day, and with nary the supplies to do more than keep the ship afloat if a bit leaky.”

	“Those are desperate conditions. Should we prepare an evacuation?” Ulyana said.

	“No, the ship can endure a bit more yet. I appreciate your concern.” Eithnen said.

	“Then once the waters are calm again, we can at least make sure you can get to Aachen.”

	“I do not relish returning there– but you are right, there is no other choice long-term.”

	“It is admirable that you have maintained control of things in such a situation, Captain.”

	“We have a new lease on life Captain– we can almost see the light at the end. While at first I and my crew consigned ourselves to death, we disabled the trap that was set to detonate our ship in case of our escape from our Republic Navy captors. Therefore I would greatly enjoy living at least a little bit longer– and in that, we do require your assistance.”

	Ulyana narrowed her eyes in confusion. “What happened to all of you?”

	Eithnen’s eyes drifted away from the screen, as if she was looking at her crew below.

	She sat back in the little seat cushioning she was given in her tight bridge.

	One hand running through her hair.

	“Captain Korabiskaya, I hope you can be sympathetic even knowing this– but the John Brown is a penal ship. We are the 808th Penal Battalion.” Eithnen said. She spoke quickly as if she did not want Ulyana to have time to react before hearing her whole story. “We are all former prisoners and in fact former prisoners slated for execution. However, none of us here are violent offenders or sexual exploiters! All of us are victims of social and economic discrimination! That we are trapped here is a horrific injustice, Captain!”

	“Captain Faoláin,” Ulyana smiled while troubling the pronunciation she had heard from Eithnen, “Regardless of your circumstances I would not just abandon you to be killed by the Volkisch Movement, having taken painful efforts to reach out to you. I have seen first-hand that the Republic can be quite unjust despite its promotion of ‘liberty.’”

	Eithnen bowed her head to Ulyana, her hands clapped together in a gesture of submission.

	“Thank you from the bottom of my heart, Captain. If I am the last Republic officer alive here that can be held to account for the Core Separation at Kreuzung then I will submit to any punishment. I understand I have participated in heinous actions and that my own survival is not an excuse. I only want the rest of the hundred innocent souls on this ship to be safe.”

	“There is no justice in punishing you in place of those who coerced you.” Ulyana said.

	“I agree with the distinguished Captain Korabiskaya as well.” Daphne said suddenly, her first shared opinion in the discussion. “Forgive my interruption, I am Daphne Triantafallos of the Katarran communist ship ‘Rostock.’ I will be leaving the call now– battle will soon be joined!”

	Daphne looked strangely cheerful to be on a collision course with an enemy ship.

	Her face disappeared from the picture in picture, and the square disappeared with her.

	“Communist Katarran mercenaries?” Eithnen asked.

	“Communist Katarran comrades. Much more reliable.” Ulyana said with a smile.

	“I see. Captain, allow us to join your attack. We don’t want to sit helplessly.” Eithnen said.

	“We’ll take every gun we can get. Do you have any Divers?” Ulyana asked.

	Eithnen shook her head. “We were not trusted to serve as more than interdiction support.”

	“So human shields essentially.” Ulyana said. “The Republic– I’ll hold my tongue for now.”

	“Hah! Insult that rubbish country all you want. I’ll gladly join you there too.” Eithnen said.

	Ulyana found herself full of compassion for the plight of that lone frigate. Judging by Eithnen’s expressions and hesitations, her story felt genuine. Increasingly she felt such a distaste for the Union’s ‘greatest ally’– but for now she had to settle the immediate account.

	

	

	One by one the missile hatches atop the forward deck of the Marder-class sprang open.

	Trails of bubbles floated up from each bay as its Sturmvolker diver launched, six in all.

	These modified Volkers lost their round chassis for a body plan closer to a Strelok.

	Looking more like the intimidating footsoldiers they were meant to be, armed with 20 mm Diver caliber submachine guns, the Sturmvolkers dispersed from the side of the Marder they were meant to be guarding, charging into an expected melee. None of them stayed together in units. In every direction a lone Sturmvolker went, hunting after the blips on their synced sonars. One particular unit shot straight up over the battlefield before pulling into a steep dive, employing gravity and its superior position to attempt to meet its enemy with an advantage in maneuver. It moved with great confidence as if it would surely score a kill.

	In the middle of its dive, it crossed the path of Sameera’s Cossack as she darted forward.

	Stopping, turning, raising its submachine gun to open fire believing it had taken her back.

	And meeting a spinning drill that instantly bored through the thin chassis of its SMG.

	Through arms that shredded to pieces–

	Into the hull directly through the cockpit seams in the chest armor.

	Water pressure doing bloody work.

	Perforated, the Sturmvolker imploded suddenly. 

	Bursting pieces deflecting off the drill.

	Nothing but a cloud of red foam and formless metal shreds gently falling down the water.

	Sameera retracted her blood-flecked drill and accelerated away from the debris.

	“Finally got to debut this Diamond Spear. Simple, yet delightfully brutal.”

	Anyone in a mecha she was ordered to kill was no longer a person in Sameera’s mind.

	Like Leviathans in Lyser, they were just things to be hunted.

	For a moment, she had thought, “would it be more taxing to kill humans than Leviathans?”

	Then, in battle with those humans it never crossed her mind. She had her orders.

	On the hunt for humans doomed to the wrong side of her attentions.

	Because there were as many enemies as the attacking mecha of the 114th, the battle was not immediately intense. Pops of confused gunfire from the Marder’s gas guns sounded the loudest and punctuated the chases transpiring around its hydrospace, but these fusilades were ineffective. The dispersed Sturmvolkers swam in directionless arcs, briefly firing their SMGs at the flitting shadows of the Union mecha darting all around them but failing to make contact with their targets. Shalikova and Khadija took to the chase, and went after a Sturmvolker each as soon as they saw one. Murati and her Agni hung back. Valya drew away one of the Sturmvolker from the reach of supporting units. Sameera scored first blood.

	“HELIOS will be up momentarily!” Karuniya replied. “Zachikova, you can start!”

	Sameera spotted Zachikova’s vaguely cetacean-shaped drone go swimming past.

	Dragging behind it a crate on a hook that it was taking to the east.

	“Moving to block the laser relay.” Zachikova informed the team.

	“Sameera, Dominika, can you tie up the Marder’s guns?” Murati asked.

	Sameera waited a second for Dominika to speak up first.

	“Acknowledged!”

	So she could then say: “I’ll do you one better than tying them up, Lieutenant!”

	Though the battle had begun far enough from the Marder to only vaguely see its outline in the distance, the ship was only a hundred or so meters away– and closing. Flashes from its 20 mm defensive gas guns shone brighter and faster but began to dim anew. Owing to the 114th attacking, the Marder ceased to shoot at the John Brown and turned northward, away from the Rostock. Sameera wondered if they knew the Rostock was an enemy.

	“Dominika, can you follow me as close as possible?” Sameera said.

	“The gas gun pods aren’t as heavy as the cannons, I can keep up.” Dominika replied.

	“Awesome. This is how we used to do it to bigger Leviathans in Lyser. Floor that pedal!”

	Sameera began the attack run approaching the Marder-class from the starboard side. Gun pods on the Marder were divided into four bow, two aft, four keel and two each port and starboard. Hurtling toward the ship on final approach, Sameera was acquired by two of the bow guns and one of the starboard guns, turning and opening a flurry of gunfire. She approached high and threw herself into a diving turn to break through.

	A dozen shells detonated in a long trail sweeping over her.

	Flashing light briefly overcame her cameras. 

	Booming noises; tinnitus in her ears.

	Heavy vibrations transferred into her cockpit, rattling over her back and under her fingers.

	Explosion after explosion, bursting in the surroundings, blossoming fiery bubbles–

	“Dominika!” She cried out.

	“Still here! Focus!” She was relieved to hear a response.

	Shrapnel bounced off her armor, pockmarked it, she could feel each impact–

	Nevertheless she broke through the interdiction fire with minimal damage.

	Sameera and Dominika swept across the broad side of the ship, too close to be fired on.

	Close enough that the forward camera view was like a looming horizon of metal.

	Within seconds the skirt of armor around the hydrojets came into view.

	“Near the aft; up and on the deck!”

	“Got it!”

	The Streloks climbed suddenly, swept gracefully over the aft armor skirt.

	Turned sharply, banking in a half-moon arc–

	and began to cross the length of the deck, passing the conning fin,

	completely under the firing arcs of the gas guns.

	“Now cause some havoc!”

	Taking the neck of the ship, its Divers too distracted to come to its rescue.

	Sameera reared up her drill as she charged, and landed on the deck with a thrown punch.

	Thrusting her diamond spear through a gas gun pod and gouging its magazine from inside.

	Meanwhile Dominika planted herself in the middle of the three remaining deck guns.

	From the Strelkannon’s shoulders, quick, controlled bursts of gunfire hammered the pods.

	Perforating the housing and detonating each gun into a bubble of gas and debris.

	“Rostock, the deck guns are out!” Sameera called out.

	The Rostock’s Katarran operator picked up the message immediately.

	“Got it! Torpedo incoming!”

	Having created an opening, Sameera and Dominika thrust up with all of their power.

	Within seconds the enormous sword-shape of the Rostock penetrated the shadows.

	Filling the hole in the Marder’s defenses with fire.

	Sameera noticed the brief flash of the explosion on her underside camera.

	Faster than she could see in the darkness, the torpedo hurtled toward the starboard side of the Marder’s deck detonated just short of a direct hit, but it was enough. Enormous shearing forces caused by the detonation, expanding and contracting as the air bubble “stuck” to the ship’s side. Such was its fury that it tore a gash separating parts of the deck from the starboard plate. Water rushed in. Atop the ship, the main gun turret was paralyzed.

	Though the watertight interior was not penetrated, the Marder listed.

	Tilting just enough to expose the upper deck directly to the Rostock’s 150 mm guns.

	From behind and under Sameera the guns thundered.

	Twin massive flashes lit up the deck of the Rostock for a brief instant.

	Lancing across the water splitting the sea, the munitions put two massive holes in the deck.

	Penetrations too violent and too near for the anti-flooding measures to prevent.

	In moments the Marder began to unravel beneath Sameera, bulging apart with successive compartment implosions until it was split open like a ration box. Everything transpired with devasting speed. Debris and blood, foaming clouds of shredded humans and ripped steel and crushed objects, lines of ripped-up cabling. From the top of the disemboweled hulk that was once a ship teeming with life, everything that had constituted its strength now bled out into a homogenous cloud. Its remains slowly descended to the sea floor.

	For a moment Sameera floated amid that macabre geyser with a neutral expression.

	Another hundred or so human souls cast into the water never again to return.

	“No– it isn’t as hard as killing a Leviathan.” She said to herself.

	Too low for the communicator to pick up and transmit.

	When she took a Leviathan’s neck and drove her weapons into it, wrung its life out herself.

	She had to see the face of a dead creature before her and meet its lightless eyes.

	Something she saw moving with vigor and purpose just seconds ago, became extinguished.

	With humans, in their ships and Divers– there was too much metal between all of them.

	That was quite lucky. She wouldn’t be much use to anyone if she could not kill people.

	“Sameera, are you alright? Don’t just suddenly go silent on me!”

	Through the communicator, Dominika’s voice. Her lag-distorted face on the screen.

	“Don’t worry about me. I’ve been through much worse.” She said, smiling at the screen.

	Once again engaging her controls, Sameera’s Cossack rejoined Dominika’s Strelkannon.

	Diving back down to where the sinking Marder once was, and now the Rostock settled.

	“Marder down! No danger of agarthic detonation!” the Katarran operator called out.

	Murati’s voice sounded next. 

	Sameera realized the fidelity of her sensor package had now improved. HELIOS’ high-bandwidth information network was established and she could see the surroundings much more clearly both on her map and even on her cameras due to the predictive overlays. It was as if there was actually some light and air down here in the depths of the Imbrium.

	“All enemies down. Good work! But it’s only the first phase of the operation.” Murati said.

	“Distress signals from the Marder to the relay were successfully intercepted by the net.”

	Zachikova’s voice. In the distance Sameera could see an unfolded, massive sail-like object.

	An X-shaped rigging between which there were enormous sectioned aluminum nets.

	The Marder had been slain, and due to the laser-blocking net, its communications with the nearby laser relays were blocked, preventing its allies from knowing the details of its final fate. Nevertheless, despite the flawless execution of the first phase, the enemy, to whom the plan was unknown, continued making their own adjustments to alter the situation.

	

	

	“W-what’s going on? Is there fighting? They’re fighting the Volkisch?”

	At first Homa could hardly believe any of this was happening.

	Soon she felt that the truth was washing over her like ice-cold water. 

	She was going to die.

	From her hospital bed, Homa watched the bearing monitors on the wall. Hands shaking, teeth chattering. She felt suddenly cold because of how much she was sweating, and her chest quaked with the rushing of her heart. She felt that if she took her eyes off the monitors that would be the moment where her life suddenly ended. On every wall there was an update on the battle– the enemy ships, cycling topographic maps. 

	Along with a message, also cycled every so often–

	Steel yourself and keep fighting! These monitors were meant for the sailor’s edification.

	This propagandistic affirmation did nothing for Homa, however.

	In her mind, this felt like the same hopeless folly she had engaged in back at Kreuzung.

	The steel colossus of the Volkisch, immense and immovable, was coming for them.

	Homa was not safe. She felt this in every centimeter of her skin.

	She was going to die. She was going to die. She was going to die. She was going to–

	“Homa! I’m so sorry, I was setting up the aid stations. Are you okay?”

	“I’m– of course– I’m not–”

	Homa struggled to breathe and speak. Alarmed, Dr. Kappel rushed to her side.

	Dr. Kappel held her by the shoulder and laid a hand on her forehead.

	“Your temperature feels normal. I thought you might be having a rejection symptom–”

	“How can it be normal?!” Homa cried out.

	For an instant the doctor looked surprised by her shouting. She was not angered, however.

	“I’ll get you a serotonin inhibitor– it’ll help you calm down.” Dr. Kappel said gently.

	“How are you so calm?!” Homa shouted. “They’re going to kill us all!”

	Dr. Kappel sat beside Homa’s bed, still smiling gently.

	She reached out and carefully held Homa’s hands in her own.

	“I understand your fear. But I’ve seen them do miraculous things before.” Dr. Kappel said.

	Homa’s eyes filled with tears. She could not stop shaking. She looked down at her hands.

	“Is– Is Kalika out there too? Where– where is she–?” Homa stammered heavily.

	“Kalika is not fighting. She is helping in the hangar. She’ll be fine. I’m here for you.”

	Dr. Kappel stayed at Homa’s side in the infirmary. Stroking her hands and comforting her.

	

	

	“HELIOS is at full propagation! Please enjoy the scenery and thank your gracious host!”

	Karuniya Maharapratham’s cheerful voice rang throughout the Brigand’s bridge. 

	On the main screen the prediction overlay on the camera feeds became clearer and slightly brighter. They could almost see the seafloor and the undersea mounts in the distance became outlined as if in fog. It was impressive, but even a miracle technology like HELIOS could not perfectly part the sea in such a dark and deep place as Eisental. It was comparatively far less rich in visual quality than it was in Goryk, when they first used it. They would not be able to navigate exclusively by sight even with the HELIOS network. 

	However, they were not using it for the visual overlay effects.

	High-fidelity real time positional tracking and seamless laser communication with all of the pilots and ships in the fleet was the actual boon– and that was still working quite well, even over 2000 meters deep. On the Brigand’s bridge, the faces of their six pilots appeared on the main screen. Everyone had come out unscathed after the last sortie, but this was only the halfway mark. After a quick evaluation of the battlefield, the 114th returned to the Brigand as the Rostock and John Brown also formed back up around it. In an arrowhead formation, they headed for the next set of Marder-class. They had about twenty minutes before the next sortie, so the divers stayed in their deployment chutes. 

	Sailors passed charging cables and additional ammunition to them.

	There was light damage on the Cossack and Valya’s Strelok that was assessed to not to be compromising for the machines. Shalikova and Khadija had each scored two enemy kills and received light shrapnel damage from close-range SMG munition bursts, while Sameera had taken out one enemy diver and Valya another. Murati’s Agni was the least worn and torn of the divers, as she had done no combat maneuvering and only focused on giving orders and covering for the HELIOS drones. While Ulyana ribbed Murati on her passivity in the last sortie, Tigris actually spoke up to agree with her decision to stay back.

	“I’m recommending the Agni not engage in intense combat if possible.” She said.

	“So when is Murati going to be required to do any work again?” Ulyana teased.

	“Why is everyone suddenly acting like I’m lazy? This isn’t funny!” Murati shouted.

	“She can go crazy once I’ve finished up the ‘Tigris Pack 1’ for the Agni.” Tigris said.

	“Very well, I can accept that for now.” Ulyana replied.

	“Why are you ignoring me now?!” Murati cried out, to a few laughs from the pilots.

	On the video feed, they could see Karuniya’s hand reaching down to squeeze her shoulder.

	Beside Ulyana, Aaliyah shook her head with a sigh, and turned to Zachikova.

	“Can we get an updated picture of the incoming frigates? Has their course altered at all?”

	Zachikova nodded her head and did as she was told, prompting the main screen to update.

	In place of the pilots, the tracking map with predicted movements of the enemy returned.

	Showing the two Frigates still in a line as they approached– and the third now closing in.

	“It appears that their formation is tightening relative to what was calculated before.” Zachikova said. “We will meet them all together. No more than a minute apart.”

	For a moment, Murati seemed to freeze up.

	There was an unexpected change in the enemy’s composition.

	And it was the most dangerous group too– those Marders and all their Divers.

	Regardless, if Murati was afraid she was not showing it.

	“We will adapt then.” Murati spoke up. “Captain, are we willing to use our missiles?”

	“They’re difficult to replenish so I hoped to save them for a worse situation.” Ulyana said.

	“Well, this situation is worsening. I think this a good idea from the Lieutenant.” Aaliyah said, gesturing to the main screen, where Murati’s face once was. “With the Rostock also shooting, we could drop sixteen missiles right into the core of their formation and cause a lot of chaos if not an outright rout. Patrolmen might not retain cohesion after that.”

	“I’d gladly spend some missiles to seize the day. The Rostock will assist.” Erika said.

	“Very well. We’ll prepare the missiles to fire.” Ulyana said. “But what about the timing?”

	“Good point. Fatima, have we detected any more active sonar?” Murati asked.

	“No, not since they sent us into alarm.” Fatima said. “They’re likely going quiet now.”

	“Zachikova blocked the final communications from the other Marder. Jamming started before the Rostock attacked the Marder. It’s likely the enemy is missing some critical details about that battle.” Murati said. “They will know there was fighting and they will know something of our composition depending on what the Marder reported. But do they all know that the Rostock was also their enemy? We could use the situation against them by constructing a false narrative to have them take up a predictable formation.”

	“How can we manipulate them in this situation? They’ll be on alert.” Aaliyah asked.

	“Does the Rostock still have its original Imperial communications equipment, Premier?”

	Erika smiled. “I think I see what you’re getting at Murati. Yes, we do have it.”

	Zachikova altered the main screen picture so Murati’s face could be seen over the map.

	“You said that regional patrol crews assume the Rostock is an imperial vessel with a higher command authorization than themselves. That means they are not aware of each specific ship in the inventory and they are not doing due dilligence and demanding authentication.” Murati said. “Zachikova could use the Rostock to send an Imperial-encrypted acoustic communication to the Marders informing them to predeploy their divers in a boxed defensive position. We will pretend we are chasing the Rostock toward them.”

	“Clever.” Erika said. “I quite like the idea. Let’s contact Daphne to set things up quickly.”

	“Zachikova, do you think you can do it? And do it quickly?” Murati asked.

	Zachikova stared at the picture of Murati in her cockpit with clear irritation.

	“Who do you think I am? This is technically really easy to do. But will they believe it?”

	“Is it underestimating the enemy’s intelligence if we all agree they’re not too bright?”

	Murati smiled confidently on the screen. Zachikova sighed once more and got to work.

	The Rostock pulled out ahead, deliberately being missed by a small amount of gunfire.

	

	

	Alerted to enemy activity but not exactly what kind, three Marder-class did their best to pull tightly together before making their final approach to the expected battlefield. Hatches opened on all three, their missile bays releasing sixteen Sturmvolker divers divided into sections of four, each occupying a cardinal direction as to guard their intended ships. 

	As far as the patrol knew their mission had changed. From capturing a Republic vessel that had somehow penetrated Eisental’s defenses, to stopping a large-scale enemy operation that was even threatening a Ritter-class Cruiser responding to the nearby battle. Since their local heavy support, a Serclaes, was lagging behind as usual, the brunt of the response was their responsibility. They were just patrol– they would not question orders.

	Approaching to within a kilometer range was the Ritter-class that had sent the orders.

	Trailing behind it as expected were a pair of enemy vessels launching ineffective attacks.

	Aside from the Imperial cipher the ship had attached no relevant authentication.

	Nevertheless, the patrol crews could come up with their own excuses for that.

	When a brand new Cruiser like that gave an order they simply complied for their own sake.

	The Marders in their defensive box sailed confidently. With a Ritter, they had the numbers.

	Then, within 750 meters, the Marders spotted a series of successive flashes.

	From behind the Ritter– and from the Ritter’s own missile bays.

	Over a dozen lines cut across the water. Supercavitating missiles had been launched.

	Both Imperial Taurus class missiles and Union Biryuza class hurtled toward the flotilla.

	At this range the Marders had roughly 7 seconds to respond to being fired upon by missiles.

	In that time gas guns could engage and fire a few rounds in haphazard directions.

	Divers could be issued and execute single-word orders.

	It was not enough.

	“INCOMING!” was all that went out across the patrol flotilla.

	Explosions blossomed violent gas bubbles across the top of flotilla’s hydrospace.

	Gas gunners and divers struck some of the missiles, but even those intercepted munitions traveled too close to the fleet. Such turbulent detonations inflicted shockwaves that shook the frigates and sent Divers flying out of place. Cavitation bubbles formed by the explosion expanded and collapsed, pulsating violently. The walls of these bubbles “stuck” to steel when expanding and inflicted shearing force on the same metal when collapsing. Unlucky Divers caught in their wake imploded, torn open; ships within the radius of the explosion had armor and gun turrets and sensor bundles torn off their hulls and cast out into the sea.

	Each missile warhead caused an explosion large enough to engulf two divers.

	Tightly packed and not expecting such an attack, the flotilla quaked from the blasts.

	No direct hits were scored, but significant damage was inflicted to turrets, fins, towers.

	In an instant, combat capability had dropped from near-overwhelming to nil.

	A predictable formation and a well-chosen attack made the difference.

	Ephemeral flames and streams of bubbles and clouds of hot vaporized water spread a fog throughout the formation that the flotilla’s ships and divers struggled to escape. Once certain that they had survived, the individual ships lost cohesion, realizing it was a trap, and began to flee outside of mutually supporting range. In the confusion their divers floated helplessly, gathering their wits and tentatively fleeing in random directions. 

	Little did they know that while focused on the death raining down from above,

	their keels had been taken.

	Beneath the enemy flotilla, several divers shot up and attacked from the sea floor.

	Khadija al-Shajara was at the head of the group and rushed at heedless speeds, her targeting computer putting a yellow box around a nearby Sturmvolker that had been spotted on her path. She reared back one of her swords as she climbed, sweeping up and just over the Sturmvolker suddenly. Twisting her Strelok’s body, engaging the jet on her diamond blade and cleaving diagonally through the center armor around the cockpit.

	Saw-teeth chewed-metal disintegrating in front of her as her target imploded.

	“One more for me, little Shali-Shali~!” Khadija said sweetly.

	“It’s not a contest! Focus up!” Shalikova shouted back.

	One blade in each hand; Khadija engaged both saws and rushed to the next target.

	She was unaware of how many enemies had survived, she was not looking at her sensors.

	Her mind had a honed instinct for moving quickly and attacking without hesitation.

	Above them, there was a Frigate trying to climb away–

	From the distance, a thundering cannonade. Three blasts perforated the side of the ship.

	The Rostock, Brigand and John Brown were bringing firepower to bear on the flotilla.

	Thanks to HELIOS, they did not have to worry much about hitting their own divers.

	Metal rained down from heavens. Khadija navigated the debris of the dead and dying ships.

	Pieces of the ships deflected off her armor as she charged.

	Snaking toward a Sturmvolker overwhelmed by the chaos. 

	Within the rain of blood and iron it sprayed its SMG haphazardly.

	She could almost hear the pilot screaming and shaking within the cascade of death.

	Bursts of ineffective gunfire grazed her shoulderplates and hurtled past her hip armor.

	Not once did she slow down; not once did she lose confidence in her approach.

	Khadija crashed into the enemy with her swords in front of her and tore across.

	Ripping two massive gashes in the metal, severing an arm, engulfed in skin-color foam.

	Barely recognizing a kill before engaging her vernier thrusters and kicking off the carcass.

	Her computer had already identified the next enemy within the storm. 

	She reveled in it.

	“Looks like I’ll be the one carving a notch on my cockpit today, Shali-Shali~!”

	By the time Serclaes-class Cruiser arrived, it was to the scene of a slaughter.

	Heavy and roughly spearpoint-shaped, the Serclaes bristled with 76 mm guns on its angled surfaces, as well as a single 150 mm gun turret with one barrel designed for precision fire. It would avail itself of none of these accoutrements. Arriving blind, having received only a few panicked transmissions from the Marder-group and nothing more, and now unable itself to reach the nearby laser relay to communicate with the rest of the patrol, it saw an enormous field of mutilated debris spread out before it– and two enemy Cruisers banking away.

	Drawn to the enemy it could see, the Serclaes moved to bring its guns to bear on them.

	Unaware of a third enemy, the original target of the chase, that had been laid in wait.

	Coming in quickly from the opposite flank just as the Serclaes committed to turn.

	Four resounding blasts from the 100 mm guns on the John Brown impacted the Serclaes.

	Tightly grouped, the shots punched deep into the armor in quick succession causing the ship’s interiors to disgorge from the wounds like a bag turned inside-out. Water violently filled the ship and disgorged each compartment in turn. Once the remains of the ship began to list, it seemed a beast wounded, red frothing humanity and steel innards copiously bleeding from the perforations as its body gracefully arced toward the sea floor.

	Demonstrating the inflexible but brutal firepower that characterized the “In-Line-2” class.

	“They called us cowards. But here we are.” Captain Eithnen Ní Faoláin solemnly declared.

	Not even a murmur got out about this engagement. The Serclaes died quietly.

	In the distance, an aluminum sail folded back into its rigging and ceased blocking the relay.

	Within the cockpits of several divers, pilots broke out into laughter, tears, or sighs.

	Inside each ship, the officers and sailors stood briefly speechless at the circumstances.

	Before breaking out into celebration. 

	Five ships, twenty-four divers, over 500 enemy lives. No casualties of their own.

	Mere minutes decided whom would pay the balance with their dead.

	An advantage that would have seemed overwhelming swung from one side to another.

	Quick decisions; lucky guesses; irreparable mistakes, parceled out between combatants.

	Incomparable levels of experience played a part; but so did the plan and its execution.

	So did quick thinking and the determination to do battle in the first place.

	For the Volksarmee it was an unlikely victory against the type of enemies they would have once run away from. Fighting the patrol in open water– it signaled a change in the era.

	“All of you really have me believing in miracles here.” Erika Kairos said. “Good work.”

	In each pilot’s cockpits and throughout the Brigand and Rostock, her voice broadcast.

	Even after all they had been through, it proved that their survival had not just been a fluke.

	Somehow, almost before they even knew it, they fought and won the Battle of Haaren Hills.

	Opening the way to Aachen, testing their cooperation, rescuing a stray Republic ship–

	And catching the attention of several different forces, once word of the event spread.

	

	

	“We’re recovering the Agni! Get the crane here! C’mon, don’t leave our hero waiting!”

	Chief Galina Lebedova shouted amicably at the surrounding sailors in the hangar.

	Everyone had a smile on their face as they got the mobile crane over to the deployment chute and hooked the chain to Agni, pulling it up and onto the floor of the hangar. When the cockpit door opened, Murati stepped out into a wave of hands, patting her back, shaking her shoulder, clapping. They called her a hero and a genius. They saluted and cheered. 

	Ulyana had credited her with the battle plan.

	Murati wilted under all the attention. She barely knew how to take a step forward.

	So many people were smiling and laughing that she could not help but laugh awkwardly.

	And she had some experience speaking in front of people, so it was not stage fright.

	Rather, the sheer size of the group in the hangar led her to realize–

	how many lives were at stake

	in her conceited decisions,

	recalling the Commissar chastised her

	was all of this what she put at stake–?

	“Hey, hey, don’t crowd us like this, I have a migraine! We need to rest!”

	Karuniya stepped down from the rear seat of the Agni, gently pushing Murati forward.

	Murati silently thanked Karuniya for being there with her.

	Urged by Karuniya, Murati stepped off the cockpit ramp. 

	All of the sailors made way for them to go through to the elevator. Partway through they started clapping. Murati did not know why but the clapping bothered her a lot in that moment. It sounded much louder in her ears than it should and it rattled through her chest. Booming, thundering, vibrations transferring from metal through to her– no not from metal she was out of the metal. It couldn’t have been so loud as to move through the floor. She could barely meet the eyes of the sailors– they became an indistinct mass around her. Did Karuniya see all of this? Murati thought that she might stumble and fall–

	“Please allow the Lieutenant through! She must attend her post-combat checkup!”

	At the entrance to the elevator the crowd cleared away from a shouting Aatto.

	She helped Karuniya to usher Murati through the elevator door.

	Once the doors shut, all of the sounds shut out with them.

	It was like a pair of hands had clapped in Murati’s ears and awakened her from a dream.

	“Murati, are you okay?” Karuniya asked. “You look so pale– and you’re shaking!”

	“I’m fine.” Murati said. “Really. I haven’t eaten today, I must be hungry.”

	“Jeez. I should have had you eat a survival bar or something.” Karuniya said.

	Karuniya turned from Murati to the Loup woman who had entered the elevator with them.

	“You must be Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather! It’s our first time meeting isn’t it?”

	“I believe so! I was only officially elevated to this role this morning.”

	Aatto reached out a hand across Murati’s chest to shake with Karuniya on the other side.

	Karuniya shook her hand with a strangely cheerful expression.

	“I’m Murati’s wife, Karuniya Maharapratham. Pleased to meet you.”

	She emphasized the word. Was she angry? Aatto had no reaction to this.

	Between the two of them Murati felt like she had been trapped in a cage.

	Everything was happening across the length of her like she had been made an object.

	A firm hand shake. Smiling faces. An almost mock-saccharine atmosphere.

	Aatto’s fingers then slipped from Karuniya’s grasp, to hold her hand by the tips instead.

	She leaned forward in front of Murati and kissed Karuniya’s hand. 

	Karuniya went red. Murati drew her eyes wide.

	“The Queen herself!” Aatto said. “I can already see it– a worthy partner to a king!”

	Murati almost wanted to scream at her–

	But the two of them were chirping too much for her to get a sound in edgewise.

	“Oh my! She’s such a charmer!” Karuniya laughed.

	Now it was Aatto’s turn to smile in a strangely cheerful fashion.

	“I studied the roster. A formidable scholar is a perfect match for a consummate soldier.”

	“Oh ho~! Murati, I already like her. You’ve got a keeper here.”

	“I am flattered you think so. I simply wish to support unique talents in this world.”

	“Thank you Aatto. My hubby can be difficult, so please be patient with her.”

	“Of course, of course–”

	“I’m the one who is being monumentally patient here.” Murati spoke up, fists tightening.

	Aatto and Karuniya both giggled at the same time and in a frighteningly similar fashion.

	Murati wondered if she might break their camaraderie by reminding Karuniya that Aatto had been a non-commissioned officer of the Volkisch Movement, but she decided against it. She did not want to hurt Aatto’s feelings when she could just be the bigger woman and endure her wife joking as she always did. It might even do Karuniya some good, Murati thought, if she made a friend. For as much as Karuniya joked about this, the same rules of friendship that she used to say Murati was friendless applied just as much to her. 

	At least the two of them were not fighting. 

	Karuniya could have easily decided to be offended by Aatto rather than amused.

	After the door opened to the upper tier, it revealed Erika Kairos standing in the hall.

	Murati saluted to her. Erika waved for her to put her hand down.

	“Ah, Murati. May I accompany you for a moment? I wanted to talk.” Erika said.

	“Of course.” Murati said. She turned to look at Karuniya and Aatto.

	Karuniya waved her fingers as if to tell Murati to go on ahead, staying with Aatto.

	Erika started down the hall with Murati following at her side.

	“How are you feeling? Triumphant?” Erika asked.

	“Not really. A little shaky I guess.” Murati said. “I haven’t eaten today.”

	She was beginning to suspect it was more than food and maybe her nerves were shot.

	But she did not want to admit that nor seek support for it.

	Preferably, it really was just hunger affecting her.

	“Does it feel surreal, to come out the other end of a successful plan?” Erika asked.

	“A little bit. I don’t know whether to feel like we clawed out a victory, or won too handily.”

	“When a battle starts, there are no even odds between the combatants. Nothing is fair and nobody is keeping score. There is just, always someone who will triumph, and someone who will die. You know– I felt that you are someone who would not appreciate being called a ‘genius’, so I called you something whimsical on the bridge, a ‘sorcerer.’”

	“Even that feels unearned.” Murati said. “I’m not special for just making observations.”

	“Perhaps not, but you are the one who spoke up. You had the courage of conviction.” Erika said. She smiled a bit more than she was before. Shutting her eyes and grinning with satisfaction. “Murati, what I find special about you is not how much you know about military matters– it’s what’s in here.” Erika reached out and suddenly tapped her fingers just above Murati’s breasts. “Before you chastised us, we were going to leave those people on the John Brown to die. I was leaning that way too. It was your words that saved their lives. It was your determination to abhor injustice even if looking the other way was the easier path.”

	Murati had honestly never given her ‘attitude’ such as it was, that elevated sort of merit.

	In her mind, what mattered was all the time she spent thinking about war, studying history, trying to determine correct understandings. Her heart, was just that of a communist, she thought. Anyone could have made that judgment; anyone with her knowledge could have made that plan. Everyone in the world should have had her convictions.

	“I’m of the opinion you could use a bit more malice.” Erika said. “But I also just like you.”

	Erika met her eyes with such a fond and gentle gaze.

	Murati felt a bit embarrassed suddenly. 

	She felt like she needed to justify herself better to someone like Erika.

	“I wouldn’t have made the suggestions I did, if I did not believe we could win.”

	“And when the situation changed? You know– we could have run away at many points!”

	“I still believed we could rout them. And I believed it was the best action long-term.”

	“Keep believing wholeheartedly. Speak when you must, and then argue with whoever you need to, including myself. If needed, I’ll put my foot down as the malice that you lack.”

	Erika reached her hand out again and patted Murati on the back.

	Murati smiled at her and felt her head clearing just a bit more than before.

	Her heart just a little bit less heavy than it had been. She felt just a bit less burdened.

	She was not singularly responsible for everyone’s lives, not today, and not ever.

	They had not done all of this just because Murati said so, but because they believed her.

	Someday, if she was wrong, if they thought she was wrong–

	There were many people with their own judgments around her who would guide her.

	Murati was stubborn, she knew she would argue her own way no matter what.

	But everyone was responsible together. Erika was right. 

	She needed to have confidence.

	Sometimes the most callous thing toward life was to stand by saying nothing.

	“I appreciate it, Premier. But I am not afraid to deploy the little malice I have.”

	“Then I won’t underestimate you again. How do you feel now?”

	“Better.” Murati said. “Could you tell I was troubled?”

	For an instant, Erika flashed the red rings around her eyes that indicated psionics.

	Then she crossed her arms over her breasts, shut her eyes, and looked a bit smug.

	“You could say it was a mix of my own judgment as a leader; and a little diagnostic.”

	“I see. Nevertheless– thank you, Premier.”

	“My pleasure. Ask me someday to tell you the story of how I stole the Rostock.”

	“Was it a plan comparable to what we pulled off today?”

	“It was so much better. Intrigue, death-defying risk, with Katarran soul. Pure noir.”

	“I thought noir stories are supposed to have bad endings?”

	Erika remained quiet to that question but continued smiling to herself.

	Eventually she ducked into another meeting room and bid Murati goodbye for the moment.

	Murati thought that perhaps the story of the Rostock did have a bad ending.

	And that there could be ‘bad endings’ where Erika still lived to tell that story anyway.

	Whatever else she intended to communicate, Murati was simply glad for the reassurances. When she arrived at the infirmary some of the cheer she lost the past few days had returned.

	

	

	After the sinking of the patrol fleet’s Serclaes-class Cruiser, the Brigand, Rostock and John Brown quickly fled the scene of the battle. Though each fleet had been prevented from transmitting to the relay during battle and therefore to the rest of the patrol, it must have already been common knowledge that the flotilla was moving to engage a Republic ship in the first place. If that specific operation took too long and suddenly went out of contact, then more of the patrol would immediately be sent to the area to investigate.

	Ulyana gave the order to depart as close to combat speed as possible without raising further suspicion from any arriving patrol fleet vessels. An object moving too fast underwater would stick out too much– commercial vessels and off-duty military ships all traveled at restricted speeds either due to hardware, legal or doctrinal limitations. The Volksarmee had to get to Aachen as soon as they could, but without raising too much dust in the process.

	“According to Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather, the patrol fleet in Eisental was stripped pretty bare so most their newer ships could be assigned to the Volkisch navy and their war in the south. However, we must retain a sense of urgency. Even a dozen Cutters can be a problem. Furthermore, we have to assume that Violet Lehner’s forces will be moving north to secure personal control over the region. They will likely be far more formidable.”

	That was Erika’s assumption but Ulyana supported it, having watched video of her speech.

	Violet Lehner’s “Zabaniyah” would be their eventual biggest problem.

	For the moment, however, the state of the John Brown was the immediate concern.

	To that end, Ulyana contacted Eithnen Ní Faoláin.

	In the hangar, the Brigand’s shuttle was prepared. 

	Over the past week they had gotten some good practice with shuttling people and supplies while on the move between the Brigand and Rostock. This time the shuttle would be loaded with a large crate of tightly packed dehydrated ration bricks, making up a week’s worth of meals for 150 people eating three bricks a day. Part of the Brigand’s survival stash– but it would last the John Brown a bit, and provide needed calories efficiently.

	Along with the crates, Ulyana Korabiskaya and Aaliyah Bashara would hitch a ride.

	The Brigand’s shuttle was a wide, semi-cylindrical craft. It exited the ship via a moonpool that essentially acted as a much bigger deployment chute near the back of the hangar. Its cargo bay could hold one Strelok lying on its back, but was most useful in ferrying people and cargo crates to and from ships and stations without docking. Just like the Brigand, the shuttle had undergone an upgrade too. Its cargo bay and crew pod pressurized separately, so it was possible to actually dump out a Strelok somewhere as a neat trick.

	Ulyana had no idea when they would make use of that, but Murati had suggested it.

	So she would defer to that wunderkind’s judgment on such matters.

	Aaliyah and Ulyana boarded the crew pod, containing the pilot and co-pilot’s seats and compartments where they could store emergency equipment and personal effects for their own use, and behind them, one long seat that could hold six passengers. Additional passengers could ride with the cargo. The seats were slightly stiff but comfortable enough for a quick shuttle trip. With just the two of them, the ride was not too cramped.

	For this trip, their pilot and co-pilot would be Zhu Lian and Klara Van Der Smidse.

	The two young stars of the Brigand’s security team, frequently seen patrolling together.

	Over their security team armored bodysuits they wore work coveralls with grey hats.

	Both of them had tied up their hair into buns. Klara was all smiles and amused with herself.

	Zhu Lian retained a professional demeanor, while occasionally cracking a grin at Klara.

	“The Captain should not visit another ship without an escort.” Lian said as they stepped in.

	“I understand, but,” Aaliyah spread her jacket to reveal her revolver on a holster.

	“Chief Akulantova insists.” Lian said, opening a compartment to reveal a submachine gun.

	Klara showed that there was a grenade launcher under her chair in addition.

	“I don’t think we’ll need any of these things, actually! Please calm down!” Ulyana said.

	Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse engaged the electric power of the shuttle and locked down the compartments. Much like every other vessel, the shuttle was completely windowless. Cameras were used for navigation instead, and like a Diver, the shuttle could sync to the Brigand’s sensors as long as it was within laser or acoustic data range, receiving sonar and LADAR updates from it to navigate more accurately. For the passengers, a “window” was projected on the walls at their sides. Pilot and co-pilot had a multi-section display that could be divided among the shuttle’s cameras. Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse were not dedicated pilots, but every marine trained enough to be a capable shuttle pilot.

	Below them, the moonpool filled, and the shuttle descended.

	Once the hatch above them was closed, the hatch below opened to let them into the sea.

	Hydrojets propelled the shuttle, quick enough to keep up with the ships in the fleet.

	Their journey would only take a few minutes, but Ulyana still laid back against her seat.

	She had not been on a small craft for a very long time.

	Looking out the projected window and at the ocean next to her. On the bridge, the main screen picture made the ocean look so much smaller and easier to understand. While the view she had in the shuttle was no more authentic than that which she had on the bridge, it still felt closer, and the water outside felt darker and deeper. At the head of a ship, there were so many people and so much equipment working to give Ulyana a sense of what was out in the water with them. She never had to contemplate it herself for an instant.

	In this shuttle, there was only her eyes and the unvarnished feed of a camera.

	And the endless, teeming darkness of the Imbrium yearning to swallow her whole.

	It unsettled her, momentarily. It made her feel weaker than she otherwise thought she was.

	None of their pretensions mattered to the crushing, overwhelming fury of that water.

	“What do you see out there, Captain?” Aaliyah asked.

	“A lot of nothing.” Ulyana replied, covering up her brief bout of introspection.

	“Truly? You looked like you would say something poignant about it.” Aaliyah smiled.

	Ulyana looked amused. “Our pilots go out there all the time; none have come back poets.”

	Aaliyah had a friendly laugh at the remark, sitting back along with the Captain.

	Maneuvering with ease through the waters disturbed by the passing of the ships, the shuttle approached the underside of the John Brown. A hatch opened and a cable anchor helped guide the shuttle up into the ship. The hatch under them closed, and the top hatch opened. Three cranes lifted the shuttle from the water and the hangar hatch closed beneath them, setting the shuttle back down. Zhu Lian and Klara checked to make sure the atmospheric pressures inside the Brigand and John Brown matched, which they did– then shut off the motor and opened the side doors, putting down a step-ladder using a crank.

	“You two will unload the cargo.” Ulyana said.

	Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse both stared at her.

	“Unload the cargo and stay here. We’re not going to have any trouble, I assure you.”

	However, regardless of what Akulantova said to do, the Captain’s orders were absolute.

	So they remained behind, watching like a pair of predatory birds while unhooking the crate.

	Outside, Ulyana and Aaliyah stepped out onto a comparably very small hangar.

	For whatever reason, everything was painted some shade of an odd and unwelcoming set of greens. Compared to the Brigand’s hangar it was narrow and the ceiling was low, which Ulyana expected, but the degree to which it was both of these things still took her by surprise. It was tighter than a Soyuz’s insides. There was only barely enough space for the shuttle in the back. The John Brown perhaps had the space for a Diver or two on the other half of the hangar, but there was only a single deployment chute, and no gantries. There was no workshop. The John Brown did not have stitcher machines of any kind. 

	If they kept any equipment here, it would be tough to maintain it.

	Perhaps owing to the lack of space there were very few sailors in the hangar. All of them wore blue jumpsuits, and they were sitting and lying, overturned in various corners. Blankets and pillows had been given to them, as if the hangar had been converted into an infirmary. Someone who looked like they might be a nurse was tending to them but had no supplies on hand. Several men looked only partially conscious. Simple hunger was not the only cause of this. Ulyana recalled that Eithnen told her they were without medicine also. 

	These sailors were ill and going without treatment.

	“You can see plainly our situation here, Captain. Thank you again for your support.”

	An elevator opened near the shuttle bay and Eithnen Ní Faoláin stepped out to greet them.

	She was accompanied by a shorter, comely woman with a thinner figure, properly wearing the blue Republic military skirt uniform that Eithnen wore only loosely. She had very dark skin, and black hair that was tied back into a braided tail. A pair of sleek glasses perched on her nose. Atop her head, she had a beret. Because the uniform was blue it reminded Ulyana of the cadets of the Union’s Academy in Mt. Raja. However, she recognized her uniform from her diplomat training. Eithnen’s companion must have been part of Republic military intelligence as an attaché. Not every ship in the Republic navy had an officer like that.

	“Let me introduce you to my indispensable adjutant, Tahira Agyie.” Eithnen said.

	“Pleased to meet you. On behalf of the crew, thank you, Ulyana Korabiskaya, and you as well, Commissar Bashara. We could scarcely hope for any relief. We were prepared to die.”

	Tahira shook hands with Ulyana and then Aaliyah in turn. Hers was a quick, efficient shake.

	She wore at all times a measured expression on her pretty face, betraying no emotion.

	Ulyana did not judge her for this. It was not easy to smile in their circumstances.

	Eithnen on the other hand was very affable, so it was an interesting contrast.

	“We come bearing some gifts. Enough food for the journey.” Ulyana said.

	She gestured to the back of the shuttle, where Zhu Lian and Van Der Smidse were working on getting the ramp down using cranks to conserve battery. Once the ramp was down they hooked the heavy crate to a winch and gently slid it down to the ramp and onto the floor of the hangar, before unhooking the crate and leaving it. While they were doing this, the Captain, Commissar and their counterparts continued their conversation off to the side.

	“We can shuttle in medicine next.” Aaliyah said, glancing at the lethargic sailors.

	“I can’t thank you enough. Some of these men, we have known about their deteriorating conditions for weeks now. Some have chronic illnesses, others just picked things up in Aachen. Most got worn down over time from lack of food, but kept working to keep us afloat.” Eithnen said. “Before the fleet was dashed to pieces in Kreuzung, our ‘commanders’ treated us like dirt. We were afforded nothing and kept locked up inside this ship.”

	“That is horrific.” Ulyana said. “We’ll do what we can to assist your crew.”

	“Thank you again, Captain.” Eithnen said. “Let us move to a meeting room in order to talk more comfortably. They’re also pretty cramped, but at least we can sit down there.”

	“Of course. We can discuss the situation in-depth.” Ulyana said.

	“This way.” Tahira gestured to the elevator.

	Before leaving, Aaliyah turned around and shouted for Klara and Lian.

	“You two put on some masks, get the first-aid kits and help out where you can!” She said.

	Aaliyah pointed at the shuttle and then at the medical staff looking over the sick men.

	Klara and Lian, sitting on the crate, looked helpless for a moment before moving to comply.

	They were not medical staff, but Union marines received basic aid training too.

	At least it gave them a different context for interacting with foreign sailors than suspicion.

	“You’re all frankly amazing to me. I haven’t died and gone above, have I?” Eithnen said.

	“We’re communists, it’d be a sad sight if we just sat around while people suffered.” Aaliyah said. “Trust us that you’re quite alive; we just have a different spirit than the Republic.”

	Tahira stared at Ulyana and Aaliyah wordlessly for a moment before averting her gaze.

	Eithnen put on a big, cheerful grin. “Well then! God bless the commie spirit!”

	

	

	Aboard the Brigand, the door to the medbay slid open and closed quickly.

	Hurried clacking steps from a pair of heels.

	“Homa, are you okay? We’re out of danger now. I’m sorry I couldn’t support you.”

	“It’s whatever.”

	Homa recognized the horns and ponytail first, at the edge of her vision. 

	Kalika had come to visit. 

	Homa was lying sideways in bed, clutching her blankets as Kalika took a seat beside her. Even though she had her prosthetics installed, she was under observation until she had a few days’ worth of therapy. Her gait was still clumsy, though she was making progress.

	More than that, she did not want to leave the infirmary during the commotion–

	Because her heart had been gripped by an ice cold fear. 

	A shameful, chilling, awful fear.

	Even now, lucid and medicated, she felt like she had been dowsed in ice water.

	“Thanks to the crew, we were able to pull through.” Kalika said. “You’re safe now.”

	Homa grumbled. She was ashamed. Ashamed of how frightened she had gotten.

	“Did you go out and fight?” Homa asked, her lips trembling.

	“All I fought were a few leaking pipes near the infirmary and the cafeteria. And some of the anti-flooding shutters.” Kalika said. “I was just doing this and that, trying to help out.”

	“Why did they go pick a fight with the Volkisch?” Homa asked. “It’s just crazy.”

	“They were rescuing some poor folks.” Kalika said. “It’s just the way they operate.”

	“It’s useless– trying to be big dumb fucking heroes like that– they’ll just get killed–!”

	Kalika did not respond. Homa snatched a look at her face. She was just silently smiling.

	For some reason Kalika never judged Homa, never called her an asshole or a coward.

	Sometimes it infuriated her. She wished someone would just slap her across the face.

	Someone should just tell her already that she was worthless and lower than dirt.

	They should just leave her crippled husk behind! Just launch her into the sea!

	There it went again– she was crying. Crying and blubbering and shaking.

	It was all she could do. Unlike Kalika, she could do nothing. She was utterly broken.

	“Kalika,” Homa whimpered, “Can you– can you get me that necklace– on the table–”

	Kalika nodded her head. She picked up Homa’s necklace from the bedside table.

	Kneeling close to Homa’s bed, she put the necklace in her fingers directly.

	“Rest up Homa. When you’re feeling up to it, we’ll resume your therapy.”

	Homa did not respond to that. Once she had her necklace she hid under the blankets.

	She clutched the necklace tight against her chest with her biological hand, crying openly.

	Wishing she could hear the stupid little voice calling her ‘brave’ and ‘courageous’ again.

	 

	 


12.6

	Slender fingers twined around the handle of the porcelain cup. 

	Warm water poured over flowers and herbs and a bit of rough raw agave. 

	Mixed vigorously with a steel stirring stick. Dried with a flick, put away in a drawer.

	Next to the loaded pistol. Precise tools for specific problems.

	She lifted the cup to her lips and absentmindedly sipped of it. A touch of agave gave the tea sweetness and a bit of unctuousness. Otherwise the taste was very mellow and grassy. She had prepared the cup purely because she wanted a warm drink. There was no caffeine, because she did not permit herself to drink caffeine. Caffeine was not healthy.

	However, this made it difficult to work deep into the night as she was. 

	She continued to work even as her eyes grew heavier.

	Not out of a sense of the value of this labor; out of obsession with the result.

	And a touch of paranoia.

	Next to the cup was a portable on which she was writing with a digital pen. 

	With her fingers, she could swipe up and down between digital workspaces. 

	Taking notes over them in digital ink. It helped her process the information.

	On one workspace, there was a series of dossiers with detailed personal data. 

	Swiping left, she saw numerous faces scroll past. 

	On the other workspace there was a spreadsheet of locations and offices in Eisental. 

	Swiping left on that workspace showed her the vastness of her new realm.

	These assignments were a monumental task and she would delegate them to nobody. 

	Everyone for whom she had a dossier was qualified to serve.

	However, not everyone could be completely trusted to be loyal to her designs. 

	“The National Socialist Labor Unions.” She mumbled to herself as she looked over a file. 

	Some of the dossiers were not people she was appointing, but people she was investigating. 

	So far, there was little resistance from labor leaders in the core strategic industries to the prospect of joining the state-sponsored labor unions. Because the previous liberal governments had done so much to support strike-breaking and extortionary labor practices, and tacitly approved the firing of union workers and the hiring of scab labor, especially in the strategic sectors– the very idea of the government reaching out to labor at all was viewed as a ground-breaking positive step in pro-labor sentiment. Labor organizers in high-grade steel, plastics, primary and middle manufacturing of plates, missile engineering, and semiconductors, had all approached her about the N.S.L.U scheme with interest. 

	However, she could not take them all at their word so easily. 

	Therefore, she had the Sicherheitsdienst investigate several of these labor leaders. 

	That only added to the amount of information she had to personally sift through. 

	Her self-appointed task tonight was to get through the highest government positions first. 

	Sleep could come later. There was always time to do nothing.

	It was the window to act that Destiny constantly tightened in its white-hot grip.

	She had to at least be sure the Gauleiters were all people that she trusted. 

	Aachen’s Gau office was staffed much more quickly due to circumstances– 

	Everywhere else, Reichskommissar Violet Lehner wanted to be more dilligent.

	In the middle of going through the potential appointments for Stralsund, which were tricky owing to the presence of the Mycenae Military Commission in the area– Violet’s thought process was interrupted by the door into the office opening and the sound of boots.

	Rather than the grandiose main office once occupied by station governor Werner, Violet was working in a small meeting room in the eastern wing of the government building. Only a few people knew where she was and could interrupt her. Nasser would have been praying at this hour, and was instructed to go to sleep without her– so it must have been– 

	“Esteemed Reichskommissar, seeing as how you’re working late, may I report now?” 

	Magdalena van Treckow. A few associations immediately came to mind.

	Semi-disowned twin sister of Hedwig von Treckow of the Treckow clan. 

	Aristocrats with a military tradition; one of the few families with recent achievements.

	Once upon a time, such things mattered among aristocrats– 

	now, this Treckow was just a Standartenführer. 

	“I am always happy to host you. Would you prefer to sit or stand?” Violet asked. 

	“May I move as the mood strikes, your grace?” 

	“Very well. Continue.” 

	In response, the officer performed a stage bow that made something in her leg creak. 

	Her body bore all manner of evidence of her already brutal career. 

	Magdalena was very similar to her twin sister– a tall and stately woman, beautiful, gallant, lean and long-limbed, like many in her once-noble house. She had dark hair down to the shoulders and cut a handsome silhouette in uniform. Then the similarities ended. 

	While the Treckow family were known for their stoicism, Magdalena’s resting face was a conceited grin on glossy black lips. She had streaks of white hair, perhaps prematurely aged by her experiences in life. She bore a complex scar across her neck that looked as if she had survived a deep slitting of her throat from jaw to collarbone. Exposed owing to her style of wearing her shirts and coats quite undone near the top. One arm and one foot missing; the foot replaced by a blade in her boot that Magdalena liked to show off at times; the arm by a multi-digit replacement limb that was more in line with what Violet had seen before. 

	On her sleeves, she had the armbands for the Zabaniyah and the Esoteric Order, along with an armband bearing a black box with a white hooked cross inside. It was a curious object to some, as nobody else in the organization wore it. This was because it was old– the armband signified the former Aktionsgruppe IV, a fake transport flotilla that Violet used to manage in order to smuggle goods to fund and supply Zabaniyah auxiliaries, thus hiding the fact that her personal forces were larger than they seemed. Violet no longer had to hide her ambitions or the size of her total forces in Eisental. Still, Magdelana kept wearing the band. 

	“As you requested, I’ve been on alert. However, despite the candor of his words during your little meeting, we have no signs of incoming reprisals of any kind from Adam Lehner. His attention appears to be fully directed south. He is losing his window to act on us.” 

	“He is aggravated with me but he cannot afford more enemies.” Violet said. 

	“Not only can he not afford them– according to my information, both his physical and his political capital would fray at the seams against any attempt to bring us into line.” Magdalena said. “I have credible evidence of growing support for us within important parts of Lehner’s coalition. Rhineametalle is of course obvious– but in the political classes, several of the Gauleiters in the Rhinean heartland expressed willingness to collaborate and made public statements congratulating you on ending the strikes in Kreuzung. No sanctions from corporations; no attempts by the main command of the fleet to subordinate our forces, or even to call for inspections in Eisental; we appear to be silently tolerated. Your father has been put in check.” 

	As she spoke, the woman wandered side to side in front of the desk. 

	She would flourish her arms, make exaggerated expressions.

	“I appreciate your vigilance, Magdalena. But don’t call him my father. It annoys me.” 

	“Duly noted, your grace. To have caused you to frown would cause me to wilt.” 

	Violet ignored her flattery and put down her digital pen. 

	She closed and opened her fists. 

	Everything was going her way but she could not help but feel unsettled.

	“I do hate that we are at the level of divining intent from public statements.” She said. 

	Her intelligence inside Thurin, and in the office of the Fuhrer, had to be improved.

	She wanted to know the instant that clown in the high seat blinked.

	Magdalena did not look too concerned. Her wanderings brought her over the desk.

	“Once we have formal contact with more of the Rhinean Gau, we won’t have to guess. It is only a matter of time, Reichskommissar. You must relax!” Magdalena leaned much closer to Violet’s face, meeting her eyes with a viper’s smile. “Everyone can already see your ascendancy. Adam Lehner is squandering his moment, he is too much of a fool– he has influence and connections, but you, Reichskommissar, have all the brains. You have done in weeks more than he has in months. It is an unequal contest you are certain to win.” 

	Magdalena licked her own lips after speaking.

	She leaned in so close that Violet could smell the tobacco smoke from her lips.

	Any further and she might have stolen a kiss.

	Violet said nothing. And so the flattery continued.

	“Not only that, but you are a true revolutionary. Aside from the Esoteric Order, the Libertarians and the Neotribalists are already seeing that unlike the so-called Fuhrer, you will not betray the revolution of the Volksgemeinschaft to the wealthy and the intellectuals. You are looking out for the national worker and the soldier, lifting them up! Only you have the rhetoric and organizational skill to sway all of the rightist groups to your side.” 

	Violet turned her cheek, offended by the reek of the tobacco. 

	Magdalena reared back just a little bit.

	“The Libertarians and Neotribalists are unreliable bellwethers.” Violet said calmly.

	Her biggest weakness outside the Esoteric Order was that she was a degenerate queer. 

	Within the Order, such things were secondary as long as the correct obeisances were spoken.

	They cared about the mythology of nationhood and supremacy much more than the details.

	Outside of the Esoterics it was much more of a minefield.

	Violet was almost certain that she was mixed race, and this was only successfully hidden because it would have made the elder Lehner appear less photogenic to the extreme right-wing organizations. So on her papers, Violet was any ordinary Imbrian. They could see it, however. The Libertarians, the Blud Bund, the Neotribals, the Traditional Fatherhood Front. They could see it. It was part of the reason she focused on Nation and Service over racial polemics. Violet had to be careful to continue playing with the fire of the Volkisch fringe.

	Whether or not Magdalena caught or understood the subtleties did not matter though. 

	Whatever Violet was now, it would all be obliterated by what she would become.

	Her plan was to attain power such that her own identity could be anything and not matter. 

	She would simply become the sword of the inexorable Destiny of the Imbrian Nation.

	All the fools who had childish ideologies failed to understand the true driver of change. 

	Violet had applied herself dilligently, exploited opportunities in business and law, built up her wealth, made corporate connections– because she understood the nexus of power.

	Capital could buy strength; and power was crystallized through the execution of force. 

	She would not rely on the purely ideological support of troglodytes like the Neotribalists.

	Fools like the Libertarians could take their multi-point social plans and swallow them. 

	Violet had already seen her own future. With Eisental in her hands, she would acquire legitimacy through stability. Crushing the dissidents, rewarding the collaborators, and exercising effective management of capital. She would fix the problems that plagued the buffoon in Thurin. And then she would build her spearhead. With the applause of the common folk, she would recruit and equip the best troops, build ships, and march.

	And the Shimii would be the core of her new order, the phalanx of her Destiny.

	A fierce warrior race with discipline, humility, scholarship, and a long history of grievances to fulfill. Properly prepared with Eisental’s bounty, her Zabaniyah would align all of the disparate elements of the Volkisch– by force. They would never fully accept her, but they would bow before her sheer strength. She would make them. That was ultimately the glue binding the Volkisch Movement. Adam Lehner took over power formally, he got the votes– but he executed that power to legitimize arbitrary violence, and in the terror was his real strength. Idiotic niche ideological groups only followed him because of this violence. 

	Rightists would cower and fall in line; leftist dissidents would be exterminated. 

	Soon their opinion on Violet’s lifestyle would not matter. 

	Endsieg was close at hand. 

	Violet was a slave to this future. She would not exist without that vision.

	For now, however, she had to play within the rules of the game so she could break them.

	“Has Imani set sail for Aachen yet, Magdalena?” Violet asked, returning to business. 

	Her subordinate was not so keen to step away from the desk, however.

	With the way she bent, exposing so much through undone buttons– quite lascivious.

	And that gaze– it almost gave Violet pause from the hunger in it.

	Exuding the aura of a predator. 

	Sizing Violet up as if for an attack.

	“Treckow, business? Now? Get a hold of yourself. I am not joking.”

	Violet snapped her fingers. Magdalena grunted a bit.

	Looking offput by the response.

	“Hadžić just got out; it will be a while yet before the fireworks start.” She said. Her eyes wandered as if the subject bored her, but she continued to hover in the personal space of her Reichskommissar. “Sawyer’s militia was slow to muster. Apparently the main command of the militia in Bremen sent her a very large gaggle of underage soldiers as reinforcements.” 

	“Fine by me,” Violet replied, “I was hoping the casualties would fall as much on the militia as possible. Wiping out a generation of Blud Bund morons in the process is a bonus.”

	Magdalena smiled and began to rub the fingers on one hand over the surface desk.

	“The Uhlankorp’s involvement is being discussed as well. Rhineametalle is agreeing to supply everything en route. I am not sure Hadžić will sort it all out, this feels a bit messy.” 

	“Hadžić will indeed work it all out. She’s one of Nasser’s inner circle.” Violet said. 

	“And that’s all it takes for you? So easily impressed by wagging tails?” Magdalena said. 

	Violet fixed her eyes on Magdalena, again meeting the woman’s own cryptic gaze. 

	There was an ardor in that expression that Violet continually met with apathy.

	“It’s too late for you to bring that sort of agenda into this. You know how I am.” She said.

	“Oh, Reichskommissar, that is not it at all. Race aside– I’m simply wary of their commitment. They are unproven. I am skeptical; because I have killed a lot more for this movement.” 

	“I’m not skeptical and only my opinion matters. So be at ease. Shimii have done dirty work for the Lehner family for years now. I trust Nasser more than anyone.” Violet said. 

	“More than me? I’m hurt. I’ve done so much for you, your grace.” Magdalena whimpered. 

	“I’ve done quite a bit for you too. Enough that you still owe me more than I owe you.” 

	“How cold. You reject me so easily. If you wanted, I would protect you from anything. I would relieve you of every burden and give you any comfort you wanted. We are all alone here, nobody would have to know. As the supreme leader, you could easily have me.” 

	“If you are done reporting, you are dismissed.” Violet said.

	Magdalena leaned even closer over the desk. 

	Falling over it like a misbehaving cat.

	“Violet– In Bosporus I was a wild animal– it was you who gave me back a human soul.” 

	Suddenly, Magdalena laid her hand like a claw on Violet’s own. 

	Her fingers pinched Violet across three knuckles. There was an instant of pain.

	Violet jerked her own hand back. 

	This prompted Magdalena to burst out laughing. 

	“Very funny, Treckow.” Violet said. “Whether or not you are sincere, you are dismissed.” 

	Not angry, there was no point in it; just mildly annoyed at this amorousness. 

	She returned to her work, expecting Magdalena to see herself out.

	“I am just playing my role. This play needs a chaste heroine,” Magdalena gestured to Violet, “a courtly, heroic romance,” she gestured toward the walls, at no one in particular (Nasser), “but also a devilish rake, whose temptation might steal away a tender heart.” 

	Finally Magdalena gestured to herself, laying a hand on her chest and bowing slightly. 

	Violet finally looked up from her work again with a sudden smile. 

	“Treckow, you don’t understand the genre. I am not a chaste heroine– I am a Valkyrie descended to make humanity pay for its sins with blood and iron. So who are you?” 

	For a moment, Magdalena simply smiled. Looking entirely too satisfied with herself. 

	With a final, silent bow, she took her leave from the stage. Casting one last look at Violet. 

	Violet almost heard the applause following in her wake, before returning quietly to work. 

	

	

	On the upper story of the John Brown’s interior pods, the hall was wide enough for two (somewhat short, somewhat thin) people to walk abreast. Ulyana and Eithnen were almost scraping the ceiling with their heads. While the wall plates were bare metal, the floor and roof were green. There were removable panels with obvious bolts everywhere. Flanked by doors on either side, the hallway was shorter than the Brigand’s upper hallway by half. 

	Eithnen and Tahira led them down those crowded halls and ducked into a small room. 

	Ulyana and Aaliyah followed. 

	There was no empty space in the room that they entered. 

	There was a table in the center and two long booth seats made up the walls. There was a monitor on the wall opposing the door they entered through. When closed, that door formed the final wall of the room in its near totality. So they had all the amenities to hold a productive meeting, with the table itself serving as a digital pad for writing or displaying graphs and documents. But they had to do it without room to stand. 

	“One more is joining us. He’ll be here shortly.” Tahira said. 

	“Will he fit?” Ulyana asked, smiling to show she was not serious. 

	Eithnen grinned in response. “Beats standing out in the hall.” 

	“Good point– I can see why you laid the sick men in the hangar.” 

	“I had to! Our infirmary is like a god-damn morgue. Only room enough to die in.” 

	“Are all Republic frigates this tight?” Aaliyah asked. 

	“I’ve never served in anything smaller than a Cruiser until now.” Eithnen said. 

	“To be clear, the layout of the John Brown is not in itself designed as a punitive measure.” Tahira said from Eithnen’s side. “This is indeed the layout that is standard to all In-Line-2 class Frigates as designed by StanDy Innovations– it is a deliberate design. There are many advantages to it– it’s easier to run maintenance as all systems are tidy and accessible. It’s also cheaper to manufacture. But our doctrine relies on a fleet support system.” 

	“Like having access to a fleet hospital ship.” Eithnen said. 

	“In the Union it would be seen as inhumane to not have a stocked infirmary.” Ulyana said. 

	“Wish I’d been born on your side of the planet.” Eithnen said, smiling a bit. 

	At that moment the door slid open again. 

	Eithnen waved at the entrant while Tahira sidled up closer to Eithnen to give him room. 

	Owing to his height, he had to slouch. He was taller than Ulyana or Eithnen certainly, and fit too, with strong arms and a wide back. His skin was dark brown, and his black hair was tied into a multitude of long braids which themselves were collected into a ponytail with a fluffy yellow hair scrunchie. His uniform consisted of a blue jacket worn over a white shirt and long pants. He was probably older than Ulyana– more signs of aging on his face. 

	From the moment he sat down, he had a big smile on his face. 

	“Burke Zepp. G.I.A.– or, well, ex-G.I.A. I guess. Pleasure to make your acquaintances.” 

	He reached across the table and gave a firm handshake to both Ulyana and Aaliyah. 

	“Pleased to meet you as well.” Ulyana said. “I’m Ulyana Korabiskaya.” 

	“Aaliyah Bashara.” Said the Commissar. 

	Ulyana noticed her infrequent glancing at Tahira. Aaliyah was wary.

	“So, everyone’s here.” Eithnen said. “Let’s talk, Ulyana. I’m sure you have questions.” 

	“How in-depth are you ready to go, Aaliyah?” Ulyana asked. 

	At her side Aaliyah looked surprised by the question. “I trust your judgment, Captain.” 

	“In that case, I’m curious to know how you came to be in this predicament, Eithnen. I would also like to know what your status is with regard to the Republic. It will not change any of my judgments as to how we could cooperate, it will just help guide my interactions with Republic personnel– for example, if the G.I.A. could re-arrest you, I need to know.” 

	Tahira seemed to want to interrupt, but Eithnen noticed and prevented her from doing so. 

	“It’s fine Tahira. None of us are bound by the regulations anymore. We abandoned that.” Eithnen said. Tahira still looked quietly offput by the notion, but Eithnen continued speaking, meeting Ulyana’s eyes. “I’ll give you the short version Captain. Everyone here has their own story of how they were confined here. At the root of it all is that we were all convicted of felonies in our respective home regions in Alayze. If you’re a felon in Alayze, you basically have no rights even if you serve your sentence. Can’t vote; undesirable for jobs; and it’s tough to even get a bed to sleep in. In that situation, there’s only one thing you can really do: if you ‘volunteer’ to a penal unit you can get your record cleaned. That’s why we are here.” 

	“That is why most of us are here.” Burke said, interrupting. “Do they know about Kitty?” 

	Eithnen nodded. “They’re pretty well-informed. And they saw her handiwork first-hand.” 

	Burke nodded back. He turned to Ulyana with a conflicted expression.

	“I was a G.I.A. agent in perfectly good standing, but my mission failed. I laid low for years, moving in the underworld, cautious not to attract the attention of the Imbrians– until I heard about Kitty’s operation. I was all ready to go back to fighting for my country like a fucking clown– and then for all my trouble as soon as I met Kitty she immediately cast suspicion on me as a traitor and saboteur and had me trapped here. Unfortunately for her, the bombs they strap to the reactors on these penal ships aren’t a match for my skills. So I helped Eithnen and her crew get something of their freedom back in Kreuzung.” 

	“Those are the nobler stories. I– I was– just was one of the jailers.” Tahira said suddenly. 

	Ulyana and Aaliyah both stared at her. Eithnen shook her head and sighed. 

	“She’s being dramatic. She has helped us immensely, we wouldn’t be alive without her.” 

	“Regardless– up until recently, I fully participated in their incarceration.” Tahira said. 

	“Tahira, stop it.” Eithnen said. “I trust you; don’t give them the wrong impression.” 

	“That does not change the facts of what happened Eithnen, or who I am.” Tahira said. She turned a pensive expression on their communist guests and paused for a moment before speaking. “Captain Korabiskaya, you want to know our probable standing with the Republic? Most people on this ship are criminals. I am a traitor, having aided and abetted their escape. Should the Republic catch up to us, they will take the ship, which is the valuable asset– and exterminate the rest of us. Shot and thrown out to sea like trash. We represent dissent among worthless people who should only be able to fall in line for our masters.” 

	“Tahira was a Republic intelligence agent before.” Burke said. “Like me, she’s better aware than most people here how the Republic operates. She’s also being way too hard on herself.” 

	“She is.” Eithnen said, holding a hand on Tahira’s shoulder and squeezing gently. 

	Tahira reached up her own hand to touch the Captain’s. She nearly broke into tears. 

	Ulyana had assumed a few things about the condition of the ship as they spoke.

	She noticed Eithnen was fair-skinned, but most of the crew were darker-skinned like Tahira.

	Imbrian racism was more complicated than that– they could hate fair-skinned Eloim and Volgians quite dearly– but this was still a signifier that Ulyana well understood. Tahira must have been someone who made it within Republic intelligence despite her ethnicity.

	How unbelievably cruel to make her the boot on the necks of her kin.

	Ulyana could not imagine what she was feeling.

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya, this ship is still sailing, but its crew is not alive. We have no future.”

	Tahira pulled down her glasses and wept into her glove. 

	“Tahira–” 

	Eithnen spoke up to try to stop her adjutant from further breaking down.

	Ulyana spoke first, however. 

	“Tahira, this is not the Republic of Alayze. It is time you stopped thinking like it is. You are in the Imbrium Ocean, and we are officers with the Labor Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice. Right now, you are speaking as if the Republic can do anything about your situation– but the Republic’s presence in this ocean has been utterly destroyed and furthermore, I would argue the Union would not want the Republic to have a strong say in what is done militarily this deep in the Imbrium. So it’s not up to Alayze to dictate your fate any longer.” 

	“Are you offering to give us shelter? That is unrealistic, Ulyana Korabiskaya. You are allied with the Republic. Your country will have to comply with their laws.” Tahira said. 

	“Not necessarily. In the future, the Union and Republic may well go to war.” Aaliyah said. 

	Just as Tahira had spoken suddenly and surprised the room; now Aaliyah did the same. 

	“Aaliyah!” Ulyana said, more amused and surprised than she was angry or annoyed. 

	“It’s the obvious truth.” Aaliyah said. “Right now, we are talking as if the Union is a state with sovereignty on par with the Republic, so let us examine that scenario in detail. Should the Imbrian Civil War end in a position where the Union’s continued existence means anything at all, the Republic will demand the Union open itself to the Republic’s economic sphere, which we’ll resist. Furthermore, say that in theory the Union ultimately declares itself to be the successor state of the Imbrian Empire, and guarantees the territorial integrity of the Imbrium– then the Republic might even seek war reparations for hundreds of years of battles with the Imbrian Empire. The Republic is a capitalist state. Its ideology, just as much as that of the Imbrian Empire, assists in the extraction of wealth, nothing more than that. Eventually they will desire to have an extractive relationship to us as well.” 

	Ulyana did not want to enter into the topic of total war with the Cogitum ocean. 

	However, the topic had been opened, like the Pandora’s Box that she had come out of. 

	She sighed deeply and could not stop herself from putting a hand over her face. 

	Eithnen looked somewhat amused at the behavior of her guests. 

	“That’s uh, pretty grim, to consider.” Burke said. “Though, not wrong, I suppose.” 

	Tahira wiped her tears and readjusted her glasses. 

	Eithnen continued to squeeze her shoulder. 

	“So, Aaliyah Bashara– what you are suggesting is that, since you believe Solstice will go to war with Alayze, and that this is an inevitability, you will give us asylum as defectors to the Union. In return, we can assist in your future conflict with the Republic.” 

	“No ‘in the future’ is necessary. I was never going to demand that you submit to military service in perpetuity. However, you can join us in our current battle, right now.” 

	“Absolutely!” Ulyana interjected, finally recovering. “Help us fight the Volkisch!” 

	Her sudden enthusiasm seemed to bring a smile to the face of her Commissar.

	Burke crossed his arms and smiled a little too. Eithnen put on a warm grin. 

	“Tahira might have reservations; but I have no problem saying: to hell with Alayze!” 

	“Then our soldiers will never see their homeland again.” Tahira said. 

	“From what you said, they have no future there any way.” Aaliyah replied. 

	“I would not have put it so bluntly– but there is truth to it.” Ulyana said. 

	“I understand Tahira’s concerns.” Burke said. “For some of the crew here, they did truly believe there was a chance of getting their records cleaned and seeing their families again. Even now, they might not understand that the law is rigged against them because they love their home. They might not take kindly to being told we’re all joining the commies.” 

	“Then that’s my responsibility as their Captain to give them all the information and the choice to leave or stay. However much of a bad joke that might sound to some of them.” Eithnen said. “I’ve let everyone else speak up, so now it’s my turn. In my eyes, the Republic betrayed me and all of the people on this ship. None of this should have happened. In a just world, none of us would be on this ship. We were abandoned! I blame that squarely on the Republic of Alayze. I am on this ship at all, because I dared to speak out against this very policy. They court martialed me on spurious grounds and then made me responsible for the lives of this crew. Ulyana– when a Captain of a penal ship refuses to serve, she goes back to jail, but the crew are almost always people with long sentences or a stay of execution. They would have been buried and never given another chance– that is why I am here now.” 

	Ulyana was unsurprised but only by the degree of malice the Republic employed. 

	It was the specifics of the malice that continued to shock her. 

	Not even Nagavanshi would do something like this. It was so cruel for so little gain. 

	“Ulyana, I want asylum to the Union.” Eithnen said. “And I will take it upon myself to talk to the crew. If enough of them want to leave, would you agree to give them the ship and let them go? They don’t stand a chance– but I can’t keep coercing them to follow me even if I think my decision is the correct one. They’ve been fighting under duress for too long.” 

	“I agree.” Ulyana said, near immediately. 

	Aaliyah glanced at her but said nothing to the contrary. 

	Ultimately, Aaliyah would defer to whatever decision Ulyana made. 

	However, from her expression– it didn’t seem like she disagreed much with Ulyana. 

	“We should inform Premier Erika Kairos about this.” Aaliyah said. 

	“I will. I think she will agree with my decision.” Ulyana said. “Eithnen is right– ethically, I refuse to press gang the people of this ship. From a practical perspective, it would be disruptive to drag them along unwilling. So I will leave it to the officers here,” she gestured toward the other side of the table, “to organize your crew, and make your decisions. However it goes, we will do our best to see you off with food and medicine.” 

	Ulyana and Eithnen shook hands on it, both wearing a very similarly jovial smile. 

	“Captain, I want to apologize to you.” 

	Tahira spoke up again and extended her hand toward Ulyana as well. 

	“I misjudged all of you. I thought communists would be more severe to us.” 

	“Honestly, what do they teach all of you intelligence people about us?” 

	Ulyana smiled and shook Tahira’s hand, accepting her apology. 

	“Thank you so much, Captain.” Tahira said. “I– all of us really care about the people here.” 

	“We’ve been through a lot together.” Burke said. “This is the first ray of light we’ve seen.” 

	“We’re happy to help.” Ulyana said. “Say, Burke– do you know a ‘Marina McKennedy’?” 

	Aaliyah glanced suddenly at Ulyana and then averted her gaze entirely. 

	Burke shook his head. “Never heard that one. I assume she’s G.I.A.?” 

	“Yes. She’s on our ship– it’s a long story, but she might like to meet you.” Ulyana said. 

	“Long story huh? Well, now I’m real curious.” Burke said. 

	“We’ll have more chances to talk. Long stories are perhaps best left to text.” Aaliyah said. 

	“Yes, we will get everything squared away here as soon as possible.” Tahira said. “After that we can formally sit down and develop our communications if we decide to join your group. No use starting that process right away if we might not get crew consensus in place.” 

	“Quite sensible. Well, I am hoping we get a chance to work with you all.” 

	Aaliyah reached out a hand and shook with Tahira. 

	Neither gave the other any further suspicious looks. 

	Ulyana felt satisfied with the result. 

	

	

	“Fuckin’ commies.” 

	Marina swore at the walls of her cell, knowing it could have been much worse. 

	Knowing she was in the wrong but still wanting to resist. 

	That had been entire life in a nutshell, she thought. Being wrong; struggling uselessly. 

	“At least Elena is doing okay, I hope. I didn’t get to teach her much.” 

	The Union’s solitary confinement cells had a bit of gradient to their level of torment. Depending on the settings that the jailers allowed the prisoner to access, it could be made more or less stressful. It seemed the commies did not have the heart to torture Marina psychologically for weeks, so the cell bed was out and the cushioning was adjusted to actually be comfortable to sleep on. There was a small device on the wall that played a selection of Union songs– most of them annoyed Marina and at first she thought this was one of the punishment rather than comfort settings. Every song had some kind of risible commie seasoning to it. “Love like proletarians,” “the rhythm of the factory floor,” “the collective farm worker’s song,” Marina was quickly sick of it. She did find a few songs that did not have lyrics and manually put these on repeat every so often for stimulation. 

	Befitting its function, the cell was very small. There was room for her body on the bed, and a bit more room next to it where she could walk up and down along the bed. It made the rooms on the ship feel like luxurious suites in a Stralsund pleasure hotel. While the lights were dim by default her jailers had engaged the cell-mode that allowed Marina to select the color. This was an exercise in doing their work for them and driving herself insane– she could make the interior of the cell a dim purple, a dim green, a dim blue or have it cycle through the rainbow. She would not bother with those settings for too long.

	Three meals a day were guaranteed to Marina. Each of them was some kind of reconstituted mush. Buckwheat and oatmeal porridge with apples; potato salad that was more like a vinegary mashed potato; hummus with dried tomatoes, mercifully served with a fresh soft biscuit. Out of everything the biscuit was the most healing thing– Marina had really come to enjoy Minardo’s fresh cooking despite the commie vegetarian food ethos. 

	A particular source of amusement for Marina was the tool she was given to eat with. All of the commies normally ate using sporks. But Marina was handed a disposable, very thin plastic scoop thing that looked like a tiny coaster. When she asked about the utensil, the Yu girl (as Marina mentally nicknamed Zhu Lian) told her it was an Absolute Safety Utensil. Marina could not cut herself with it, fashion it into a weapon, or even use it to take her own life, since it was easily swallowable by an adult. She could only eat with it. 

	“Kinda overkill isn’t it? I’m not trying to break out or resist or anything.” Marina said. 

	“We’re just following protocol.” Zhu Lian said. 

	Her meals came in through a slot and the plastic safety tray went out through the same slot. 

	So went her first day of solitary confinement. 

	Marina had been locked up in the Escatulum for over a decade. 

	She could handle this much. 

	Probably the commies also knew this. They just had to do something. 

	She did not blame them, so she complied with her punishment as much as possible. 

	Even if she tried anything, those two psychos Ulyana kept around would easily kill her. 

	Just as Marina was thinking about them, time had passed, and she requested a shower– 

	And at her door, appeared the autistic blond psycho with the mask, in a security bodysuit. 

	Along with a full-size AK-pattern assault rifle over her chest, on a shoulder sling. 

	Marina raised her hands. “Whoa! What the hell are you doing with that?” 

	Valeriya Peterburg looked down at her rifle as if it was nothing interesting. 

	“It’s protocol for high security prisoners.” 

	“Protocol?! It’s protocol that you’ll dome me if I request a shower?!” Marina shouted. 

	“Lower your voice.” Valeriya said. 

	It was impossible to gauge emotion from her voice. 

	She lifted the rifle to show Marina that it had a bright blue colored magazine and barrel. 

	Indicating that it was a rubber pellet rifle– a less lethal option. 

	Marina was still incensed. 

	“Why did they send you? I formally request the Yu girl or the Gallian girl to help me.” 

	“I am unsure of who you mean.” 

	Valeriya was nearly whispering and it drove Marina up the wall. 

	“The other security girls! Don’t act like you don’t know!” She shouted. 

	Valeriya narrowed her eyes slightly. 

	“I am required to perform routine security tasks now. I will take you to your shower.” 

	“I won’t be part of your sensitivity training! I want to talk to the Captain!” 

	Marina was well aware that this dead-eyed freak and that Illya were both loose cannons. 

	She wanted nothing to do with either of them. They were dangerous!

	Valeriya audibly sighed and stepped back from the door to the cell. 

	Laying a hand on the underbarrel and trigger guard as prelude to a shooting stance. 

	“Please follow my instructions or I will have to use force to secure compliance.” 

	“God damn it! Fine! I will be filing a complaint!” 

	“Okay. Thank you.” 

	Valeriya walked Marina to the showers, and waited at the door while Marina doused herself in cold water and grumbled, shooting her venomous looks every so often. She had been secretly hoping she might meet Minardo or Kappel in the showers, but there were only two other occupants: a loud waifish blond girl with a purple dye job and a brown-haired mixed chick with a huge dick arguing about something incomprehensible with her. 

	Annoyed, Marina showered, got dressed and got out of there as fast as she could. 

	“I appreciate your cooperation.” Valeriya said on the walk back. 

	“Fuck you.” Marina replied. 

	Valeriya silently returned her to her cell, locked her in there and left just the same. 

	Marina pounded her fist on the wall in a fit of anger. 

	She immediately regretted doing so. 

	Then she sat on the bed, holding her hand, and listening to the Union anthem instrumental. 

	Until some indeterminate amount of time later, there was a knock on the door. 

	Because the food slot opened, Marina thought it was just meal time. 

	She sat on the bed waiting. She then saw an eye peeking in through the slot. 

	“Marina, it’s me, Ulyana. Is it okay to open the door?” 

	“You’re the boss. You open it whenever you want.” Marina said, surprised to see her. 

	“Alright. Sorry about Valeriya– Anyway. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 

	That was unexpected. Wary, Marina said nothing as she stood from her bed. 

	When the door opened, Ulyana was accompanied by a tall, dark-skinned man. 

	Someone she had not seen in decades– but across that time she still knew him instantly. 

	“Burke?!” Marina shouted with surprise. One of her first G.I.A. field agent partners! 

	“Wait– that voice? Blake McClinton? Is that really you?” Burke responded. 

	Marina started smiling and the tears just came out without warning. 

	“It’s Marina McKennedy now. But yeah.” She said. She sniffled. She couldn’t believe it. 

	“Oh my god! Man– I mean, girl! Holy shit!” Burke was just as taken aback. 

	Burke and Marina both stepped forward and embraced tightly, laughing together. 

	“Holy shit! I thought you were gone off the face of Aer!” Burke said. 

	Running his hands through Marina’s hair and squeezing her closer. 

	He was tearing up as much as he was laughing. Marina had the same uncontrollable joy. 

	She pushed herself into him with all her might. Her heart was soaring. 

	“I thought I was too! Look at you! You look so hard, but you’re still a big softie!” 

	“That was my charm! You know I can’t afford to lose it! But oh my god! You’re alive!” 

	They were practically jumping in place. Burke! He was alive! Marina wept profusely. 

	“Wow! I had no idea you two knew each other closely.” Ulyana said, laughing with them. 

	“This guy right here was one of the best! One of the fucking best!” Marina shouted. 

	“Aww come on, I don’t deserve that! God damn though– I’ll accept it!” Burke replied. 

	Aaliyah stepped in from outside the room, staring at the scene with the tiniest smile. 

	“Marina, we rescued a Republic ship from the Patrol.” Aaliyah said, into the happy cacophony of Burke and Marina’s reunion. She was barely listening at first, but gradually she and Burke stopped laughing and cheering and let Aaliyah continue speaking. “Since you two are good friends, this might go more smoothly– we are offering to transfer you to Burke’s ship.” 

	“That’s right.” Burke said. “After you were gone,” he paused for a second, “Marina,” and smiled at getting the name right, “I got caught up in all kinds of mess trying to survive out there. I ended up back on a Republic ship and got caught up in Kitty’s insane plan– similar to you, I hear. It’s a frigate, the ‘John Brown.’ Penal ship actually– but we’re free of that now. We could use your help, Marina. We have a good Captain over there, but she’s seen way less of the Imbrium than us. We need more people to get the crew in order.” 

	Marina averted her gaze. She stepped back from Burke’s arms. She was conflicted. 

	She did not know the whole story, but if Burke and this crew were trapped by Kitty– 

	That was also something Marina was partially responsible for. 

	After all, she had supported Kitty in doing all of this. 

	She never even considered that Kitty might be dragging penal ships into this fight too. 

	All she thought about was rushing to help a fellow G.I.A. agent, despite her lack of merits. 

	“Burke, I don’t know what they’ve told you.” Marina said. “But it wasn’t the same for me as it was for you. I decided to get wrapped up in Kitty’s plan. I did that, I made that choice myself, nobody coerced me. I helped her to find mercenaries, to get gear, and to refine her plan of attack– that Core Separation would not have happened without me. Or it might have happened, and then Kitty and the entry team would’ve been killed quickly. I don’t know– it’s useless to imagine worlds where I’m not culpable. I was an accomplice to Kitty.” 

	“Hey, Marina, it’s– I get it– I get it,” Burke said, “G.I.A business is always murky.” 

	Marina could not meet his eyes again. “Burke, I appreciate it, but this is more than that.” 

	“Marina, this is a way you can make up for becoming embroiled with Kitty.” Ulyana said. 

	“We’ve turned over several relevant files to Captain Eithnen Ní Faoláin of the ‘John Brown’ concerning this matter.” Aaliyah said. “And we informed her briefly of what we know of your involvement so she could make her own decision. She was not against taking you on regardless. We’ll amend your sentence here in return for your involvement with the John Brown. They are understaffed, and they lack the real world experience that you have.” 

	Marina looked at the Captain, Commissar and at Burke. She felt strangely conflicted. 

	She was never going to be a communist nor agree with their worldviews completely. 

	Despite how much she hated the Republic for what it did to her, that hate within Marina was a hate for political ideology broadly. Anyone who was proselytizing for any cause made Marina wary. Hell– in her head there was not that much of a difference between the Volkisch Movement and the Union itself except for who was the target of the rhetoric and the resulting violence. Whether or not she was wrong, Marina had fallen into an apolitical centrism she did not want to make any effort to disabuse herself of. Rhetoric was too meaningless for her, she had no hope that any political theory would lead to peace. 

	Liberty; National Awakening; the Revolution of the Proletariat. It was all the same to her. 

	Pablum. Excuses for conflicts and power grabs. Liquidating some people, elevating others. 

	Nevertheless, Marina had come to develop a respect for the commies as people. 

	Out of everyone she had met, they seemed to actually give a damn about other people. 

	That core of ethicality, particularly expressed by Ulyana Korabiskaya, gave her some hope. 

	Whatever she thought of communism, the crew of the Brigand were good folks.

	She knew she had burned a bridge with them– and knowing that hurt. 

	Had she not been so dismissive and truculent she could have befriended them.

	There was another way to have done everything she had done– but she fucked it all up. 

	Nevertheless, they were still here now, offering her more than a bullet to the head. 

	Staying on the Brigand and ‘serving her sentence’ wouldn’t repair that between them. 

	However, she was also conflicted about going on a Republic ship too. 

	As much as she claimed to disdain the ‘commies,’ she did not miss her people much.

	No matter what, it would not be easy to leave behind this dumb little ship full of dreams. 

	“Could I visit Elena every once in a while?” Marina asked suddenly. 

	“Elena can visit you, Marina.” Ulyana said. “She’s her own person, you know?” 

	Marina grinned and crossed her arms. 

	She ran the fingers of one hand through her hair. 

	Thinking.

	“Heh. Right. Ah– whatever. Sure. Send me over there. I’ll straighten them out.” She said. 

	“Maybe they’ll straighten you out instead. I would strongly prefer that.” Aaliyah said. 

	Both she and the Captain were smiling in such a surprisingly friendly fashion. 

	“Welcome aboard, miss. We’re glad to have you. It’ll be like old times, huh?” 

	Burke extended a hand and he and Marina had a big shake. 

	Then they knocked elbows together, both grinning. 

	For Marina, who never believed she would get a second chance let alone a third or fourth, this was an unexpected but happy outcome. She wanted to try to make the best of it; maybe she could do everything over and do it right now on the John Brown. If Burke and his crew also saw something in these people too, then maybe it wasn’t her delusion. 

	Maybe the commies were actually alright. 

	

	

	After the battle, the first several hours were tense. 

	It was entirely possible that they could be detected again and pursued. 

	However, the response from the patrol fleet was surprisingly sluggish and noncommittal. 

	Once Fatima began to detect the use of active sonar pulse scanning from the enemy, it was far enough away that they could easily disguise themselves as ordinary ocean-going traffic. By forming the John Brown up between the Brigand and Rostock, and towing a camouflage sail to distort the detection picture of the John Brown, they could pretend to be a Cruiser and her support vessels and the patrol fleet was none the wiser– they never picked up the trail and the Volksarmee’s journey to Aachen therefore resumed in earnest. 

	They were only one day out, so the crew began to think about what they would do there. 

	Some of the sailors admitted they were sad to only have been sailing for a week. They preferred the rhythms of everyday work at sea and did not want to be stationary.

	Most of them were excited about going to another station, however, particularly one that was not so strict as Kreuzung. Brigand sailors had heard stories about Aachen from the Volksarmee sailors on the Rostock. It was a city that had both a rich history and tradition but also had become a hub of modern and idealistic dreams. As far as they knew, Aachen had no enforced racial segregation within the station, so the Shimii, Bosporan and Katarran crew could go out and eat, enjoy the sights and be merry– within the means of their limited stipends. After the Kreuzung adventure, the Brigand was not as rich in its supplies of Imperial Marks as it once was– and Erika Kairos did not have infinite pockets. 

	Nevertheless, it was the next leg of an adventure that had already proven quite eventful. 

	“Proven quite eventful,” they could say– because the dangers had been surmounted. 

	There was still a chance for tragedy, in the back of everyone’s minds. 

	And one girl who had often been preoccupied with tragedy was Sonya Shalikova. 

	However, even she was starting to think about what she would do in Aachen. 

	She started to think she should ask Murati out for drinks or something like that. 

	That’s how adult coworkers socialized, right? They could go to a bar or a restaurant. 

	Shalikova felt that she had been silly to avoid Murati. She wanted to get more familiar. 

	Illya scolded her about building a confident rapport– she needed to overcome that anxiety. 

	Her plans depended on what the Captain needed them to do in Aachen, of course. 

	But if they had some free time– maybe she could get Murati alone and have a chat. 

	Thinking idly this way, Shalikova took the elevator back up to the upper tier. She had been in the hangar, helping to put the simulators back up. They had been uninstalled during the retrofit and they left putting them up for last. After the ship left Kreuzung, they were extremely busy integrating with the Volksarmee, running the protocol and inventory rationalizations, and in addition, the hangar was messy with additional Divers and parts. 

	With everything cleaned up and sorted out after the last battle, the sailors wanted to reinstall the simulators again as a token of their appreciation for the pilots. Valya and Shalikova assisted in getting the default scenarios and features set up again. 

	Now she was returning to her room– where there was a curious lack of cuttlefish. 

	“That’s weird. Maryam usually waits right here, or follows me around.” 

	She had not seen Maryam in a while– but she felt immediately silly about her fear. 

	“Oh come on. Maryam isn’t attached to me by a chain, she can go anywhere she wants.” 

	Wasn’t this a good sign too? Maryam could not become too dependent on Shalikova. 

	At any point, Shalikova could die out at sea. Maryam had to be resilient and find her own place on the Brigand in case that happened. Whatever she was doing, in her head Shalikova now completely endorsed it. Some part of her feared that Maryam was bothering people, because she heard a story about her badgering the sandwich cart guy a few times during battles– but bothering other people was all part of a healthy social life wasn’t it? 

	People naturally created friction right? 

	“Why am I so focused on this? Who cares. Maryam sleeps here. She’ll be back.” 

	This must have been part of being someone’s girlfriend– missing her when she’s gone. 

	Rationalizing away her silly fears by talking to herself at the door to her room. 

	And then accepting that she will return– that was what love was, wasn’t it? 

	“I need to lie down. I’m starting to annoy myself now. I must be more tired than I thought.” 

	Shalikova shook her head and walked into the room, the door shutting behind her. 

	Taking off her jacket and unbuttoning her shirt, she laid down on her bed. 

	Immediately grabbing and hugging her bear, Comrade Fuzzy, close to her chest. 

	She tried to empty her head, and in the course of this, she finally fell asleep. 

	Dreaming of nothing but raging and swirling colors of an incomprehensible nature. 

	For an amount of time indeterminate to her Shalikova slept, until a ‘wah!’ sound woke her. 

	Slowly, she opened her eyes to her gaze meeting a certain cuttlefish woman’s own. 

	Green W-shape pupils close to her own. A big, delighted smile. 

	Shalikova raised her hand blearily and poked Maryam in her nose. 

	“What are you doing so close? I almost jumped.” 

	“You just look so cute when you’re sleepy Sonya! And you didn’t jump!” 

	“I almost did.” 

	“But you didn’t– that means you’re more comfy with me now!” 

	Shalikova grunted and pushed herself up to a sitting position. 

	She hugged Comrade Fuzzy tighter.

	“I guess that’s true.” Shalikova smiled, just a bit, at Maryam. “What have you been up to?” 

	Maryam crossed hear arms, stood up straighter and wore a smug little grin. 

	“Sonya, I’m very important and high in demand you know. I’m a real cuttleformant–” 

	“You were telling the captain what you knew about Eisental. Okay. Makes sense.” 

	Shalikova stared inexpressively and Maryam briefly lost her haughty façade. 

	“Um, I mean– yeah– but I had lots of juicy info on the Katarran hot spots here!” 

	“I’m glad. So what’s around here anyway?” 

	Maryam sat down on the bed across from Shalikova’s with a disinterested expression. 

	“Not a lot around here precisely, actually, but there’s Trelleborg farther north. It’s like a station made out of a bunch of ships docked together.” Maryam spread her arms wide in a gesture attempting to convey the size of Trelleborg. “To get into Trelleborg, you have to get in good with a ‘Host’ who has a bigger ship connected directly to the primary tower, the Trelleborg Bazaar. Every other ship is connected to a Host’s ship. The Hosts were there first– they’re the big movers and shakers there. The Bazaar is strictly business– nobody is allowed to control it completely. There’s strict hours of business and everyone agrees to be out of the Trelleborg Bazaar and back onto a docked ship by ‘night time’.” 

	“Wow, that’s pretty wild. I’m sure people violate that decree a hell of a lot don’t they?” 

	“Yep, they call it honor among thieves. People get sent into the Bazaar at night to lay bugs or traps or try to sabotage competitors. But if you get caught, your gang must disavow you.” 

	“How do you get caught if nobody’s supposed to be there? Who would be watching?” 

	Maryam smiled. Her head fins flapped. “The underworld has a lot of complexities, Sonya.” 

	Shalikova grinned. “You’re making stuff up aren’t you? You fibbed yourself into a corner.” 

	“Hmph! Hmph!! I do know! I’ve been there you know! It was a leg on my big journey!” 

	Maryam puffed her cheeks up and went red, prompting Shalikova to stop teasing her. 

	“Alright, of course,” Shalikova laughed, mollifying her girlfriend. “Hey, Maryam, there’s a few days still to Aachen and we’ve gone down to stable alert again– is there anything you would like to do? I don’t really have any work; might not even have any work when we get there.” 

	“Sonya! I do!” Maryam turned purple and her skin became brighter and shinier. “I want to watch more films! I was fascinated by the one the crew put on a few days ago! I want you to show me your favorite films! Or television! We didn’t really have any of that where I was growing up! I want to know all about the pictures that Sonya really likes!” 

	“Not even TV? I would have thought they would at least play some propaganda stuff.” 

	“Screens were primarily a military tool for Athena. Maybe there were some pictures and I never got to see any– I was pretty busy with the maps and junk, you know?” 

	“I see.” 

	Shalikova thought about what her favorite movies and shows were. 

	Her face turned a little red. Surely she could not actually say what she was thinking. 

	“Sonya, you’re going all blushy and bashful! Now I’m super curious!” 

	Maryam leaned forward with a mischievous expression. 

	Shalikova leaned back against the wall. 

	“You know I wasn’t a big movie watcher. There’s really nothing–” 

	“Sonya, no fibbing from you either! You have to tell me or I will keep bugging you.” 

	Making good on her threat, Maryam went as far as to sit beside Shalikova and poke at her. 

	Rubbing her soft purple cheeks against Shalikova’s face like a needy cat. 

	“You have to promise not to make fun of me. You have to swear on your very soul.” 

	Shalikova was being completely serious when she said this. 

	“Of course, Sonya! If it’s important to you, I will stop teasing. I promise.” 

	Sighing, Shalikova brought up a computer window on the opposite wall. 

	Side by side in bed, she and Maryam navigated through the ship’s media library. There were many search parameters that could be employed to narrow down the films and television available for the crew. Shalikova sorted by “Union State-funded,” and then “Commissariat of Education,” then “Political Programs” (propaganda) and finally, chose– 

	–“Children’s Media.” 

	Within this category there were only a few libraries. 

	Maryam’s eyes lit up as Shalikova selected the library for “Comrade Company.” 

	“It’s a kid’s show.” Shalikova said, hiding behind Comrade Fuzzy. “It’s a kid’s show about these little animals who learn stuff about the Union. You have to promise you won’t laugh or I will never show it to you. If you laugh at me I’m going to throw stuff at you. I’m serious.” 

	Shalikova’s voice was practically trembling. She felt incredibly pathetic. 

	“No, Sonya! It’s wonderful! Please show it to me!” Maryam said. 

	Sighing, Shalikova played a random episode for Maryam. 

	Comrade Company was an eclectic mix of presentation styles– depending on the segment the Comrades could be puppets, or they could be cartoons, or they could be stop motion clay or foil papercrafts, usually in real life settings. There were three comrades– a cat, a dog, and a bird. They always went to different places in the Union and they always had a “friend” from the specific place who helped them to understand it better. When they visited the farms in Lyser, they had a hydroponics engineer with them; when they visited the Sevastopol shipyard there was a Chief Mechanic; when they visited the Academy there was a teacher. 

	They would sing songs, or play educational games or get quizzed on things that they learned– in such cases they would turn to the audience to ask them for assistance. 

	Each comrade had their own personality. Comrade Growly, the cat, was always a bit of a skeptic and know-it-all but learned valuable lessons in trusting others and being curious; Comrade Barky, the dog, had an enormous imagination and often learned about how real things differed from their exaggerated expectations; Comrade Chirpy, the bird, was usually goofing off, and learned that the work being done by the episode’s designated Friend was very important, and learned to respect the hard work they did for the country. 

	At the end of each episode the Comrades would be seen with a Commissar who checked up on them and made sure everything was okay and that they were happy with their adventure. Unlike the Friends who rotated in and out, the Commissar was something like the adult in their lives who was in the background taking care of them so they could have fun and learn things. They always wore an embellished Ashura uniform. A distant but loving figure, much like the parents of a lot of Union children would be. Or a facsimile of a parent, since many Union children grew up without them and did not know such a relationship. 

	Shalikova was one such child who had grown up without any parents. 

	She had her sister Zasha, and her friends Illya and Valeriya too, but they were usually busy. 

	In the Union, the state spent the most time with children.

	Through teachers; through caretakers, pediatricians; and through storytelling.

	For her and her old roommate Klob, the Comrades were invaluable friends every day. 

	They showed Shalikova the world and taught her to grow up to be respectful and dutiful. 

	“Wow! Sonya! What an amazingly cute show!” Maryam started clapping cheerfully. 

	Shalikova was lucky that Maryam was a bit of a kid inside still. 

	So she could appreciate the show even after all she had been through. 

	Meanwhile, Shalikova had to avert her gaze a few times as they watched the episode. 

	Not as much anymore because she was embarrassed to love something so cutesy. 

	Rather, watching something so care-free and childish hurt her adult heart a bit. 

	She found herself with tears in her eyes and hugging her bear ever tighter. 

	After all she had done with her life– was this ridiculous?

	Was it a big joke for a soldier to love this cute, silly harmless thing?

	“Sonya, why are you crying? I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have been so bossy!” Maryam said. 

	“It’s not you.” Shalikova said. She wiped her eyes with her sleeve. 

	“Oh no, is the show bringing up bad childhood memories?” 

	“My childhood was fine.” Shalikova said. “It’s my adulthood that kind of sucks.” 

	“I understand.” Maryam said. “But Sonya, as an adult, you have a lot of freedoms to do things that kids don’t. One of those freedoms is you can always choose to keep feeling like a kid. It’s okay to watch cute shows and have a stuffed bear– nobody can tell you different!” 

	Maryam only half-understood the pain Shalikova felt at that moment. 

	However, the solidarity was enough to patch up Shalikova’s broken heart just a bit more. 

	Enough that she could stop crying, at least. 

	And think a bit more clearly again.

	Just like Zasha– as an adult, Shalikova had chosen to fight. She had chosen it.

	So some other kids could get to grow up with her favorite cartoon.

	Maybe someday she could sit down and truly enjoy it again.

	“Thank you, Maryam. Do you want to see any more?” Shalikova asked. 

	“Not if it’s going to make you cry.” Maryam said. “I don’t want you to feel bad.” 

	She was so gentle– Shalikova felt like she might cry again, but because of Maryam’s love. 

	“No, I’ll be fine. If you want, you can even tease me for it.” 

	“Never! Sonya liking cute things is something I deeply respect!” 

	Maryam looked down at Comrade Fuzzy for a moment and then back at the screen. 

	“You noticed?” Shalikova said. She held up Comrade Fuzzy and offered it to Maryam. 

	Surprised, Maryam gently picked up Comrade Fuzzy and hugged it as Shalikova had been. 

	“Comrade Fuzzy was my ‘Comrade’.” Shalikova said. “I learned to sew to make him.” 

	“That’s so cool, Sonya.” Maryam said. “What is he like? Did you give him a story?” 

	“I think he’s a grumpy guts like me, and he learns to lighten up.” Shalikova said. 

	“I want to make my own Comrade! Can you teach me sometime, Sonya?” Maryam asked. 

	“Of course. I don’t know when we’ll get sewing supplies, but I’m happy to teach you.” 

	Maryam’s smile was like the sun that Shalikova would otherwise never see. 

	She raised her arms and threw them around Maryam, pulling her in close. 

	Perhaps they made an odd pair, and the circumstances of their romance were tenuous. 

	But Shalikova loved her so much. She truly loved every second of her presence. 

	Without Maryam, Shalikova felt that perhaps, her life would have ended in Goryk. 

	Selene Anahid would have crushed her, because she had not learned how to live. 

	Maryam helped her to see the value in her own life. She had been through so much hardship and abandoned everything she once knew– but she continued to smile and laugh.

	Shalikova wanted to live, just like her.

	Not as a martyr making up for her own existence– but as a person who wanted to exist.

	A person who could live and be happy.

	Even when it hurt.

	“Maryam, if something were to happen to me– take care of Comrade Fuzzy.” 

	She had been wanting to say something different– but that was what came out of her lips. 

	Maryam seemed to get the message even in code. 

	Returning Shalikova’s embrace as tightly as it had been given. 

	“Of course, Sonya. But I know you’re much more resilient than you think.” 

	“Thank you Maryam. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.” 

	Shalikova started weeping into Maryam’s shoulder. 

	While Maryam continued to smile and shower her in her kind and gentle affection. 

	

	

	“There we go. You’re so much more stable now!” 

	Homa held Kalika’s hands tightly as they walked together up and down the medbay. 

	Without fanfare, after a few rounds, Kalika softened her hold on Homa’s hands. 

	“I will let go until the wall, okay? But I’m still here, and I can still support you.” 

	Homa watched Kalika’s fingers slowly let go of her hands. 

	She did not fall and tumble forward; nor did Kalika disappear from her sight instantly. 

	For several paces, Homa walked unassisted. 

	Her gait was not the most collected and elegant, but she was stable and steady. 

	At the far end of the medbay, Kalika gave Homa room to walk to the wall. 

	Homa walked past, put her hand on the wall, and turned herself around on her own power. 

	She started walking by herself back to Kalika’s side. 

	“Are you feeling okay? No soreness in your legs? Feet don’t feel slippery?” 

	“I’m doing okay.” 

	“Want to take my hands again?” 

	Homa shook her head. 

	“Let me see if I can get to the other end.” She said. 

	Kalika nodded her acknowledgment and let her walk past. 

	Watching cautiously, shadowing Homa as she tried to walk to the opposite wall. 

	Step by careful step, still dealing with the slight difference in weight of her new limb. 

	With the wall coming closer and closer in sight, Homa felt her heart rise. 

	She stretched out her arm to touch the opposing wall– 

	and inadvertently crossed one foot with the other. 

	Before she could fall, a pair of hands took hold of her and kept her up. 

	“You’re doing amazing, Homa!” Kalika cheered, ignoring the fall. 

	Homa did not grumble or get depressed at the fall. 

	She sighed to herself and felt a little embarrassed but she recognized her own progress. 

	A week ago she thought she might never move under her own power again. 

	Now she was so close to walking by herself. Dr. Kappel and Kalika had been right. 

	Making progress with walking buoyed her heart, even though she still had a lot to think about. All the things she had been through felt easier to stomach if at the end of it she could still walk and feed herself and regain some kind of power over her own life. 

	She could eat with utensils in both hands now, or hold a drink while she had a spork in the other; when she went to shower, she could walk along with Kalika, balancing herself on the wall or holding Kalika’s hand if she got too unbalanced; and she had gotten to know a bit more of the ship. Kalika took her to the cafeteria and the social space. 

	Now as she sat on the edge of her bed in the medbay, everything felt closer to a resolution. 

	Or at least, to the next step in her journey. 

	Nobody forced her to do anything; but Homa felt a mounting pressure to make a choice. 

	A pressure she exerted upon herself. Wary of her caretakers; unsure of her future. 

	“Kalika, you’re a mercenary, right?” Homa asked. 

	“Oh? What’s this about?” Kalika looked amused. “Well. It’s more complicated than that.” 

	“What do you mean ‘it’s more complicated’? Are they paying you or not?” 

	Kalika laughed a bit. “Theoretically. Perhaps I’m more of a consultant on retainer.” 

	Homa frowned. “Don’t be coy with me! Is someone paying you to take care of me?” 

	“I feel like you’ve concocted ten different ways to ask this by now.” Kalika said. “Technically I am supposed to be paid for everything I am doing. But if I asked Erika for every pfennig she would become insolvent. Having a self-sufficient crew who looks out for each other is its own reward. As for you, I already told you a million times, I am just being nice to you.” 

	“I’m sorry you’re so fed up of me asking questions. Maybe I’ll stop.” Homa grumbled. 

	“What if I said you’ve really helped me work on my patience? Would you accept that?” 

	Kalika smiled. Homa averted her gaze, not appreciating the humor one bit. 

	“Are you afraid that if they stop paying me I’ll just ditch you immediately?” Kalika asked. 

	Homa continued looking the other way and did not answer her immediately. 

	“Haven’t I earned a little bit more trust than that?” Kalika asked again. 

	“Kalika, I don’t know anything about you other than you’re nice to me for no reason.” 

	“But I already told you my reasons so many times.” 

	“Okay?” 

	“It’s because you’re so cute, you know?” 

	“Stop it. I’m being serious.” 

	“Alright. Let’s talk about me then. Are you curious about the mercenary life?” 

	Kalika moved from the wall to take a seat right beside Homa on the bed. 

	Homa’s small tail stood on end and her ears lifted with surprise. 

	She mustered the willpower not to meet Kalika’s eyes. 

	“Maybe I am. I don’t know what’s going to become of me with all of you scoundrels.” 

	“Weighing your options?” 

	“Maybe I am!” 

	“Then I can be your career counselor for the mercenary life. How about it?” 

	No answer from Homa. 

	“If you’re curious about being a Volkisch informant, I can find a counselor for that too.” 

	Homa snapped right around to lock eyes with Kalika in a sudden outburst. 

	“Kalika! I was just mad that day– I didn’t actually mean that, come on!” 

	Kalika poked Homa’s nose with a long index finger of her biological hand. 

	“Ugh! Don’t treat me like a little kid! You’re just pissing me off!” 

	“I’m just substantiating my claim– I’m helping you because you’re so cute.” 

	“Kalika!” 

	THIS WOMAN–!

	Perhaps knowing she was pushing her luck, Kalika allowed Homa to stew a few minutes. Homa was annoyed, but she was also experiencing a conflicting emotion. She wanted to actually believe Kalika’s teasing because she truly did not want Kalika to abandon her as soon as she job was done and Homa was able to be independent again. 

	Homa felt that it was stupid to feel so attached to Kalika, whom she did not know and who was assisting her on a condition of pity for her health. In the dire situation she found herself in, where she was on a fighting ship that was antagonizing the governing faction in Rhinea, Homa had to think carefully about whether to leave or stay aboard. However, even knowing this rationally, she still wanted to stay with Kalika. She was– curious– about her.

	She also knew all of her fantasies would be difficult to fulfill.

	Could she even keep up with Kalika at all? If she stayed, wouldn’t they still be separated? 

	Homa was useless in a fight and only barely an adult. 

	Kalika was a dashing mercenary. 

	She was older, more experienced, and lived for danger.

	Their worlds had briefly collided– but staying on the ship did not guarantee anything. 

	However, leaving the ship meant leaving her behind for good. 

	Never seeing her again. Foreclosing on the possibility.

	Not only Kalika either. Dr. Kappel, to whom she owed so much for her care. 

	Captain Korabiskaya too, who had taken her aboard without reservation. 

	And the pilots who saved her after Nasser had parried her childish retaliation so easily. 

	When she thought about it, she owed the entire crew so much.

	Even if she had selfish reasons to stay; she also had accepted too many people’s kindness. 

	Homa did not believe in free things and charity– she felt pressured to repay them.

	“I’m leaning toward staying aboard.” Homa said suddenly. 

	“Oh! I’m happy to hear that. I was worried you wouldn’t be safe by yourself.” 

	“I can take care of myself– I’ve always lived alone. I just want to repay all of you.” 

	“I understand. Look, it’s not that I don’t have faith in you. I want you to know that.” Kalika said. She looked at the wall and seemed to turn suddenly wistful. “But it’s so difficult to be turned out without a home. Especially in a tumultuous era like this. I kept thinking: could you have found a job to sustain yourself? Could you have formed a new support system so you wouldn’t be lonely and could turn to someone for help if you were hurt or exploited? Being ripped from everything you knew is terrifying. I know what that is like. But the people on this ship are good-natured. Having this community might be good for you.” 

	Kalika reached out and rubbed Homa’s shoulder. 

	“Community, huh?” Homa said, in a low voice meant mostly for herself. 

	“Something you can lose; but also something that spurs you to protect it.” 

	She sounded melancholy. Homa recalled that Kalika felt kinship with Homa’s struggles. 

	That she had fought for something with all her strength and lost it. 

	Kalika told her in the shower, when she was vulnerable. She had not forgotten it. 

	“Kalika, can you tell me more about yourself? How did you end up here?” Homa asked. 

	“I did say I would talk about myself.” Kalika said. 

	Then she dropped back onto the same bed as Homa, lying with her hands behind her head. 

	Crossing one leg over the other knee. Homa tried not to gaze in an untoward fashion. 

	After a few moments, Homa decided to just lay down next to Kalika too. 

	“You know how Katarrans come into the world, Homa? Most Katarrans are actually infertile.” Kalika began. Homa vaguely knew about this but stayed silent and let Kalika speak. “We are grown in artificial wombs. Katarran sperm and eggs are often incapable of conceiving even when collected and manipulated under the strictest conditions– but there is a technique that introduces outside material from a fertile animal, and uses chemicals to create a life in the vat. That’s how Katarrans come to be, overwhelmingly. I was no different.”

	Gazing up at the ceiling as if to a place very far away. 

	“Kalika Loukia– was made in an Embryo Farm in Northeastern Katarre, territory of the Pythian Black Legion. Most Katarran warlord states barely have structure. They consist of armies that commandeer a region for their own benefit. Pythia was exactly that. A bunch of might-makes-right nihilists who declare their extortionism to be survival of the fittest playing out. They believe the world is drawing closer to an apocalyptic conflict between all nations and peoples, and that they must amass strength to win this battle.” 

	“That sounds horrifying.” Homa said. “How did you escape from there?” 

	“Like a lot of Katarrans in the border with the Imbrium: I was part of a raiding ship and it got knocked out in the Imbrium. I was lucky to be captured by Bureni nationalist insurgents.” 

	“I don’t know that I’d call sinking and being caught lucky.” Homa said. 

	Kalika laughed. “If I had been caught by the Imperial Navy, I would have been killed or jailed, Homa. But the Bureni insurgents were just defending one of their hideouts– they knew that Katarran youth had a hard time and did not blame the survivors for the incursion. They killed our officers and set us free. Some of the other crew joined the Bureni nationalists even. I trained there for a time, but I went my own way after that– that’s how I started my career. In the Imbrium you hear all kinds of stories abouts Katarrans who make their own way in the underworld. Amassing riches, building their own crew, and forging their legend. Even among the outcasts in Buren I could not escape the allure of the Katarran fantasy.” 

	She turned her head aside to try to meet Homa’s eyes, but Homa was staring at the ceiling. 

	When she realized it, Homa tried to suppress her embarrassment and turned to look at her. 

	Meeting her eyes and trying not to feel nervous as her glossy red lips moved.

	“Can you predict how that went, Homa?” Kalika said.

	“I assume it went fine, since you’re here?” Homa said.

	“Well, I am alive, but did I forge a legend? The reality is that mercenaries don’t become legendary, Homa. A legend is just a tall tale– Katarrans just get used and abused. Whether we exploit each other, or get used by the Imbrians, it makes no difference. A mercenary doesn’t actually work for herself. She is just a vagrant with a story she tells to herself. She is a slave whose chains are invisible. We are inexorably outlawed from decent society. From town to town, job to job, all that changes is how bad the racism gets, and how developed the parallel structures of the underworld are. I learned that the hard way.” 

	“Kreuzung was particularly racist.” Homa said. “I barely ever saw Katarrans around.” 

	“Right. In Kreuzung, I could dare to walk around the same streets as Imbrians, getting dirty looks– but if a cop saw me they might ask for an ID I don’t have and can’t get, so I have to be careful. Businesses will reject my patronage arbitrarily. Sometimes a place will take my money, sometimes it won’t. I could never get a legitimate room, and I could only work a job under the table, without legal protections. If I do not relish being an undocumented migrant worker my only alternative is the underworld, in the darkest corners of a station that have not seen civil use in forever. Down there if we learn the ropes nobody will teach us, we can smuggle goods, play the black market, push drugs, or kill people. Maybe you can open a shop or a bar for other bastards to enjoy, if you can pay protection money and get goods. Most Katarrans will just die– never taught how to live, and then exploited and killed.” 

	A grim story, but one that made sense to Homa, once it was laid out in detail.

	Homa figured that Kalika must have somehow learned how to survive in the underworld. 

	All the specifics she did not go into– were the things she had to do to live.

	She wondered how many Katarrans fled to the Imbrium only to find this kind of life there. 

	And then to die without being known by anyone, or missed by anyone. 

	“Again, I was pretty lucky– before I could get into too much shit, I was rescued again.” 

	Lying on their sides on the bed, facing each other– Homa could barely meet Kalika’s eyes. 

	She was too embarrassed to see her smile. Kalika was just– too pretty– 

	“My path crossed that of a Shimii legend– Radu the Marzban.” Kalika said. 

	Homa tried to hide the surprise that came over her upon hearing that name. 

	Her heart skipped a beat. All manner of emotions began to flutter in her chest and gut. 

	Homa in that moment was so afraid she might have to talk about her own connection.

	Had Kalika seen it in her? She did not change her expression nor how she told the story. 

	“I became part of a Shimii village for years. It was a Mahdist group, actually, at the bottom of one of the towers of Holstein.” Kalika continued. “I learned to do all kinds of things there– things other than killing. I also got to refine my craft as a fighter too– I picked things up here and there from every place. There are too many stories to tell from there. How do you sum it up? That place– it’s where I learned what a community was. People taking care of each other. Grocers who saw you were hungry would give you a snack. You could go to the Masjid and learn to read. They had so much hospitality even for unruly Katarran teenagers.” 

	Kalika shut her eyes and sighed. Her expression darkened. 

	“Eventually, though– well, I think you’ve heard my insinuations about it already.” 

	“That community was destroyed, wasn’t it? And you couldn’t save it.” 

	Homa said it bluntly, but she was repeating what Kalika had said in the shower.

	Kalika did not look offended by it.

	“That’s right.” She said. “You understand– that is why I relate to you a lot.” 

	Homa felt a sudden swell of shame and embarrassment and she wanted to say– 

	“I am not like you. You fought for something real– I was just being stupid and naive.” 

	But she remained quiet. She did not want to sound so pathetic in front of Kalika. 

	And it was Kalika’s story to tell– if she thought it sounded like Homa’s, so be it. 

	“Anyway, I used what I learned and became a real mercenary in Rhinea. I knew the rules and I told myself I knew how the world worked. For a while, I had no hope in anything anymore. I’d take any job, no matter how bad. I developed a reputation for being particularly professional, because I had no pretensions anymore. I was fully immersed in the life. It was a dark time for me. To this day– it still feels weird that I’m alive, after all of that. I can still feel that hopelessness and listlessness. That kind of thing will keep haunting you, I’m afraid.” 

	“That doesn’t sound like you. You’ve been really kind to me.” Homa said. 

	“You’ve been seeing a particularly nice side of me.” Kalika winked. “I can be kinda awful. I know that my crew thinks I am cynical and faithless and pretentious. I probably am.” 

	Kalika turned on the bed again, lying on her back once more and staring at the ceiling. 

	She reached her mechanical hand up and flexed her fingers, blocking out the ceiling LEDs. 

	“I ended up here– because I took on a contract to kill a foolish merc named Erika Kairos.” 

	Homa blinked. She was confused. That was the big boss everyone here worked for. 

	“So perhaps they have reason to be wary. But– I’m here because despite all the things I stopped believing in, I started believing that woman.” Kalika added, laughing a bit. 

	She then outstretched a hand and laid it on Homa’s ears, stroking them suddenly. 

	“Now that you know– I hope you’ll excuse my rougher edges if you see them.” 

	Even before hearing all that– Homa could have never stayed mad at Kalika too long. 

	Now that she knew though, her heart positively fluttered with admiration for her. 

	To have survived so much, gotten stronger and continued smiling.

	Could Homa do something like that? How alike were the two of them really?

	As she lay beside her in that bed, staring up at the ceiling together. 

	Homa wondered. Whether she could follow her.

	

	

	“It’s so disgraceful how you will come all the way here to be able to drink.” 

	There was a voice coming from behind her that she did not want to acknowledge. 

	So Khadija simply lifted the can of corn beer to her lips and took a deep drink from it. 

	“It’s not illegal here, that’s why I came here to drink. It’s not grape wine, so who cares?” 

	“Yes, the selective readings of fringe scholars are very convenient to you, I know.” 

	“What’s one mortal man’s reading of scripture over another’s worth?” 

	“You become such a philosopher exclusively when it’s time to justify your vices.” 

	Khadija looked over her shoulder. It was impossible not to identify her accuser already. 

	There was a blond woman behind her, with a stern expression, and a very bushy tail. 

	Younger than her. Less makeup. Fluffy ears. Still pretty, in an annoying fashion. 

	And all the pretentious little ornaments on her uniform. Her stupid little beret. 

	Milana Omarova, the vozhd of the Shimii troops in the Union. 

	She had followed Khadija all the way from New Karach to a neighboring sub-station some thirty kilometers away, Sarai sub-station. A dock for patrol frigates, housing a search and rescue team and a few repair facilities, responsible for supporting the endurance of patrol missions on the southern border. It also had an officer’s lounge that was stocked with beer and every so often a cute younger officer would show up for her to wink at and tease. 

	Owing to the vozhd’s reign of moral terror in New Karach, alcohol was banned there. 

	However, Sarai was secular, run by nice communist Volgians who liked to drink. 

	Thankfully for Khadija’s vibe as the friendly, mature beauty of Sarai, the station was usually somewhat empty and so while she was sitting down at the lounge, there was nobody to see her get scolded by Milana Omarova. It was just her, the machine that spat out beer cans, and four baby-blue walls and a couple of tables. She had been hoping some sweetie would come in from a patrol frigate but instead, it was her “younger sister” Milana being a nag. 

	An utter waste! 

	“I don’t want to argue with you. What do you want?” Khadija said. 

	At that point, Milana sat down next to her. 

	Khadija did not meet her eyes. She continued drinking. 

	“You’re wasting your life here, elder sister, when our kin need you.” Milana said. 

	“I’m doing perfectly fine. I recently won a big battle even– what did you do then, hmm?” 

	“I did as I was ordered. You didn’t waste a second going back to drink, rather than see me.” 

	“Oh I wonder why that is. I wonder why I tarried in receiving my weekly scolding.” 

	Milana narrowed her eyes. “Come to New Karach and train my troops. I need you there.” 

	Khadija burst out laughing. She almost spat out her beer at her idiot sister’s face. 

	“Are you insane? I’d rather fight battles of Thassal for a year. No! Fuck no!” 

	Milana put on a more serious expression– a differently serious expression. 

	Even nearly drunk, Khadija could see the shift in her eyes and lips. 

	“Nagavanshi is summoning you back to Thassal, to send you to the Imbrium.” Milana said. 

	“Indeed. A glorious mission isn’t it? I’m a very important person.” Khadija said. 

	“You’re a big-headed person.” Milana said. “Say no. I’ll protect you. Khadija, it’s suicide.” 

	“Again, you must be out of your damn mind. I’d truly rather die than work for you.” 

	“Khadija, you’re clearly at a dead end in life and trying to destroy yourself. I can see it.” 

	Khadija put down the can of beer. Her chest constricted. The tips of her fingers tensed. 

	“You’re getting far too free with your criticisms, little sister. You should know your place.” 

	To Khadija she was just a bitchy little sister– she was not the vozhd of shit to her.

	Despite this, Milana did not act offended at the discourtesy, like she did to her underlings.

	“I’m not wrong.” Milana said. “It was a stroke of luck for you that you were even near Thassal to be deployed to our first battle in decades. Otherwise, you would have kept drinking and debasing yourself in whatever hole, doing nothing with yourself. I can’t accept that.” 

	“I repeat. I don’t care what you think. But I am not tolerating your disrespect any longer.” 

	“Come back with me.” Milana insisted. “Train our people to survive like you did! Don’t just let Nagavanshi throw you out like garbage! And don’t treat yourself like garbage either!” 

	Khadija practically pounced on Milana right there and then. 

	Both falling from their chairs, Khadija on top of Milana, squeezing the collar of her clothes. 

	Before she could even think of striking, however, she felt the air go out of her. 

	Milana struck her in the stomach, and got out from under her in a quick, fluid motion. 

	Now suddenly, Khadija had her face to the ground and Milana on top of her back. 

	There was no arm twist, no knee to her neck, no kicks– just as quickly, Milana let her go. Stepping back from her quickly, in case she retaliated, as their father trained them. Except Khadija did not keep fighting. She remained on the floor, out of breath and utterly ashamed.

	“Do whatever you want.” Milana said. “On father’s birthday, I’ll visit him for you too.” 

	Her voice sounded so mournful. Stupid girl; if only she understood Khadija at all. 

	Maybe then they wouldn’t stubbornly hate each other so much despite everything– 

	Suddenly, the walls of the lounge stretched and warped– Milana’s voice reverberated– 

	Khadija opened her eyes. Light became as if particulate matter viewed through the thin film of tears that had formed between her eyelids as she slept. She wiped her eyes vigorously, casting troubled glances across her space. She was not back in the Union. She was on the Brigand. She had just been taking a nap. Her emotions were turbulent as she rose. Khadija was fed up with the past. And of all the things to remember– but she had already proven wrong Milana’s disdainful appraisal. Her story was still being written. 

	She was living her own way. Her life was not wasted. 

	Whether Milana respected that or not was her own prerogative. 

	Nothing to do with Khadija. 

	Just as she began to look around the dim room, everything lit up a sudden blue. 

	On the door, a picture of a soft-faced, tall woman with a lot of long, blond hair appeared. 

	She was requesting entry into the room, and the blue computer window was rather bright. 

	“Khadija, are you decent? Can I come in?” asked Sieglinde Castille. 

	Khadija averted her gaze. “We’re not children, just come in.” 

	Sieglinde walked inside, briefly looked at Khadija’s bed and quickly looked away. 

	Lounging in a tanktop and briefs, Khadija smiled wryly at the eros she had provoked. 

	“Another productive day of being a sailor?” Khadija asked. 

	Two meters away, Sieglinde zipped down a gray jumpsuit she had been wearing. 

	She pulled it off her wide shoulders and laid it on her bed. 

	“I’m just pushing things and picking things up. Their job is so complex, I had no idea what they go through.” Sieglinde said. She sat down on her bed, facing Khadija. For the first time since she walked in Khadija could see the smile on her face. “I don’t have any of the skills they do, but I’m glad I can do anything to help. Have you ever thought about it, Khadija? All the while, a hundred sailors are doing so much for all of us, and we barely interact with them.” 

	“No, I’ve never concerned myself with it. They have their role to play and I have mine.” Khadija said. “Some of them will work in the navy for years, rack up a ton of promotions, and end up running a whole supply depot or managing a shipyard team or doing all kinds of things that are more stimulating than this. And some of them do just want to fix leaks for a while, leave the army, and go do something else with the skills they picked up. They’ll work on a nice station, show up for labor union meetings, all that. None of them are just going to do manual labor on this ship forever. They’ll be fine– as for me, I have a different set of expectations. I can rest up here because I’ll be going out to die someday.” 

	“I suppose that’s true.” Sieglinde said. “How did you get this wise?” 

	“I’m not wise.” Khadija grumbled. “I’ve just been around a while.” 

	“I haven’t been around as long as you, but I still feel like just a stupid kid at 36.” 

	“Your problem is you’re a brooding wreck with zero confidence in yourself.” 

	“I can’t deny that. But it’s hard not to second-guess myself. I’ve made so many mistakes.” 

	“Quit navelgazing already. It’s so fucking boring.” 

	“Fine.” Sieglinde sighed. 

	“Do you want to become a sailor?” Khadija asked. 

	Sieglinde paused for a moment. “I don’t see a future for myself in that.” 

	“Well, what do you see in your future? Anything?” 

	“I’m still thinking about it.” 

	“Tell me.” 

	“I will keep it to myself for now.” 

	“I see. Thinking about becoming a Reform National Socialist?” 

	“What is that supposed to mean? Don’t even joke about that.” Sieglinde said seriously. 

	Khadija cracked a little grin, laid back with her hands behind her head. 

	“The Imbrian Empire was corrupt and oppressive, of that there is no doubt.” Sieglinde said, speaking over the silence that Khadija had left. “But the Volkisch Movement have no pretense that they even want to institute a rule of law. All they want is the power to kill with impunity. I’ve see first-hand what that unholy mob wants to do to the Imbrium.” 

	“I appreciate your candor, but you’re looking at a victim of slavery.” Khadija said. Sieglinde’s eyes drew wide and she went quiet. She looked immediately ashamed of herself. Khadija turned in bed, shifting her body to look at Sieglinde directly. “It was not any part of the Volkisch Movement who rounded up hundreds of thousands of Shimii to put to hard labor in the colonies. Scores of us died before we had an opportunity to rebel. Those of us who survived did so watching the sick and old fall around us. That was before the time of these Lehners that run Rhinea now. Perhaps they picked this up from somewhere?” 

	“I’m sorry.” Sieglinde said. 

	“Ugh. Stop that. I don’t want you to be sorry.” 

	Khadija turned around her again, this time putting her back and her tail to Sieglinde. 

	There was a long and awkward silence between them. 

	Such was its length, Khadija thought she would fall asleep again waiting. 

	“Khadija, I’ll tell you something about myself if you’ll allow me to ask you a question.” 

	“Finally you’re done moping? Sure. Whatever. Tell me about the Volkisch and you.” 

	“Alright.” Sieglinde said. “Six years ago, a student movement broke out in Bosporus duchy over censored works. However, a loose-cannon High Inquisitor, Brauchitsch ended up escalating the conflict. It soon spread across three stations, and outside of just students.” 

	“That sounds about right for Bosporus.” Khadija said, laughing a little again. 

	Sieglinde continued. “Brauchitsch thought he could just beat everyone into submission. For all her faults even Lichtenberg was not such a meathead as he was. He fanned the flames of the violence and then retreated like a coward, giving poor direction to the police who just continued fighting like fools. It started turning into a full-on revolt very quickly. Protestors fashioned improvised weapons and shields to defend themselves. There was bleeding and bruises and a few vehicles got torched but nobody had been killed– yet.” 

	Khadija turned back around, to see Sieglinde’s sullen face. She looked– haunted. 

	“But then– there was a sudden turn in the street violence. Within the riot, a group of the Volkisch’s militia had begun to go after activists. They were armed with military weapons and were organizing raids on places where activists took shelter. Even Brauchitsch did not sanction assassinations to deal with the mess. But the Volkisch were. They went after Južni and Eloim groups first, and then went after Vekans, and then the anarchist-leaning groups. For them the breakdown in order was an opportunity to kill undesirables.” 

	“Obviously I agree with you that the fascists are bastards.” Khadija said. “But have you considered how convenient that situation must have been for the police? The Volkisch volunteered to suppress the activists. Tell me– did the authorities do anything?” 

	“There were arrests.” Sieglinde said. “But you’re right– certainly not enough.” 

	“Arrests in that scenario are totally meaningless, the murders already had their effect.” 

	“You’re right.” Sieglinde said, a note of helplessness in her voice. 

	“Don’t just yield that I’m right like that–” Khadija sighed. “What was your involvement?” 

	“There was a change in tactics. The Inquisition was drawn back and relegated to investigative duties. Norn the Praetorian took command of a Rapid Response Force and then set up heavily armed checkpoints all over the affected stations to separate the groups and ‘choke out’ the rioting. I don’t think it worked– I just think by that point the rioters didn’t have a second wind. Anyway. I was part of the forces involved. One of the checkpoints under my management responded to a Volkisch-led massacre. This was one of the few raids of theirs fully documented, responded to in progress, and yielding arrests.” 

	“So you had to see them in action.” Khadija said. “You got to hate them that way.” 

	“Yes.” Sieglinde said. “I was a fool. I didn’t realize the actual nerve-center of Volkisch activity was Rhinea until years after. I was blind-sided that the Volkisch won the elections here. But we never went after them when we could. So they got to infest this entire place.” 

	“From my perspective every Imbrian has a bit of that fascism in them.” Khadija said. 

	Sieglinde averted her gaze with a pained expression. 

	“You’re not actually an Imbrian right?” Khadija said. “So I’m not talking about you.” 

	“I mean, I guess– but I was raised like an Imbrian. Not Campos, Eloim or Južni or Volgian. And I did plenty of evil. So I really can’t dispute about myself what you claimed about them.” 

	“Stop it. Look– I’m sorry about painting you with such a broad brush.” Khadija said. 

	Sieglinde did not respond. 

	Khadija immediately lost the little patience that had allowed her to apologize.

	“Do I have to assuage your fucking feelings about everything? All the time?” 

	“No.” Sieglinde’s voice trembled a little. “I’ll ask a question. Are you really a communist?” 

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” Khadija said, arranging locks of hair away from her face. 

	“I’m just a bit confused. You’re a Shimii, but you drink and you don’t pray–” 

	“Are you my younger sister all of a sudden? C’mon I pray sometimes!” 

	“I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m just trying to understand you better. I’d just never met a Shimii communist. I thought Shimii communities were bound primarily on a shared religion. And I thought communists hated religion and would not tolerate such things.” 

	“Hah! Shimii in the Imbrium barely share a religion at all.” 

	“If it’s a touchy subject, I can–” 

	“Oh shut up. Have some spine for once. Stop needling me and then retreating.” 

	Sieglinde frowned and seemed to finally lose her temper. “Fine then. Khadija, where do you come from? Who even are you? I want to know on what grounds do you always judge me!” 

	Almost as soon as she raised her voice Sieglinde seemed to look horrified with herself. 

	Hearing the shouting almost in her chest was a strangely satisfying feeling for Khadija. 

	She smiled, utterly unoffended by this display. “That’s better. Sure. I’ll tell you.” 

	Leaving Sieglinde briefly perplexed as to her expression, Khadija sat up in her bed. She pulled her blankets around herself, such that her face, framed by her hair, and her unbrushed ears, were all that stuck out of the little mound of blankets. Getting comfortable.

	She laid back against the wall and thought about where to start. 

	Or really, how to abbreviate her life enough for this fraught conversation. 

	“I was born in the Imbrium, just after Mehmed’s Jihad. During the Jihad, several prominent Shimii families supported Mehmed. He had accumulated enormous wealth and had prestige as an effective fighter against the Imbrians. Mahdists sided with Mehmed in far greater numbers than Rashidun. We wanted to believe he could free us all. My family, the Al-Shajara family, were prominent in Shimii ethnic politics, and staunchly backed Mehmed. After he was assassinated, the Jihad was over– his lieutenants and supporters scattered. During this time, many Mahdist clans were targeted for reprisals, as punishment for the Jihad. The Nasser family led many such reprisals; to mutual destruction. They lost elders and children, and we lost them too. Eye for an eye. It was then that the Mahdists were truly driven out– first out of Rhinea and soon out of everywhere in the Imbrium. The Imbrians came up with a much more effective solution for us than the Nasser family declaring blood feuds.” 

	Khadija looked over Sieglinde’s face to find her brief flicker of fury had sputtered out. 

	She listened quietly to what Khadija had to say and had no interjections. 

	“I survived a bit longer in the Imbrium though. I wasn’t old enough to understand a damn thing when my family sent me away. I was taken in by the Omarov family in Bosporus, at first. They did not become involved with Mehmed directly, but they had connections to the Mahdist families both through religion and through clandestine business. Even after the first punitive enslavements of Mahdists, the Omarov family stayed bold. The Omarovs back then were smugglers and mercenaries and just generally mafiosi. But if the Imbrians fucked with us, we fucked with them right back. My adoptive father, Mogliv Omarov was viewed one of the last heroes of the Shimii for this. Back then, if you resisted the Imbrians or committed reprisals on them, you would make a legend for yourself. We all wanted to cheer for every Imbrian we might see dead. We really thought that was making a difference.” 

	“Eventually, though, Mogliv Omarov started getting ideas.” Khadija continued. “He was not much of a theory reader, but he made some odd acquaintances and had some odd conversations. Daksha Kansal; Elias Ahwalia; Bhavani Jayasankar; these people started coming and going in the underworld for more than money. They were planning something big– and they all failed. Mogliv Omarov failed with them. I and everyone I knew, we were all enslaved and sent to the colonies if we were not killed. But the funny thing is– the Imbrians enslaved all the weird people, like the Bosporans and Shimii. They executed Imbrian communists– those were the people they saw as dangerous. Someone like me was a commodity, not a threat. Without an Imbrian to lead me, I could not have been dangerous to the regime right? But they were dead wrong, about everything. So here I am now. To answer your question: yes, I am a communist. I read the books my father did not, and just like him, I came to agree with their view of how the world could be better. But I will always be my father’s inferior, because he did not have to read a damn thing to have that hope.” 

	Khadija took in a deep breath. It almost felt good to have been able to say all of that. 

	Perhaps, she herself had been needing to recontextualize all of that, for her own mind. 

	“So that’s who I am, Sieglinde Castille. I am a Shimii communist. No, I do not follow Shimii religious doctrine to the letter. I’ve already said it before that if God pulls me down to hell for not having prayed enough after everything I’ve been through then I will accept my lot. But until then, I’ll live my life the way I want. Does that satisfy you?” 

	There was a creaking from the opposite bed. Its occupant had stood suddenly. 

	Sieglinde bowed her head deeply in response to Khadija’s story. 

	Tears from her eyes falling copiously onto the cold metal floor. 

	She did not say those hated words, ‘I’m sorry,’ that Khadija did not want to hear. 

	But her whole body was saying such things without her voice. 

	Khadija lacked the conviction to try to move her from it again. 

	This time she simply, quietly, accepted the apology from the once-Red Baron. 

	Even though Shimii did not tolerate bowing– this time, she would just let it pass. 

	Even though– she had some tears in her own eyes after recalling that heavy past. 

	

	

	On the night before their arrival at Aachen, just as Ulyana felt like she might doze off– 

	There arrived a message. Picked up over ultra-low frequency– a message from the Union. 

	“It’s been a while hasn’t it!” Semyonova said cheerfully. 

	She and Fatima cooperated to compile such messages and deliver them to the Captain. An enormous underground facility created these messages by sending data through shockwaves in Aer’s crust that could be picked up thousands of kilometers away. Only ships with specialized equipment could even detect that such messages were being sent. And to any ship other than the Brigand, it was impossible to make sense of them, since the messages were encrypted for software only the specific recipient would possess. 

	“Captain, it appears this message is intended for you and the Commissar’s eyes only.” 

	Semyonova folded a stone-paper printout with the message and handed it to Ulyana. 

	After being printed, all traces of the message were deleted automatically by the computer. 

	A top-secret message– it was already stressing Ulyana and she had not even read it. 

	“Commissar, let’s retreat to our quarters. It’s late. We can read the message in privacy.” 

	“Good idea. I’m reaching my limit.” Aaliyah said, stretching out her arms and tail. 

	“I can handle the change in shift.” Erika said, waving goodbye. “Have a good rest.” 

	Ulyana and Aaliyah took their leave from the bridge. 

	In Ulyana’s hand that piece of stone-paper folded up felt like it would take her arm down. 

	She felt its weight all the way down the hall. She was silent. 

	As if she had to concentrate on carrying it. 

	Nagavanshi had not messaged them in so long. Last time, it was a VIP mission. 

	One that led to all manner of difficulties, and resulted in an inconclusive reward. 

	(Except perhaps to a certain Sonya Shalikova.) 

	But it was not bitterness toward potential meddling that bothered Ulyana then. 

	Rather– the fact that this message was for her eyes and the Commissar’s only. 

	When Nagavanshi had something to conceal, it was never good. 

	“Captain, you’re looking terribly nervous.” Aaliyah said. 

	“You can tell?” 

	“Anyone can. Please relax. Whatever this is, we’ll deal with it together.” 

	Aaliyah reached out and squeezed the hand carrying the paper message. 

	With that touch, it felt like Aaliyah was single-handedly helping her lift a mountain. 

	Once they arrived at their room, they huddled in the center between bed and desk. 

	Ulyana spread open the folded paper and read the message: 

	REMEMBER THE YOUNG AND SIMPLE MAIDEN 

	LET THEM HEAR HOW SHE NOW SINGS 

	–SWAN, IGNORE MISSIVES WITHOUT LOVE 

	–BEWARE THE HERON AND HAWK 

	“What does this mean? Are you supposed to be the swan?” Aaliyah asked. 

	Ulyana was briefly speechless reading the message. 

	It had been so long– 

	“It’s full of old codes between Nagavanshi and I.” Ulyana hesitated to explain, but she needed Aaliyah to understand more than she needed to uphold the privacy between herself and Nagavanshi. “When Nagavanshi wants to send something only to me, she sends lyrics from a folk song, and refers to them as ‘missives with love’. That’s how I know it is from her and that it is not someone else. We also refer to people as birds– I’m the swan.” 

	Aaliyah blinked with confusion. “Then who are the Heron and Hawk?” 

	“Heron is Admiral Andreeva Vlasovskaya, of the 26th Fleet.” 

	“I can’t believe this. So there is some conspiracy within the 26th again?” 

	“And the Hawk is Admiral Geranium Zvereva of the 18th Fleet.” 

	Aaliyah raised a hand to her forehead like she had a sudden headache. 

	“What is this supposed to mean? How could these people contact us?” 

	Ulyana sighed. “I don’t know. I think Nagavanshi wants me to be aware that there is some kind of plot. I don’t think it’s something she thinks she’ll gain anything from. We’re not going to be turning around– I think she just wants me to be aware as a friend, perhaps.” 

	“Thinking about how the time has passed, it’s almost Bhavani Jayasankar’s reappraisal by the Council.” Aaliyah said. “Could it be the Ahwalians are going to try something then?” 

	Ulyana felt if she heard any more of this speculation she would explode. 

	“There’s nothing we can do about it but lose sleep over it.” Ulyana said. “Damn it.” 

	She crumpled the note in her hands, feeling helpless. 

	“You’re right.” Aaliyah said. “What we can do is continue our mission. That’s it.” 

	Ulyana sighed. “That always seems to be our only answer to any problem.” 

	Aaliyah reached out again and held Ulyana’s hands. She met her eyes. 

	“You’re not alone, Ulyana. We can deal with this together as it unfolds.” She said. 

	Hard as it was to breathe calmly in the face of what she could be facing–

	Well, if more unexpected blows fell upon her, at least Aaliyah was on her side.

	All they could do was keep fighting the war they were given, in the now.

	And pray that the situation at home would not escalate.

	

	

	“Final approach!” Helmsman Kamarik called out. “Take in the beautiful scenery!” 

	“E.T.A. 30 minutes at reduced speed! Contacting the Stockheim tower!” Semyonova said. 

	“We’re finally here, huh.” Ulyana said, laying back on her chair and deflating. 

	“It’ll only get more complicated from now on Captain.” Aaliyah reminded her. 

	In the distance, the station complex of Aachen finally came into view. 

	After over a week of travel, the Brigand had finally arrived at its next fated destination. Accompanied as before by the Rostock; and the John Brown, its crew unanimous in joining the Volksarmee against the Volkisch. In Aachen, the fleet would take part in the final deliberations of the United Front, and plot the shape of their anti-fascist campaign.

	Within the fleet, there was excitement and trepidation in equal measure. 

	Aachen was much humbler in size than the massive Kreuzung and its enormous towers, and it had a simpler layout. However, that did not make its architecture any less striking. Aachen had a central tower with an interesting design– a central spire abutted by two supporting wings that enveloped the main tower at different heights. This made the central spire appear as if an art piece, the middle of a curling wave of metal. In addition to the central complex, there was also the Stockheide seaport, a squat and very wide tower attached to the main spire by trams. It was situated in the near southwest of the central complex. On the opposite side of Aachen was a habitation tower also connected by tram tubes. 

	All of this architecture was framed by the enormous underwater mount against which the Aachen complex was set. In the distant past the mountain was mined for precious minerals, and there was still some mining that transpired within, though dwarfed in volume by the richer veins of Rhein-Sieg-Kries in the central southwest. This access to precious minerals, including some rare metals and even agarthicite, made the Aachen Massif a source of early wealth for the Imbrian Empire’s historical development. It also led to the development of Aachen’s shipbuilding tradition and in turn, to the growth in influence of the Stockheide Shipbuilder’s Guild, a strong labor union within the shipyard and drydocks.

	“Gloria and I have contacts in Stockheide.” Erika said, waving a hand toward the main screen on the Brigand’s bridge. “We can dock the Rostock and have its presence concealed by the Guild. The John Brown is not a problem– the Republic fleet docked in there for weeks before they rejected Gloria’s offer to join a United Front. However, the Rostock will not be able to take part in any commercial dealings or pick up any supplies, because it will have to dock in a Guild workspace and stay there in hiding. So we will depend on all of you to run some errands for us. Hopefully that will not be much of an issue. I am sorry to trouble you.” 

	“Of course it won’t be a problem.” Ulyana said. “We pledged to follow your orders.” 

	“You can leave the restocking to us– we’ll need funds, however.” Aaliyah added.

	“Funds I can help with.” Erika said, smiling. “I’ll also see if Gloria might assist as well.” 

	“I wouldn’t hold my breath.” Olga added, crossing her arms and lowering her head. 

	“It’s fine nevertheless. I amassed quite a tidy sum through the years.” Erika said. 

	Ulyana and Aaliyah smiled and sat back, watching the final approach. 

	Traffic to Aachen was sparser than the traffic at Kreuzung. 

	There were less ships coming and going from the shipyard. However, these ships were usually larger supply ships that resembled the Brigand outwardly. There was also a beautiful luxury cruise ship that began departing the main seaport and moved close to the Brigand on its exit from Stockheide. And for a moment, Semyonova and Fatima had a twinkle in their eyes as they vocally fantasized about going on a pleasure cruise together. 

	Moving closer to the Stockheide tower, the delineations between the hundreds of berths on the outer hull of the tower became visible. The Brigand and its flotilla coordinated with Stockheide tower to descend into the Guild’s berths on the eastern side of the seaport complex. Enormous steel doors opened to allow each ship in the fleet into a Berth just large enough for a Cruiser. The Brigand and Rostock were next to each other and the John Brown was situated one tier below. All of them could access the Guild facilities.

	Docking clamps held the Brigand anchored to the berth and lifted it aloft as the water drained. A boarding chute attached the ship to the port. Past the outer steel doors and frameworks, the interior walls were made of thick glass, allowing the crew to look through the cameras and see long lines of ships to either side and even below. It was an interesting visual effect. All of the seaport facilities were deeper inside the complex– it was all berths across the exterior. So the Brigand would largely be resting within its berth while the crew took care of business with the Guild while on foot inside of the complex. 

	“Alright. We’ve got a lot to do.” Ulyana said. “Let’s convene a planning meeting–” 

	On the main screen, the predictor computer suddenly started flashing a yellow box. 

	That was usually painted over targets that could pose a threat, based on prediction data. 

	“What’s the computer’s problem?” Ulyana asked. “Did it spot some Imperial ship classes?” 

	Zachikova shook her head. “I reprogrammed it after the false positives on the Rostock.” 

	“So then what is it seeing? Pull up the camera feeds and let it complete the target paint.” 

	On the main screen, the camera picture of the seaport wall disappeared. 

	Instead, the yellow target was being painted by one of the starboard-side cameras. 

	On a Ritter-class– but it was triggering because this Ritter-class had been seen before. 

	It was not a false positive– it was a known enemy.

	Ulyana blinked as the target designation appeared. “Wait– oh no. No fucking way.” 

	Aaliyah lifted her hands to her face and kicked her feet on her seat. 

	“Hmm. This might complicate things. I’ll disembark first, Captain.” Erika said. 

	“I’ll disembark with.” Olga said, with a deep, troubled sigh. 

	Everyone on the bridge watched the screen with dumbstruck horror.

	Their neighboring berth was occupied by a ship known by the computer and the crew. 

	Long and ‘sword-shaped’, the Ritter-class Antenora— flagship of Norn the Praetorian. 

	Unbeknownst to either until the very last moment, their paths had crossed once again. 

	 

	 


12.7

	This chapter contains graphic sexual content and themes of suicidal ideation.

	In the year 974 After Descent, the center of hegemony in the Imbrium Ocean still lay within the edifice of Heitzing. The cradle of the Imbrian Empire, raised from the vast trench that would come to be known as the Abyss of Nocht, named after its conqueror. In the southeastern border of the Palatine, Heitzing stood on a dusty circle of earth surrounded by jagged rock, like a thousand wounds sliced upon crust abruptly stitched closed. 

	These structures formed something of a shallow crater.

	A subtle but visible demarcation around the heart of the Empire.

	Legend had it that Heitzing was raised from the abyss and closed the dark trench from whence it came shut upon rising. Setting all of the legends aside, it remained an absolutely formidable fortress in a material sense. Automated cannons and missile launchers dotted its surroundings. Four underground sub-stations with attached seaports were constructed in the spire’s surroundings, housing a dedicated fleet of 125 ships, mainly composed of fast Frigates. Each barracks had several underground hangars, and together they contained almost 500 Divers and 10000 troops. Patrols went round the clock. There were enough stockpiled rations, munitions and fuel to withstand several months of siege.

	Just a few kilometers east from Heitzing lay the border to the Bosporus Duchy. Just a few kilometers north was the Volgian abyssal plain that led to the formidable Northern Ice Wall. Just a few kilometers south was the Khaybar mountain. In antiquity, these directions each contained enemies. The old Bosporan Republics, the ancient Shimii caliphate, the Volgian Principality; Heitzing was a salient into all these territories. Despite this, it remained an imposing barrier that had never been conquered, single-handedly protecting the eastern flank. Heitzing was the sword cleaved into the Imbrium by the first Emperor.

	Its region came to be known as the Black Crater, nearly 3000 meters deep.

	So long as Heitzing remained, the Imbrium Empire was invincible, immortal.

	Or so the ascendant Imbrians thought, once upon a time.

	One kilometer tall, the spire was smooth and purely black but speckled with indentations where its ancient plates had been joined, giving off blue and red light mixed purple from millions of LEDs, humming with a purpose older than the Descent of humanity. Within the middle of the structure was a dedicated port, and at the top, the royal palace had been carved out of the hab block that once occupied the upper levels. At the base, and below, there was self-sufficient farming and manufacturing for the inhabitants. Industrial stitcher machines below ground built the first Nocht emperor his first imperial warships, commencing his ancient conquest of the Palatine, and beyond.

	No more– the lower part of the complex was finally ordered sealed. Once upon a time, the Fueller family were the dynastic engineers tasked with the maintenance and furtherance of this machinery. Now, the last remnants of this family, that was near annihilated in its rebellion against the Nocht dynasty, would put an end to Heitzing.

	By decree of Konstantin von Fueller, the one man who had defeated the structure and begun the end of an era. History regarded his ascendance as a passing of the fortress from one hand to another, as if to deny Heitzing the sting of defeat. Nevertheless, Konstantin had claimed the fortress, made it his home, took on the title of Imbrium Emperor, and now, his word was law absolute. And his word was that the mysterious depths of the fortress had to be forever shut. Architects and engineers were called forth by the crown, discreetly, to put together a permanent solution to the tower’s depths. To inflict a wound of finality onto the Black Crater that would render its ancient secrets permanently gone.

	In response to this, Norn Tauscherer arrived at Heitzing one autumn morning.

	Her hand held at her side, closed into a shaking fist. Her teeth grit together.

	Her ship approached the center of the structure. A black panel slid open to accept her ship into a berth. Once closed behind her, there was no telling where the ship had gone, or whether any berth lay within that part of Heitzing’s space. Subsumed into the black steel it was as if the ship became part of Heitzing. She stepped off the ship, left the port, and rode a secret elevator for what felt like an eternity to the top of the tower.

	All the while, fuming to herself. 

	Her face reflected back at her in the silver-plated interior.

	Blond hair tied back into a ponytail with the slightest bit of an arch to it. Red eyes staring back at her themselves reflecting her own reflection, dark mirrors of a wrathful infinity; her fair skin colored over by a blue and green half-cape and a grey Imperial Navy uniform. Her slim build hid the immense power contained in every muscle fiber of her body, much more than that of the Imbrians she pretended to be part of. Few people called Norn beautiful, but she knew that she was. In everything she did there was beauty, and in the implements that she used there was beauty too. In her rage; in her calm; even in her despair.

	Nevertheless, she was wearing makeup on that day. Something of a rare sight for her.

	There was only one man in the world for whom Norn observed formality.

	To have been casual with him would have only caused him to erode his own power further.

	Her dress, her artifice of nobility, was to remind him of his position.

	When the elevator opened, it did so on a lobby that was not Norn’s destination.

	Quickly, she ordered the elevator to close and inserted a physical key into a physical slot.

	Finally, the elevator went up an additional floor, and there, it opened into a suite.

	Inside, everything was lacquered wood. Real wood, preserved with a shiny finish. Norn stepped out onto a lobby with a wooden floor, past an adjacent living room with silk-upholstered couches and a real clay and brick hearth seated on a steel plate and separated by a glass shield. Above, an intricate chandelier model of the sol system, within which Aer was one lonely little blue planet. Several lights forever lost to humanity shone with it. 

	On the walls, experimental artwork. Emperor Nocht had a taste in portraiture and traditional subjects; Emperor von Fueller had donated all the old work to museums and digital collections and instead decorated with modern art, abstracts and semi-abstracts, dada and expressionism and texture-art and programmatic mechanical artworks. Norn had no opinion of the chaos of shapes and colors that surrounded her as she traversed the space.

	Except, that everything clashing, the wood and the glass and the post-modernism–

	Probably reflected on the man who cocooned himself within.

	“Emperor von Fueller, eternal be your reign. Norn Tauscherer brings counsel.”

	Stepping into his bedroom, Norn dropped to one knee and looked at the ground.

	Pulling a beret off her head and holding it to her chest.

	“Oh Norn, no, you do not need to! Sister, dear sister! Please stand and look at me!”

	He touched her shoulder, and so beckoned, Norn stood, and she did look him in the eyes.

	Still unused to seeing nothing of the man that she had fought for, for so long already.

	Norn still looked as she always had, while Konstantin looked like a corpse walking. She wanted to see the blond clean-shaven boy of her past but she saw instead a wizened figure, cheeks sinking, copious grey hair down his back, a sleek but dense beard. His shoulders, his limbs, had all grown skinny. His hands were the only place he had remained strong, because he made use of his fingers still. He was dressed in coveralls and an ornate coat without any shoes. He had been working. All around his bedroom, copious amounts of mechanical trinkets paraded about, flying, climbing poles, spinning on the ground. Mechanical knights on clockwork horses charging at nothing, origami birds made of thin steel sheets, functioning quadrotors assembled piece by piece. An entire clock in the middle of being put together piece by little piece, meticulously engineered, blueprints on the bed.

	“Do you like it?” Konstantin asked. He gestured toward the clock with a smile on his face, ear to ear, so proud, so excited. “Nobody makes these anymore. Isn’t it a shame? I found the schematics and I wanted to make one. The Fueller library, we have all kinds of these things. Blueprints for old machines that have no purpose anymore. I wanted to make one so badly– it caught me one day, the itch. Like a haunting from the past. So I had all the pieces made very exactingly but I did not want it stitched together. Do you like it?”

	“It’s stately.” Norn said. “But did you have to make it run? Isn’t the structure nice enough?”

	“No, no, no.” Konstantin said. “Things– things are their function. Beauty– it’s function. A clock that doesn’t run– it’s a waste isn’t it? It can do nothing but be stared at. Robbed of itself. I wanted to make something that ran. That had a purpose for being.”

	He had trouble speaking. His condition was clearly deteriorating since she last saw him.

	Norn thought grimly, he might die before Erich ever gets his hands on him.

	If Erich were so inclined of course–

	“Konstantin, I am here because you are robbing Heitzing of its purpose, as you say.”

	Konstantin’s eyes narrowed. “Heitzing is an abomination. I am fixing it, once and for all.”

	Norn grunted. “Are you willing to tell me what is down there now?”

	“No. Never you mind that. I have made my final judgment.” Konstantin said.

	She could tell he wanted to turn around and go back to his toys.

	He was half-stood up on the edge of the room and hall, half-staring away from Norn.

	“Norn, we have to think about– we have to think about the future. Not just my children, but everyone’s children. Nobody should live with this thing held over their heads. All of these awful legends and superstitions, but also, the– the physical thing itself. I want to move the capital to Schwerin Isle, seal up Heitzing, blow it up for good. End it all. I trust Erich, but I will never trust Erich’s children, or his children’s children, I will not be here to see them, I can’t evaluate what they’ll do. Or heaven forbid those Republic pigs. No. I have to fix it.”

	Norn breathed in and out trying to calm her nerves and frustration.

	“Right now, Heitzing is one of the few things keeping you in power, so-called Emperor.”

	“Power? Bah! If that is so, then I abdicate with it. I’ll go with it, and it will go with me.”

	“Konstantin, there’s no climbing down this mountain except the way you climbed up.”

	“Then let them depose me, but they will do it after this hellmaw is finally buried.”

	Norn’s face was slowly overcome by a grim expression.

	She found herself speaking more candidly than she wanted to. Her emotions swelling.

	“Konstantin, if you gave me the order, I would exterminate the lords and ministers. I would kill every plotter and annihilate all of their families down to the last crying baby in a cradle. I would put an end to everything you could not. I would protect you. I can protect you.”

	Konstantin’s distracted expression was suddenly overcome with horror.

	He had a face as grim as that which Norn herself was making at him.

	Rushing back to Norn’s side he grabbed hold of her shoulders.

	Kissing her on both cheeks in a way she found repellent– because he was so different now.

	“Norn! Norn, my dearest friend, my oathsworn sister– no, absolutely not! It has to end, Norn!” He started to weep. His tears fell on her like droplets of blood from open wounds. “No more killing for me, Norn. I don’t want it. I don’t want any of this. I didn’t understand what I was asking you to do. I am so sorry. All of the evil I made you commit! I didn’t understand the consequences back then. Please. Don’t go after Sedlitz or Veka or anyone else. Promise me that you will not. It has to end. This is why I have to fix it.”

	He was hysterical. “Fixing” Heitzing– by destroying the ancient machines in its bowels?

	Even the children of Nocht had lost so much knowledge of what Heitzing could do. Even the old Fuellers long before the era of Konstantin could only slowly lose their grasp on what it contained. Today the true capabilities of the tower remained a mystery, along with its true origins. It was insane to speak of destroying the tower, and the functions they did understand, as a transformative change that would make the Empire freer.

	Were he to take this tack to its logical extreme he would not be able to live in this suite making little toys all day– he would cut off his own lifelines, the Imbrium Empire would collapse and all the sharks chipping away at his power bit by bit would finally smell blood and throw themselves in teeth-first. But he seemed to not make that connection. That if he did not take action now, there would soon not be an Imbrian Empire for him to hide behind while he lived in luxury and ignored the reality of the outside world he fretted about.

	It was Norn who had to go out there every day and deal with the consequences.

	Not him– he was insulated from everything. He judged everything from a fleeting safety.

	But for a moment, in that outburst of emotion– he sounded like himself.

	So Norn, disarmed, could say nothing to him. Could no longer dissuade him from it.

	He wanted to declaw Heitzing, he would do it. He wanted to move the capital, so be it.

	When he had conviction behind him he could do such things.

	And he so often lacked any conviction that to see it caused Norn a dreadful feeling.

	She would have to leave this room and set forward those machinations and watch.

	Watch him rot away; watch the Empire fall apart; watch the vultures rise from under him.

	All were worse than he was; and far, far worse than he had been, when she knew him.

	“Norn, Syrmia is an old woman, and Erich is strong– but please take care of Elena.”

	Had he really said that? Back then? 974 was not so long ago for her head to be so muddled.

	“Take care of her. She’s just like her mother. Her mother– rest her soul–”

	Konstantin’s weeping features distorted like the paintings on the living room walls.

	For a brief instant he looked more deformed, hideous, broken and rotting than ever before.

	His face etched itself into Norn’s bright red eyes as if laser-burnt into her–

	Her eyes snapped open. 

	Cold sweat running down her, sticking to the wine-red blanket.

	Steel, all around her. 

	Not the fine wood construction of the suite. She was in a wine-red metal room with dim yellow lights. Mirrored surfaces on every third panel reflected her half of her face, parts of her bed, and her sleeping partner, back to her. She was on a plush bed with soft silky sheets. Clothes had been thrown and came to lay all around the room in different locations.

	Norn had been dreaming of old days. She was nowhere near Heitzing now.

	It was actually 979 A.D. Five years later.

	Konstantin was dead and the Imbrium Empire was near-totally dissolved.

	She sat up on the bed in her private bedroom on her flagship, the Antenora.

	Her back stung. Distinct, short lacerations– a woman’s nails.

	Reaching behind herself, over her shoulders, she touched open wounds. 

	Throwing a sudden contemptuous glance at the beautiful, fair, utterly naked back of the red-haired woman sound asleep beside her. Her expression quickly dissolved into fondness. Norn had given far harder than she had gotten and Adelheid was practically fucked to sleep, and so there she lay, discarded where she had been used. Circular bite marks, red sucking marks, blood-flecked bruises, on her shoulders, neck, down her back. A ring of bright red visible on her left breast. Soaked with sweat down her back, and soaked between the legs.

	Her face was serene. Her breathing steady. A smile on her red-smeared lips.

	Norn could not help but smile and sigh fondly at the sight.

	When she moved to get up, stretching out made the claw marks hurt even worse.

	Looking around the room, still a bit hazy in the eyes. 

	Despite the damage that the Pandora’s Box had inflicted on the upper tier of the ship, Norn’s room managed to survive as it was sealed shut at the time. Once the upper tier damages were patched up enough, and all the spilled anti-flooding gel and freezing agents in the halls were chipped away, Norn had use of the room again. She re-inaugurated it by inviting Adelheid to sleep with her. Adelheid’s own room was still being prepared.

	And Adelheid belonged to her– she could tell her where to sleep without pretext.

	Tossing her hair, pulling off the band holding it in a ponytail, Norn ambled to her shower.

	Turning the water on cold and standing under it, head down, hands on the wall.

	Cold water running down her back and over the scratches Adelheid left on it.

	It stung. She grinned. Everything was so complicated, but pain, at least, was simple.

	She recalled her dream. Konstantin had really been haunting her lately. Was it her just desserts? He was already Emperor when she met him, but her exploits gave him confidence to be more than Emperor of parts of the Palatine and Rhinea. Without her intervention could he have reached the heights that he achieved? She cleared his way by defeating Mehmed, then became part of his retinue, his loyal bannerman who could defeat anyone in battle. Stronger than Samoylovych-Daybringer or Arvokas the Kinslayer or any Shimii Hero; a match for any Katarran Warlord, Bayatar, or the Hanwan Konoe Shidan; killer of an Immortal. 

	Norn had helped crown Konstantin the new hegemon of the Imbrium. When a certain traitor insinuated that the chaos in the Imbrium was her fault Norn had answered in the affirmative– but it went deeper than any singular scheme. Norn was just a brick in the Imbrium’s foundation, but she was a miraculous brick laid at a critical time.

	Now Konstantin was dead. Erich had killed him, Norn had killed him, Leda had killed him; the Empire itself killed him. His magnificent power had ultimately taken everything he loved from him. It had withered his bones and stripped his hair of color. It bored a hole in his soul, and through that void he let slip even the modicum of empathy he had for his distant subjects. The evil shape of the Imbrian Empire was as much his direct doing as the result of his neglect. He could have chosen for the Fueller Reformation to do anything— and choosing nothing over the years and years of his rule, made him responsible for the conspiracies, the pogroms, the continuation of slavery, the nascent tumor of the Volkisch.

	It all started when, instead of killing him instantly, Norn wanted to see hope in him instead.

	That stupid woman who had hardly made any decisions in her life; she made the worst.

	“Those same judgments I levy on him apply to me, don’t they? I’m the villain here.”

	Teeth chattering as she spoke to herself under the torrent of biting cold.

	Little punishment for the evil she had tacitly supported, by her inaction, by her support.

	Norn was responsible for the pogroms, slavery, the Volkisch, and now, the dissolution.

	She laughed at how horrid everything had turned out. 

	No matter what, she was a Katarran.

	Those cursed; those condemned. Never to know peace. It was their fate, wasn’t it?

	So what would she do now? There was no making amends for any of it. It was too much.

	Was all she could do ride the storm of blood to the end and make good on her old promise?

	Kill everyone who had used, lied to and betrayed her– and her dear brother Konstantin?

	Not the shell he had become– but the man he once was and could have remained–

	Behind her, the door slid open. Norn did not turn to look, she knew who it was.

	“Oh! Goodness! It’s so cold– let me warm you up, dearest master.”

	A fair and slender hand extended past Norn’s chest to the controls on the wall.

	Another cupped one of Norn’s breasts, squeezing. Then the first went to her waist.

	As the water became warmer, a sizeable pair of breasts pressed against her back.

	Red hair fell over her shoulders. A kiss was laid on her cheek.

	“I’m being a good girl today.” Adelheid whispered.

	“Are you?” Norn asked, laughing. She was not surprised at this intrusion.

	Adelheid pulled her in tighter from behind, embracing her even more closely.

	Skin to skin at all points without even a film of water between.

	“You really set me straight. I can barely walk. I will certainly not court your wrath now.”

	Her voice took on a sultry tone as she spoke of what was done to her.

	Norn felt the words in her ears and stiffened between the legs.

	“Who gave you permission to come in here?” Norn said gently.

	“I can be good.” Adelheid whispered. 

	Norn her felt her breathing rise sharply, suddenly.

	“You can be? We’ll just have to see.”

	Norn reached back and took Adelheid’s wrist. 

	Roughly. 

	Pulling it down from her waist.

	“Do I have to do everything myself? Or can you be good?” She said.

	“I can be good.” Her words submissive, distant, almost dream-like.

	Adelheid’s hand, guided halfway, completed the journey herself.

	Cupping Norn’s cock until her fingers dexterously wound around the erect shaft.

	Stroking, warm water between silken skin and warming, rigid flesh.

	Norn shuddered. Laughed. “Maybe you can be good. Show me. You can do it.”

	Fingers sliding up and down Norn’s cock, thumb pausing over the head and pressing.

	Turning the thumbprint over the surface of Norn’s tip, roughly, before sliding back down.

	She grit her teeth. It was exquisite but she would not admit any praise so easily.

	Without request or instruction, Adelheid found the rhythm that made Norn’s hips shudder.

	No smart words left her lips, however. She was being good; she was really a good girl.

	Quiet, compliant, and excellently-behaved– for how long only she knew.

	In this moment, however, it was long enough. Norn groaned and buckled slightly.

	Lost in the rushing shower water, small feed of Norn’s orgasm preceded a strong shudder.

	“Good girl. You really earned it.” Norn said, breathing heavy.

	Hips still shaking gently, her spent dick still twitching in Adelheid’s fingers.

	“Can a good girl get a reward?” Adelheid asked.

	Without word, Norn turned around, meeting Adelheid’s bright eyes.

	Taking in her beauty, the soft, pleading expression on her eyes, the little pout on her lips.

	Norn briefly arranged the bright red hair away from Adelheid’s features.

	Her hands then took Adelheid’s hips and pushed her to the rear wall of the shower.

	Lifting her, so she could lock her legs to Norn’s waist. Pinned against the false tile.

	Just holding her like this was almost enough to get Norn hard again.

	Savoring the weight of physical control. Adelheid was hers without any actual binding.

	Intoxicated with lust, it was Norn’s turn to push close to Adelheid. 

	Roughly, suddenly.

	Kissing her deep. Tongue pushing far into her mouth. 

	Tasting residual bitterness of liquor. Smeared wax and pigment from her makeup.

	Breaking the kiss. Adelheid lifted her head as her neck was lavished with Norn’s attention.

	Her chest tightening, breasts rising and falling with heavy breaths. 

	Her back arching.

	Lower body shuddering and pushing against Norn. 

	Toes curling, eyes shut, teeth clenched.

	“Norn– I love you–” Adelheid said through shuddering gasps.

	Norn made a brief noise as if to quiet her, lifting her just enough more to suck in her breast.

	Beneath the rising warm mist, Norn’s fingers traced her lover’s cunt, up and down.

	Adelheid’s hands tightened against whatever of Norn she could hold in the throes.

	Her rhythm was slower than Adelheid’s hands had been. She was working her up to it.

	“I– I love you so much–” Adelheid whimpered.

	Sharp intake of breath each time Norn ever so briefly brushed her clit.

	“You make me feel like my time is moving.” Norn admitted between hungry kisses.

	Whether Adelheid understood the significance as Norn’s fingers entered her–

	It did not matter; it was all the admission of their love that was needed.

	“You make me feel alive again.” Norn whispered as she took her in closer and harder.

	Close enough to feel each orgasm as if through a shared body, and lose all individual fears.

	

	

	“You’re a lucky one, little miss! Full recovery, and a clean bill of health.”

	“This wouldn’t have happened in the first place if you hadn’t stuck me with weird drugs!”

	“Me? You can’t blame me for that. Doses were administered at your command.”

	“Alright, yeah, it’s my fault, I’m the moron who fucked everything up! Fine! Whatever!”

	“Miss, I think you ought to just celebrate. How about some codeine for the road?”

	Across from the enthusiastic doctor, a young woman averted her gaze. 

	Her beautiful face passively making an indignant scowl. She ran her fingers through her long and fluffy purple hair, wishing that she never had to make any recovery in the first place. A pair of semi-translucent rabbit-like ears with dimly lit vascular lines that curved out from the top of her head twitched as a sign of her growing irritation. She felt like an idiot. It really had all been her fault– and she had to sit around doing nothing for days because of it.

	Stewing in the fact that she had lost control of her emotions and nearly got herself killed.

	In her desperate attempt to kill that enemy pilot, Sonya Shalikova–

	(Whose visage seemed burned into her mind despite never having seen her–)

	–she had overdosed on Psynadium and lost her wits completely.

	Then that creepy pervert Lichtenberg had ordered her to attack while her guard was down.

	In Selene’s mind, in that moment, she swore she had heard Norn give the order to fire.

	It was only after the fact that she realized she had been used and made a fool of.

	Goryk’s Gorge was still a horrid and fresh memory for Selene.

	Now she was in no mood to be friendly or compliant with anyone.

	“Keep your drugs to yourself. Can I go now? Can I be out and about again?”

	On the chair next to the bed, the risible excuse for a “doctor” of the Antenora, Livia Van Der Meer, smiled brightly at her. She raised a clipboard and showed it as if it mattered to her.

	“It’s got Norn’s signature and everything. Selene Anahid, free to go out and about.”

	Selene sighed deeply, stood up off the medbay bed and left the room in a huff.

	Dressed in a wide-neck, ribbed brown sweater that exposed her shoulders and a pair of tight blue pants, Selene wished she had anywhere to go to show herself off. She had dressed for where she wanted to be– anywhere more interesting than these sterile metal halls. At least they were headed for a station soon. Maybe she could have a little adventure in Aachen. In the meantime all she could wish for was for the ship to get attacked so she could deploy and take out days’ worth of her repressed anger on something alive by making it dead.

	Though it was rather unlikely that they would be attacked in photic zone, 500 meters deep.

	Hunter III would see to it that the Leviathans would not bother them.

	So Selene had nothing to do. Or nothing she wanted to do. She was at loose ends.

	Selene walked down to the hangar, the speed of her steps suddenly renewed. She hardly looked at her surroundings, now well-traveled. She hardly felt about them as she crossed them. The Antenora was a ship– and Selene had little opinion on them. Tight metal halls, stately compared to smaller vessels but nothing warm, nothing that felt like a home to her. It was familiar, but from what she knew and what culture she had picked up from external sources, it was not comfortable. 

	She had grown up in the sterile halls of deep abyss Sunlight Foundation laboratories, where all color was trapped in the laboratories of the immortals Euphrates and Tigris. So she was used to being surrounded by metal walls with a low ceiling and close boundaries. Not wanting to become a scientist like her caretakers, and longing for the outside world, she would eventually be given over to the Sovereign Yangtze who needed bodies for hardware testing, and then seconded to Norn, learning to pilot Divers and fight battles, and stepping into the military world that fascinated her as a child.

	Her current gig as the Jadgkaiser’s test pilot helped satisfy her desire to know what else was out in the world. Charmed by stories of soldiers fighting for ambition and power, she had done everything she could to go out to sea. Now she had discovered what was out there– and her enthusiasm dimmed. It had been undeniably fun to use the Jagdkaiser to crush those who stood in Norn’s way. She had never cared about them, never thought twice about killing them and she still did not. To go out to sea, one accepted the possibility of being crushed by the immense pressure. To guarantee safety, one simply had to stay home. 

	They left home; they accepted the consequences.

	But she had not realized how close that knife of judgment was to her own vulnerable throat.

	Sonya Shalikova– was she a real soldier in a way Selene was not? 

	Or even, could not be?

	She shook her head. 

	So much intrusive, annoying philosophy bouncing around in her skull.

	It was boredom, she told herself. She had been so disengaged she was becoming insane.

	Perhaps she should report to Norn, but she did not feel like being obedient.

	Truthfully she felt a bit lonely but she would not let herself admit to that.

	Instead, she wanted to goof off or pick on someone. To find another person to bother.

	With Potomac gone, however, she struggled to think of who she could harass for fun.

	Yurii Samoylovych was way too scary. She might actually get out of hand with Selene.

	Petra Chorniiy was too dense and compliant. She wouldn’t even respond to mockery.

	Hunter III was too stupid. There was no challenge; it got boring very quickly.

	She could get the zombies to do push-ups or form a human pyramid but it was too easy.

	From what she had seen, Adelheid liked being bullied, which was just kind of gross.

	Norn was Norn. She gave back as good as she got and bothering her had consequences.

	“Oh wait. There’s that new mechanic girl.” Selene’s lips warped into an impish grin.

	Her steps regained their confident character as she stepped into the elevator.

	Down in the hangar, much of the mess that Selene remembered before her medical recovery had been cleaned up. The remains of her old Jagdkaiser were gone. The machines once belonging to von Castille and Lichtenberg were also gone. There were three gantries set up in a tidy fashion. Yuri’s Jagd model Diver and Petra’s Volker beside it; and the second version of the Jagdkaiser. Selene looked up as she approached it, looking it over. 

	Her companion through whatever was next.

	Her previous Jagdkaiser had been defined by its shoulders, heavy-set, bearing the mounts for the Options and the thick support attachment necessary for its wicked cannon-arm. Selene had to admit the second version had refined much of the first. Yangtze, with whatever small amount of data she had extracted from Selene’s struggles, had whittled down many unnecessary things– it was as if the new version of the demon had been hatched from cracking the old one like an egg. Slimmer shoulders and limbs and a cockpit with more aggressive angles to its armor. It’s horned head had been ever so slightly-slimmed down. Selene almost thought of gendering this thing female in her head now.

	Slightly widened hips attached to a semi-circle magnetic strip in the rear that now hosted four smaller Options, rather than the big shoulder-mounted type. A smaller backpack with only two traditional jets was supported by four separate, all-inclusive wake-jet pods on the rear shoulder and hips. From what Selene understood, these thrusters took advantage of the fact that the water in the Imbrium Ocean was bizarrely agarthoconductive due to all the agarthic salt now found in it. Therefore they needed no moving parts to generate thrust, just some intricate engineering to accelerate agartho-ionized water through it.

	Perhaps it would move even faster if the water was more contaminated. 

	A macabre fact.

	However, the agarthic weapon embedded into the machine’s arm was nearly unchanged.

	Save for one fact. It had been moved to shoot from the wrist, and a normal hand was added.

	With the removal of the embedded claw in the other arm, Selene could choose a loadout. She could wield rifles and swords instead of the inadequate built-in weapons.

	That might give her a better chance– she almost pondered a “rematch” with Shalikova.

	In reality such a thing was highly unlikely to happen. 

	Selene tried not to think of it further.

	Across the hangar from the Jagdkaiser, there was a woman standing in front of a stitcher.

	Grinning to herself, Selene quietly made her way over.

	When they first met, this individual had stupidly blurted out her real name instead of her code name– Dunja Kalajdžić rather than “Neretva.” She had not endeared herself back then but Selene was in a mood to reevaluate. She had to admit the mechanic was a little bit of a looker. She was just a bit shorter, enough that Selene would use it against her. With her coveralls pulled half-off, exposing the ribbed tanktop she wore beneath, Neretva had slim, lean shoulders and arms with a bit of definition. Her tits were alright, and she had a bit of belly. Her face was okay, slightly round, slightly pretty– wavy brown hair tied into a little nerdy tail, nerdy little glasses on a nerdy little nose. A bit of freckling, big eyes, thin lips. Her Shimii ears were rounded off and fluffy, and her tail was short and bushy.

	Poring over a ferri-stitcher blueprint on a portable while preparing the machine to print.

	“Oh ho, what do we have here? Do you have permission to print little kitty?”

	Selene loomed over her target, bending slightly, putting her chest to Neretva’s back.

	Her grinning face was partially reflected in the touchscreen of the ferristitcher.

	Along with Neretva’s eyes, drawing wide, and the flushing of her cheeks.

	“Oh! Miss Anahid! How– how nice to see you have recovered!”

	Neretva turned around quickly, raising her hands up in defense.

	Selene had not backed away even a centimeter from the meek mechanic.

	“It was inevitable. I am built of stern stuff, you know. So what are you doing here?”

	“I’m– It’s nothing untoward– I have permission from Lord von Fueller–”

	Selene’s eyes narrowed and her grin widened. Neretva could not meet her eyes.

	“Then why are you so nervous? Obviously it’s because you’re hiding something.”

	“Look, see, these are blueprints for Jadgkaiser parts!” Neretva showed Selene her portable.

	There were Stitcher print files for various bits and bobs like specific Jagdkaiser bolts and hydraulics and plates. Selene could not recognize them as coming specifically from the Jagdkaiser but they were labeled as such. Neretva was just loading the templates into the ferristitcher in order to have them available for when she needed to stich up some parts in the future, Selene supposed. Regardless, what she was actually doing did not matter.

	“I’ll let you off the hook this one time.” Selene said. “But you have to grant me one wish.”

	“One wish?” Neretva asked, quavering slightly.

	“Uh huh. I’ll never trust you ever again unless you pass my ultimate test of loyalty.”

	Neretva still could not make eye contact. Even the insides of her ears were turning red.

	“Um– ma’am– miss– is this really–”

	“I know a little magic spell to get your compliance– Dunja Kalajdžić.” Selene whispered.

	Rivers were not supposed to use their real names on Sunlight Foundation business.

	For their protection, and the security of the Foundation too.

	Only the Immortals could be glib about their real names, but they hardly used them, and they were all so old, that even they hardly ever spoke them. For Rivers, regardless of how ridiculous their code names sounded, they were required to use them or risk expulsion and perhaps even the deletion of their memories by Yangtze for breaking their covenant.

	Having fumbled and given out her real name, Neretva looked mortified.

	“Please don’t use that name.” Neretva whispered back. “I’ll do whatever you say!”

	“Good, very good. I like a compliant girl– but you know what I like even better?”

	“I– I don’t know–”

	“I like for my subordinates to look up at me like a goddess. From far, far below my station.”

	It seemed to dawn upon Neretva at that point that she was being toyed with.

	However, all this inspired not determination but a look of helplessness on her face.

	That simply motivated Selene to continue bothering her even more. It was so funny!

	She was such a pathetic wimp! Who even let this loser into the Sunlight Foundation!

	“Don’t worry. It will be merciful. I won’t make you do anything too weird.”

	“What do I need to do?” Neretva sighed.

	“Well, of course, I don’t look monumental enough from this height. You have to get down.”

	Selene pointed at the ground and shook one of her feet.

	Her casual open-toed heels would come in handy for this particular situation.

	Neretva raised her shaking hands, interposing them defensively in front of Selene.

	Selene noticed the clear indentations in her fingers and wrist. Her hands were cybernetic.

	“That’s supposed to be ‘not weird’?! You said it wouldn’t be weird?!” Neretva whimpered.

	Selene turned her cheek and shrugged and pretended to start walking away.

	“I guess I’ll call you ‘Dunja’ from now on. I’ll dox you and find out everything about you.”

	“No– but– I don’t– please, I don’t have any secrets–”

	“Kowtow and kiss my feet and it’ll all go out of my head like it never happened.”

	Neretva’s head was set to spinning, Selene could tell. She grinned viciously.

	She had her wrapped around her finger. She felt like an actual goddess in that moment.

	It was both funny and a bit titillating. She made the perfect choice for whom to bother.

	“It’s not all bad you know. If you become my worshiper I’ll bestow you with blessings.”

	Selene closed in again on Neretva, reaching and caressing a few locks of her hair.

	Neretva suddenly laid her portable on one of the resting arms of the ferristitcher.

	She shut her eyes, bent one knee, and then the other, lowered her head–

	Oh my god! She’s such a little wimp!! I wish I could take a picture!!! Ahahahahaha–!!!!

	Spread her lips, closed them, and sucked one of Selene’s toes–

	WHAT THE HELL–!!!!!!!!

	Selene drew back so suddenly she nearly fell on her arse on the hangar floor.

	Neretva quietly stood back up, face fiercely red, with a look of nervous resignation.

	“Will you trust this useless worshipper and have mercy, miss Selene?” Neretva mumbled.

	There was definitely shame in her voice but that expression–! It did not look ashamed–!

	“W-why, you– you are absolute trash– you gas-sucking vent worm!” Selene grumbled.

	“Oh, you’re not tying them up now. I didn’t know they could emote– that’s really neat.”

	Something caught the mechanic’s attention and seemed to distract her from everything.

	Neretva pointed a heavily shaking finger and nervously flicked one of Selene’s antennae.

	Selene noticed her antennae were twisting up in frustration as she stood and yelled.

	Upon contact with Neretva’s quivering digit the antennae started quaking uncontrollably.

	Immediately Selene grabbed both of her ‘rabbit ears’ and pulled them down to stop them.

	“Don’t touch me! What is your problem? Don’t you have common sense?!” She shouted.

	“I’m– I’m just resigning myself.” Neretva said, clearly nervous. “As your worshipper.”

	Despite shaking and sweating and being unable to hold eye contact– she was so brazen!

	Selene wanted to admonish her further but she realized how childish she must have looked.

	Having her own foul play turned against her and looking like a mess– that too was pathetic!

	She calmed herself down and tried to play along with the outcome of their little game.

	“Hmph! Well. Clearly you know your place under the sole of my foot. I will graciously accept you as my lackey from now on. But you must obey me to the letter! No– improvisations!”

	“Y-yes, m-m-mistress.” Neretva stammered, smiling very slightly.

	That ‘mistress’ entered Selene’s gut like a knife– and pulled down to her groin.

	She averted her own gaze. “Get back to work. I’ll just inspect and make sure.”

	Without a word, the quivering Neretva returned to what she had been doing.

	Among the two of them it was tough to say whose face was redder.

	Selene looked at Neretva’s back as she worked, loading the files into the stitcher. She had the stitcher arms move and make up a framework of a Diver part in order to test that the outside joins were being handled correctly. It was boring– Selene had no idea why the machine had to be calibrated and could not just perfectly replicate the print files. Neretva seemed to know what she was doing, and Selene’s eyes drifted. 

	Down her back, following the tanktop until it cut off at her lower midsection. 

	It was there that Selene noticed, just above Neretva’s tail and buttocks–

	Oops, my finger slipped~

	She ran her hands down a bit metal she saw peeking out from Neretva’s cover-all pants.

	Neretva shuddered slightly and reached back her hand over the piece.

	“Please don’t poke at that, miss Selene.” Neretva said, her voice quivering a little again.

	“What is it? Are you a weird cyborg like Hudson is? You apprenticed under her right?”

	“I’m not a ‘weird cyborg’ no– but master Hudson did help me by installing these for me.”

	Neretva left her portable on a stitcher arm and once again turned to Selene.

	She knelt down and for a moment Selene thought she might attack her toes again–

	–instead Neretva pulled up her pants sleeve enough to show Selene a bit of her leg.

	Attached to her flesh and maybe even to the bone was a thin exoskeletal metal part.

	Selene had seen this category of enhancement before in the media and in stories.

	Sometimes workers would receive augmentations such as these. To let them lift heavier loads or to be able to work as hard once they grew older and weaker. Compared to how advanced internal cybernetics had gotten, allowing people who could afford it to get muscle replacements and even internal hydraulic boosters, exoskeletal work prosthesis like Neretva’s were quite simple. Selene wondered why a cybernetics freak like Hudson would perform such simple work. Did Neretva not want to follow in her footsteps?

	“I have a condition– I have to work harder to move my legs.” Neretva said in a low voice.

	“Oh! Is that so? And the exo’s hydraulics help get your legs going?”

	“Indeed. It’s really helped my quality of life a lot. I can’t thank master Hudson enough.”

	Selene momentarily felt a bit rotten to have been picking on a girl with a condition.

	She disabused herself of that notion pretty quickly– she didn’t want to dwell on it.

	If it had been her she wouldn’t have wanted anyone’s weak pity like that.

	“Miss Selene, you were raised by masters Euphrates and Tigris, is that correct?”

	“Uh huh. ‘Raised’ is giving them too much credit though. Those two hags just made sure I hadn’t died and periodically gave me stuff to read and watch and whatever. Tigris was always busy with some stupid invention and any time Euphrates caught sight of me she would just give me an annoying lecture. Both of them annoyed me so much growing up.”

	“That sounds about right.” Neretva smiled. “I was raised by master Hudson.”

	“Ah, I see. So you’re like her daughter or something.”

	“Do you count yourself Euphrates and Tigris’ daughter?”

	“What? No? Of course not? Fuck no? Not in a million years?”

	Neretva laughed a little bit. “I wish I was as energetic as you.” Her voice trembled again.

	Selene gave her hair a haughty toss, feeling self-satisfied to have received praised.

	“How come I didn’t see you around?” She asked.

	“Because– I wasn’t around– I suppose?” Neretva was getting stuck on her words again.

	“Uh huh. I guess I didn’t see Hudson around much either.” Selene said.

	“And I never saw masters Euphrates and Tigris much.” Neretva said. “Especially recently.”

	“You’ll have to specify what ‘recent’ means.” Selene said, grinning. “With Euphrates and Tigris, ‘recent’ is like 200 years ago. It’s a word that doesn’t mean anything to me anymore.”

	“I’m not Immortal.” Neretva said bashfully. “So I guess I mean, in the past year?”

	“They’ve been busy. Plus they all hate each other now, so you’ll never see them again.”

	“I really hope that isn’t the case.” Neretva said nervously. “I admired them all a lot.”

	“What’s there to admire? They’re a bunch of insane hags all stuck in their own ways.”

	Neretva looked upset for once. “Those ‘hags’ are doing more for humanity than anyone.”

	“What’s with that tone? Am I getting under your skin? Want to go under the heel again?”

	Selene leaned forward into the confrontation. Neretva just sighed and turned around.

	Trembling again. Selene only briefly saw something in her. A tiny flash of red aura.

	“Fine. Keep up the good work, Neretva. I’ll be watching.” Selene said sharply.

	Turning on her heel and putting her back to the mechanic without a further word.

	There was a sharp pain in the center of her forehead. Not from psionics or anything–

	Just frustration and a bolt of self-loathing that were fogging her mind up.

	Ugh, that wasn’t fun at all. What am I fucking doing? Why didn’t I just talk to her normally?

	It was all so childish but– wasn’t it at least supposed to be funny? It was funny, right?

	If she could not even convince herself of that then what the hell was she doing?

	At that moment she felt so low she just wanted to hide in her room and never leave it.

	Maybe she should have just taken the codeine from that insane pusher upstairs.

	“I’ll come out when Norn needs me. To hell with all of this, I’m done. I’m done!”

	It was being cooped up in here that was driving her insane. It was the noise and the people and how irritating everything was to her. It was lack of sleep. It was a knock to the head. It was bad food and being bored. It was her genes being too superior yet not at all.

	As many excuses as she could come up with stacked together to make sense of things.

	Selene felt lonely and lost and purposeless and like it was impossible not to feel that way.

	And that was the last thing she would ever admit.

	So she slunk off to her room and sulked for as long as she could get away with.

	Eventually someone would need her again and she would have a reason to exist again.

	

	

	“Hah hah! Helm-hominin, 50 disagrees to the farboard! 60 disagrees! Fire all big ones!”

	In the Captain’s chair sat a short and somewhat skinny woman, girlish in features, quite pale, the only color on her a blue stripe in her hair. Dressed in a big black hood, a smooth, rubbery-looking tail swinging behind her. She pointed dramatically at the screen. It was known that she could barely read and thus barely understand the Imbrian scrawls all over the map in front of her but it did not matter. Because she could barely tell if anyone was listening either, and therefore they all had orders not to. However, she looked like she was amused.

	“Captain Hunter III! The ancient navigator scourin’ the world for meat and shinies!”

	“I’m curious, what is more important, my dear Hunter III: meat or shinies?”

	“Huh? What kinda question is that? Meat of course! But imagine eatin’ a load of meat while also bein’ all covered in the best shinies. You’d be like a king or somethin’! King Hunter III! That’s what she said it’d be like anyways– it was never like that for poor ol’ Hunter III–!”

	Hunter III started moping in an exaggerated fashion until she seemed to realize–

	She turned sharply in her chair to find Norn standing next to her with a grin.

	Dressed in a long-sleeved red and yellow shirt with a deeply plunging neckline, flattering her humble cleavage, and a pair of pants; along with the Fueller family coat, blue and green with an abstract etching of an old semiconductor die, trailing veins of color and gold. Her blond hair done up in a simple ponytail, her imperious, beautiful face contorted into a sneer.

	“I think you’ve eaten too much. It’s made you far too chipper.” Norn said, amused.

	“This’s how Hunter III is s’posed to be!” Hunter III shouted. “I was dyin’ t’death before!”

	“You had a delicious cut of steer not that long ago.”

	“So? Do you hominin ever just eat somethin’ tasty once and then stop forever?”

	Grumbling complaints, Hunter III vacated the Captain’s chair.

	She sat against the rear wall of the bridge with her arms crossed, hood pulled up, sulking.

	“You’d be happier if you learned to enjoy the jerky and sausages you eat every day.”

	As always following behind Norn was the adjutant, Adelheid van Mueller. 

	Black sheep of the number two aristocratic family in the Empire, the Muellers, staunchest supporters of the Fueller family. Once upon a time they were critical to providing food supplies for the Fueller war effort against the Nocht loyalists, and by that opportunity propelled themselves to the heights of the new Fueller-led aristocracy.

	Adelheid had absolutely no trace of a farm girl in her appearance, however. 

	Even while dressed in military garb she gave off an air of a high society fashionista, beautiful and exactingly confident and a bit aloof, as if only that which interested her could be allowed to exist around her. Her very red hair falling over her shoulders, her fair skin and youthful features, the tiny amount of faint freckles near her nose, and her piercing eyes, lent her an intense but girlish beauty that was the platonic ideal of a noble lady. On her body, the tight, flattering gray uniform coat and skirt, along with the covering bodysuit that she wore, long sleeved and high-necked– all of it looked as if it had color, owing to her radiance.

	One could not look too long, however– this princess was the property of a jealous dragon.

	With a self-assured little smile on her red lips, she took her seat beside Norn on the bridge.

	“Situation report.” Norn asked. “Where are we now, and how far are we to Aachen?”

	On command the drones that worked on the bridge began their reports.

	Norn went over what had transpired in her own mind too.

	The Antenora had a rocky start to its nominal mission, assigned a few months ago by the crown Prince Erich von Fueller as the Empire underwent its collapse. They were meant to have been collecting test and R&D data for a next generation Diver known as the Jagdkaiser, the mass production of which would give instant superiority to the Fueller faction. 

	For this reason, Norn left the Palatine on her flagship, taking it first into the Photic zone. Selene proved quite adequate in slaughtering Leviathans and avoiding the Agarthic weather in the Jagdkaiser, so the testing returned to the aphotic zone, where Norn was met with a lot of unexpected business in Sverland. Avoiding a trap by a traitorous officer in the Serrano region; meeting up with a dear subordinate near Goryk’s Gorge and assisting her in attempting to recover Elena von Fueller, thought dead in the Vogelheim disaster.

	Norn had refused to fight personally during this second skirmish, not wanting Gertrude to receive too much of a reward for her pathetic begging; but even despite this she had to admit that the Antenora had met something of its match in the mysterious Pandora’s Box, a mercenary ship that had taken in Elena von Fueller. Despite Gertrude Lichtenberg’s protestations, Norn let them escape to their own fortunes, and cast out her old student, having graduated ignominiously as one of Norn’s many repeated failures to cultivate a young conqueror’s ambitions. Now, Gertrude was possibly dead in the deep abyss, or possibly awakening to her true potential, who knew; Norn and her remaining troops meanwhile headed for Aachen, a city at the crossroads between Rhinea and the Palatine heartland, separated only by the Great Ayre Reach just beyond the Aachen Massif.

	They had collected and sent enough data that Yangtze had already refined the Jagdkaiser into a second version for them to test. Mass production was nowhere near possible, as the Options representing the machine’s most practical offensive potential were not able to be ferristitched just yet. Another part, the most radical part of the machine’s arsenal, could also not be mass produced yet– the exotic cannon arm containing a taboo agarthic weapon. Judging by the number of cartridges given to Norn in her last supply rendezvous, Yangtze wanted much more data on this weapon specifically in future rounds of testing.

	Norn, meanwhile, wanted to rip Yangtze open and strangle her with her own intestines.

	For the moment, what was she actually, officially doing was a resupply and retrofit mission.

	The Antenora had been banged up, and Aachen was a place where it could receive attention that was prompt, reliable and inconspicuous. There was a faction of the Shipbuilders Guild in Aachen who supported the Fuellers, rather than the liberal trade unionists, the constellation of leftists, or the fascist breakaway government of the Volkisch Movement. With their support, the Antenora could park in Stockheim and receive everything that it needed, while Norn took a break. Adelheid was somewhat excited– Aachen was a city, and she had been out at sea for so long. She also had friends in Aachen, and Norn had friends too. 

	They could catch up, make some social calls.

	However, what the Antenora was officially doing did not matter much to Norn.

	It was just a smokescreen as she thought seriously about what she was doing anymore.

	Defeat at the hands of the Pandora’s Box, and the tragic condition of Gertrude Lichtenberg, had provoked in Norn something she was unused to– serious personal introspection.

	Those stupid dreams featuring her old oathsworn brother, whom she had betrayed–

	That did not help matters either. Not that she felt much actual guilt over it.

	What she felt was worse than guilt– more complicated and less difficult to describe.

	Sitting in the chair, wearing the coat of the Fueller family, as its nominal head.

	His coat– that she both helped him attain, helped him turn into a symbol of power–

	–and watched him squander the splendor of its colors, before she stole them from him.

	Norn was starting to feel a weight of responsibility– and the long trail of her own actions.

	Even if she, personally, was an invincible body that could hardly be challenged.

	Her world and the things she held dear were deeply vulnerable. 

	To enemies; to herself.

	To their own flawed selves–

	Her uncharacteristically brooding thoughts inspired curiosity in her adjutant and lover.

	“Norn? Was the sitrep too boring? Would you like a massage?” Adelheid asked sweetly.

	“No, I’m fine. Later.” Norn said. “I’m just thinking about what we will do at Aachen.”

	It was not like Norn to lie, but she had no qualms about withholding information.

	Especially where it concerned her emotional self.

	“Don’t worry– as your adjutant, I will make sure your social calendar is well stocked.”

	Adelheid winked at Norn and laid her hand over the back of Norn’s own hand.

	Her fingernails scratched gently up and down over skin. Like a mildly rambunctious cat.

	“I’ll leave it up to you then. You said you had a friend there, right?” Norn asked.

	“Yes, an old classmate from Luxembourg School for Girls. Do you follow pop music?”

	“I would not even know where to start following it, Adelheid.”

	“I should have realized.” Adelheid shrugged. “That’s your old and unfashionable charm.”

	Norn grunted. “You’re already done being ‘good’ even by your own warped definition?”

	“Anyway– she’s made a tidy career as a singer.” Adelheid smiled, ignoring her. “Number one hits, magazine covers and even TV shows, all the glitz and glamour denied to me. Not that you would know. Not only that, she is getting married, unlike me, to the son of a bigshot family in Aachen that basically own the place. Maybe if we catch up at Aachen she might make me her bridesmaid, and I can experience second-hand what I will never have.”

	Norn felt like every couple of words a knife was being thrown directly at her chest.

	“You’ll experience first-hand the back of my hand if you keep throwing jabs at me.”

	Adelheid put on an expression of utterly false and mocking contrition.

	As if the slap had been delivered and she mischievously enjoyed it while feigning shame.

	“Adelheid, I have a question for you. Use your brain for this one. I’m serious.”

	“Oh, we’re done playing so soon? Boo. How boring.”

	“Adelheid.”

	“What is it?” Adelheid said, putting on a disinterested expression.

	“Give me your honest assessment,” Norn began, “about the state of the civil war.”

	Though she hardly ever showed it, Adelheid was actually a competent adjutant.

	“Oh, it really is serious time, huh? You know, I have been thinking about it too.”

	“Don’t you think it’s too quiet? It’s been months since the Emperor passed.” Norn asked.

	Adelheid nodded her head. 

	“Indeed. Only Rhinea has made a big move to subsume another state; the Royal Alliance set up in their geographic neighborhood so they had no choice but to come to blows. So far none of the other competitors have started any outright shooting wars. There’s even still some inter-duchy commerce happening with all of the sides overlooking it.”

	“Why do you think that is? Use your foreign policy brain. I need real analysis here.”

	“You don’t have to tell me what brain to use, I’m not a bimbo like you think I am.” Adelheid said, now her turn to be aggrieved at the insults. She recollected herself and put out her hypothesis in a serious and even tone of voice. “If I had to hazard a guess– I think that the internal situations of the states are all worse than we think. Even the Union made a modest move with their invasion of Serrano, but from the news we gathered while leaving, it seems they haven’t capitalized further, even though the Volkisch are a mess right now. The Prince is being cautious even though his military forces are the qualitative best; and Veka, with a similarly strong military, is trying to focus on diplomacy instead. I think that politically they are too shaky for all-out war. They might risk creating opportunities for internal rivals.”

	“That’s an interesting assessment. I think you’re right.” Norn said. “Honestly I don’t know what’s going on in Erich’s head– I advised him that he needed to attack Bosporus and Buren quickly to absorb their resources. But I’m not there with him. I’ve never been part of the Grand Western Fleet. I have no insight into its internal culture. He might be struggling to clean the ranks. There was a lot of corruption in the Navy. Maybe even in his fleet.”

	“To think you’re being so distant with your nephew, who is now practically your son–”

	“When you’re helping raise a child, you must give them room to resolve their own issues.”

	“Right. I thought you’d say something like that.” Adelheid said, rolling her eyes.

	“I’m not done picking your brain.” Norn said. “You know more about the duchies than I.”

	Adelheid shrugged. “I had to study foreign policy when I was the Mueller heiress.”

	“How do you think these ‘internal problems’ might manifest in the competitor states?”

	Adelheid brought her fingers as if to count them. “Let me see. I think– Buren’s nationalist revolution will need to be sure the old loyalist elements are fully suppressed; Veka has a strong and young officer cadre full of ambition that might need to be contained; Solcea is a theocracy, which has never been tried in the Imbrium, so I don’t know if they have the bureaucratic experience needed to keep the trams running; the anarchists in Bosporus are a mess because anarchist ‘government’ simply can’t work; Volgia can’t hide behind the ice wall forever, and the ice queen has the greatest variety of grudging subjects under her wing; The Palatine is less resource-rich than it used to be and all the social climbers in the aristocracy were located there before the split. I don’t know anything much about the Union, but I suspect they have the same problems everyone else does with ambitious officers, social climbers in government, ethnic grudges, economic constraints, and so on.”

	As for Rhinea, they had already seen the problems in action. Same with the Royal Alliance.

	It was a very apt assessment, befitting a woman who wished to serve the Praetorian.

	Such a strange situation, where the Antenora’s skirmish with the Pandora’s Box might still merit a mention in the annals of history– because there were so few other battles in the dissolution of the Imbrian Empire that were worth mentioning so far. 

	It was impossible for there to be peace and unity among the fractured states, each was too ambitious to ever accept any of the others. But so far, most of them avoided immediately attacking and seizing their neighbors. While there might be skirmishing that Norn simply did not know about, if there were more all-out wars, she would have known.

	Especially if those wars were being personally ordered by Erich von Fueller himself.

	“It does feel like we’re, somehow, still in the calm before the storm.” Norn said.

	“I don’t know whether anything will happen.” Adelheid said. “But something might.”

	Norn sighed. Oh, to what depths Konstantin’s project of peace and order had fallen.

	“At least Elena might be safe now– I suppose I fulfilled that promise.” She mumbled.

	“What was that? Are you done quizzing me on things you ought to know now?”

	Adelheid put on a fox-like grin again. Norn shot her a sharp look that made her shudder.

	“Distributing some of my thinking is the role of my adjutant. And she does it well.”

	Norn smiled. Adelheid looked surprised to have received praise while being a bitch.

	It shut down her ability to respond with a snide remark and led her to sit quietly contented.

	“Boring hominin junk! Who cares! Kill each other already and let Hunter III feast!”

	From behind them, their little navigator heckled, clicked her tongue and slapped her tail.

	“You’re always welcome to try to eat me, Hunter III. But you know what’s good for you.”

	Hunter III quieted for a moment at Norn’s response. Her little brain must have been ticking.

	“Eh– y’all bony and gross anyway. Easier to sit here and earn good meat.” She mumbled.

	

	

	Selene laid on her bed, her back partially to the wall, propped up on a pillow.

	Kicking her bare feet every so often as she read a magazine on a portable.

	Swiping through pages full of fashion tips for young women; step by step guides to wearing some complicated outfits that required body glue or tape to pull off; makeup tutorials; reviews of the latest accessories and lingerie from the top brands. Gossip columns and celebrity talk and upcoming concerts from hot bands. It was typical for a Rhinean magazine, there were a lot of blonds even skinnier than Selene and with much flatter asses with super high cheekbones and little button noses– but she never expected to see a vat-grown intersex thing like herself in a magazine anyway. Still she read the magazine, and she thought about going on a shopping spree in Aachen, getting all the new pigments and buying up a dozen hypermodern vinyl tops and synthesilk pants and tiny lacy panties to feel sexy.

	“Maybe I can bribe that buffoon Hunter III with some meat to carry all my stuff.”

	Selene put the portable to her chest and laid on her side, thinking about things.

	Like the girlhood she was only really getting to experience now– in a warped way.

	Adelheid’s glitzy pop girlie magazines were an object of aspiration Selene would have never admitted to if she was asked. But even the clothes she was wearing presently, with her exposed shoulders and tight pants, had come out of a book like that. Selene imagined herself sometimes as a celebrity. What if she had been born with a namesake and family in the Imbrian Empire? She could have been anyone. She could have been a big name. And she dreamed that all of the eyes of the world could focus on her– she had the beauty for it, and she was incisive, quick-witted, and she was good at reading people thanks to psionics.

	Even outside the impossible fantasies, however, fashion had a certain allure.

	She rarely dressed up, but she wondered why she did not do it more– 

	it made her feel–

	Human.

	“Whatever. I’m actually the superior being, it’s all of them who are wrong.”

	Right?

	Selene idly reached out her hand to the drawer under her bed.

	Producing again the cylinder of katov mass she kept hidden from everyone.

	Popping it open, she induced it to become a caterpillar that crawled along her arm.

	Red and shiny like slick living wax. Moving with electrically-induced purpose.

	Mindless, soulless, lifeless, an imitation of life– 

	like herself–?

	Selene shut her eyes and grit her teeth, the intrusive thought striking her like lightning.

	Then she nearly jumped when there was a physical knock on the door.

	“Selene. Are you decent? Get yourself up and come out here.” 

	Norn’s voice, undeniably.

	Nearly spilled the red matter and nearly dropping her canister.

	Quickly, she disassembled the red creature born of her whim and hid the canister again.

	She stood up from the bed, put on her synthestitched heels and made her way to the door.

	Opening it and finding herself immediately face to face with Norn, crossing her arms.

	“What is it? You said I didn’t have to be alert during this trip.” Selene grumbled.

	“That’s a really cute sweater. Are you proud of your shoulders?” Norn said.

	“Uh huh, my shoulders are flawless, my face is angelic, my dick is sublime.” Selene joked.

	“Who taught you to be this crude? Euphrates was never like this.” Norn sighed.

	“What do you want already?” Selene said, leaning impatiently between the hall and door.

	Norn leaned closer to her with a vicious little grin on her face.

	“I thought you were just being a little shit for no reason, but it looks like you really forgot. I told you as soon as you recovered that I would put you through hell. It’s time for your training. Luckily for you, it’ll be hell for your brain, not your shoulders or your dick.”

	Selene’s eyes drew wide.

	She had completely forgotten that Norn had promised to train her.

	Suddenly her heart was soaring.

	Norn was going to train her? She would learn psionics from a powerful Apostle?

	Her head filled with an all-consuming delusion.

	Selene told herself, if she could ace the training in the first day without Norn’s help–

	–she would prove her great power and intrinsic superiority.

	How difficult could it be? Selene was already well versed in using psionics.

	“Sorry Norn! I forgot! But I’ll be right down!” She said.

	“You’ll be down right now. You don’t need to change clothes.” Norn said.

	She gestured for Selene to follow her down the hall.

	Without a word, Selene trailed obediently, down the hall with the officer’s quarters.

	Norn stopped near the end of the hall and gestured for a side door.

	Inside, was a meeting room that had been repurposed as storage for unused gym equipment. When the gym was damaged during the Goryk excursion, flood mitigation prevented the total destruction of the pod– some things survived and were stored. In addition, there were some leftover gym supplies that had lived in a corner here.

	Dumbbells and disassembled machines and piles of rubber exercise mats.

	In the center of the room, one mat and one piece of equipment had been laid out.

	“I didn’t know I was going to get messy. I’d rather not in my nice sexy sweater.”

	“You won’t be lifting weights the traditional way, so don’t worry.”

	Norn’s eyes looked over Selene briefly and settled on her loose antennae.

	“You’re not pinning down your rabbit ears anymore?” She asked, smiling.

	“Yeah what about it? And don’t call them rabbit ears.” Selene said, turning her cheek.

	Her rainbow-veined ‘rabbit ears’ stood up straight with a slight irritated twitch.

	“I just think it’s nice. They are a unique charm point for you.” Norn said.

	Selene made a face. “Gross. I’m gonna hack them off with a rescue axe now.”

	“Tch. Colicky child. There’s no winning with you is there?”

	Though Selene took umbrage to being called a child, she did not push her luck.

	Norn gestured toward the equipment laid out in the middle of the mess. 

	There was a round base holding up a vertical metal weight bar. Circular weights were stacked on the pole near the base, each with a hole in the center. There were four such weights, each five kilograms. More weights were laid next to the pole, ready to be dropped on top of the rest. Selene stared at the pole and the weights, suppressing an urge to kick it over.

	“Use kinesis to lift those weights.” Norn said. “If you send them flying, that’s a demerit. If you knock over the pole, that’s a demerit. If you hit me with anything– even worse. For each demerit on your psionic fitness journey, you owe me 20 physical push-ups on the mat.”

	Selene shuddered. She stared at the weights, mildly annoyed at the test and consequences.

	What kind of stupid training was this? Did Norn think she could flex her brain?

	Bored, Selene lifted a hand and waved at the weights.

	Near effortlessly, with nary a thought, the weights lifted from the base to the tip of the pole.

	Just enough not to have the holes in the weights actually clear the pole.

	She then let the weights drop back to the base with a loud clang.

	With an emotionless expression on her face she turned back to Norn for feedback.

	“Of course you can do that.” Norn said. “Don’t get too smug yet.”

	Norn went around the pole, picked up more weights and dropped them on.

	“Again.”

	Thirty kilograms.

	Selene lifted them up as easily as before. She did not even move her hand. Psionics was the power of the mind and human emotions. It was not strictly necessary to move any part of one’s body to perform psionics; however, Selene found that pointing at the object to be moved, or making a gesture at it, or even shouting at it, helped the power along.

	In this case, however, she did not even need to make a noise or do anything.

	Responding to the continuing lack of challenge, Norn dropped in even more round weights.

	Sixty kilograms. Double what was on the pole before.

	“Again.” Norn said.

	Selene felt the slightest bit of intimidation.

	Not because she could not lift them. Rather, she wanted to show off.

	Thirty kilograms was like a throwing a kid around. Sixty was like a whole supermodel.

	She could lift it, but she could not lift it effortlessly and she wanted it to be effortless!

	At first she tried to lift the weights without any gestures or noises like she wanted.

	However, she immediately felt the slightest pang of irritation in the back of her head.

	That seed of doubt made them heavier– she had to correct herself.

	Teeth clenched, she stretched out her hand and beckoned the weights with it.

	Perhaps, if the thought, ‘these weights may be too heavy to lift easily’, had never entered into her brain, she would have been able to lift them easily. Psionics was tricky in that way, Selene knew this– the slightest frustration could suddenly associate a simple task with difficulty, and thus make it more difficult in the process. A self-fulfilling cognitive prophecy. Utmost confidence and belief equated to a perfect expression of power, and any sewing of doubt could conversely snowball into a spiraling loss of control over her mind.

	“What’s the matter? Is that it? Sixty kilograms and you’re raring to kiss the mat?”

	Selene centered herself, and ignored Norn.

	As before the weights rose up to the top of the pole.

	Then Selene let them drop and they hit the base with an even louder clanging.

	She looked to Norn for feedback–

	Norn suddenly tipped over the pole. The weights at the base slid off and into the wall.

	From the mess of reserve gym equipment, Norn produced a different set of weights.

	Effortlessly carrying the stack in her hands. These were each heavier than before.

	Instead of five kilograms per weight, each disc was now twenty kilograms.

	And Norn five four of them into the barbell. A hundred kilograms.

	That was just a barbell or two under Potomac’s weight. A large or plush human adult.

	“Again.” Norn said calmly, still watching inexpressibly from the sidelines.

	Selene looked at the barbells with a growing apprehension.

	Then– she had a very silly idea that could potentially work to skip the whole business.

	Clapping her hands together close to her chest, shutting her eyes and concentrating.

	Straining to hear– that impossible voice of aetheric power that rang in certain individuals.

	Saint’s Skin: Anoint!

	From Selene’s body, waves of blue aura washed gently over the surroundings.

	According to Euphrates, Saint’s Skin could not directly pierce the aura of another person, but it could influence the ambient aura in order to alter properties or concepts found in the environment and objects. Blue aura represented peace and calm and rest, but it could also represent lightness, and ease. With a strong enough will behind it, with enough concentration, and with enough desire, it could make a person move faster or feel lighter on their feet. In that moment, Selene concentrated strongly on the idea of a sheet of the thinnest paper or plastic, spilled from atop a stack and floating in the air, not quick to land, so light that it caressed even the air with its gentle, near weightless form.

	She recalled Euphrates’ desk, littered in papers, sheets of plastic, micro-LCDs–

	Blown as if on a strong wind, flying this way and that, their gentle swaying–

	Then she opened her eyes, and instantly lifted the weights, now as insubstantial as paper–

	“Nice try. But that’s cheating. King’s Gaze.”

	Norn’s voice sounded as if it came from all directions at once.

	In the blink of an eye the colors shifted as if the room had never been bathed in blue.

	Waves of green anxiety and disquiet overcame Selene in an instant.

	Suddenly the weights were even heavier than 100 kg, even heavier than 200 kg.

	They were an impossible boulder by lifted up an endless mountain by a despairing wretch.

	When they dropped back down Selene thought the clang would split her brain in half.

	She knelt holding her head, gritting her teeth, nearly weeping. Overwhelmed with pain.

	How unfair of Norn! To so thoughtlessly display her power to Selene that way!

	Selene almost wanted to throw something at her– but that would have been trouble.

	“Don’t look at me with such resentment. I am glad you have this sort of power but it is besides the point.” Norn said. “It was very clever of you to try to alter the conception of the weights themselves in order to lift them more easily but I am looking for something else. I want to see you crash into a wall stubbornly. I want to push you to your limits. You’ve only just begun to experience what it is like to fail, to be defeated, to experience falling short. Euphrates coddled you too much. You need to learn to deal with pain.”

	Norn lifted another 20 kg from the mat, gesturing with her hand for it to drop on the rest.

	“Psionics is not limited by imagination. It is limited by pain. Lift the weights again.”

	Selene, wordlessly angry, her entire body shaking, lifted herself up from the ground.

	Breathing in deep, she focused on the pile of weights again.

	One hundred and twenty kilograms, now heavier than Potomac or any human Selene knew.

	With both hands out, she bent her knees, pushed out her back and then rose suddenly.

	That motion, of lifting with her legs, gave her the boost in confidence she needed.

	Her mind evoked a brief rushing of great power over the weights.

	All of the metal discs lifted from the base to the tip for a second and then fell again.

	Selene resumed a comfortable posture, sighing and breathing heavily.

	“Fantastic. See? When you shut up and stop complaining you can set your mind to things.”

	Norn then easily dropped another disc of weight onto the pile. “Again.”

	“So the point of this is to hurt me?!” Selene said, unable to contain the anger in her voice.

	“No, the point of this is for you to work through the pain.” Norn said calmly.

	“What the hell is that for? What does that do for me? Will I get stronger?” Selene said.

	Norn turned from the bar and weights and stepped closer–

	Selene flinched, thinking Norn might beat her like she beat Gertrude Lichtenberg–

	But Norn instead laid a hand on her bare shoulder and squeezed gently.

	“You will gain something that you currently lack.” Norn said.

	Selene averted her gaze. “You think that cryptic shit works on me?”

	“Then I’ll be blunt. You’ll learn what it is like to live; and I hope you will want to live.”

	“How the hell do I learn that from lifting weights until my brain melts down.”

	Selene hated that she actually understood Norn’s intentions.

	All of the times she had been challenged and even hurt on the Antenora were new to Selene.

	She had never known struggle. So it was easy to throw a tantrum when anything was hard.

	“You are too sheltered. This is the real world. For the entire rest of the human race, Selene, they are beaten down to the floor, have their cry about the pain they are wracked with, and are then faced with however many more days, weeks, years, of more suffering ahead of them. But they continue walking forward because every new day presents them with an opportunity. It is that determination to live which you lack, and the pilot of that Union mecha must possess in spades. She struggled; compared to her, you know nothing.”

	Selene met Norn’s eyes, her own filling with tears. Norn had a strangely soft expression.

	“My greatest fear for you, Selene, is that you will actually give up. Completely. Someday.”

	Norn lifted her hand and brought it back down, giving Selene a few soft pats on her skin.

	In that moment, Selene could not deny that she had considered throwing her life away.

	At Goryk’s Gorge, if it would have killed Sonya Shalikova, she would have given her life.

	To have killed all of the enemies and completed her mission, at the cost of everything.

	That was the fate of a soldier was it not? To die, to cease existing; now a shadow of glory.

	Shining in memory and blasted apart in the physical world. Soldiers did not survive battles.

	Because the thought of living with the ignominy, the pain, of failure– was too much.

	Here she was– living, still, knowing that she was not perfect, nor destined for perfection.

	Having achieved no glory and awarded no commemorations. Perhaps she should have died.

	Living with failure, living after defeat– it felt so hollow, that maybe she did want to die.

	Born without a past, struggling in the present, no hope of a future–

	“Take a moment to breathe, center yourself, and then give that bar everything you have.”

	Norn stepped away from Selene and resumed her cold watch over the bar and its weights.

	“Your new target is one hundred and forty kilograms. Again.” She said.

	Selene stared glumly at the bar and its ever-increasing number of weights.

	Sighing, she gestured with her hands towards it.

	There was a brief slashing pain in her head, like the barest contact of a blade on her brains.

	For a moment, the weights stirred, but they barely lifted.

	Fresh tears drew from Selene’s eyes. Even her arms had started feeling a bit sore.

	Psychosomatic– her body was not immune to the ravages of her mind–

	“You can do this Selene.” Norn said. “Think about what you want; your next step.”

	Was this truly how Sonya Shalikova must have felt?

	Had she lost herself and felt beaten down by hopelessness– and still continued on?

	Pushing herself past her limits with everything she had, refusing to give up?

	Selene recalled suddenly– during their skirmish at Goryk’s Gorge–

	When that saw blade was just about to stop, failing to penetrate the Jagdkaiser’s armor–

	I want to save you. Had she truly heard that voice? Followed by something impossible?

	Words that had brought about her defeat, and Shalikova’s miracle, her hope for a new day.

	Breathing deep, Selene restored her posture. Arms tight and close, chest straight.

	Poring over Norn’s words like water over rock. Eroding into her stream of consciousness.

	Out in the world, if ordinary people living their lives had to feel this pain every day–

	And if every day just heaped even more pain on them as they struggled forward–

	Then any given instant of pain, any second– was nothing compared to those lifetimes.

	Divided, taken apart, each of those setbacks was fleeting in the fullness of a life lived.

	Drops of water in a vast ocean that continued to move in its currents even in a dying Aer.

	Like these weights– together 140 kg but apart each 20 kg that a single human could lift.

	Selene amid the current and part of it; buoyed by the inertia of a still-living humanity.

	And that current of her mental strength washed over the weights and lifted them up.

	Holding them so the highest weight up was just about to rise over the pole.

	Not falling, not stirring, lifted them as if effortlessly, without raising even a finger.

	There she held them, for five seconds, ten, twenty, forty, as Norn watched silently.

	Even as the pain of her exertions began to build in Selene’s mind, she held firm.

	All of those instants were droplets of water in the vast ocean, in the rushing current.

	They were nothing. By merely waiting, each moment was gone, and there was another.

	Her hands started shaking. Blood began to trickle out of her nose. Her eye twitched.

	“That’s enough.” Norn said. “You seem to understand something now. Congratulations.”

	Selene eased up.

	At once, the weights smashed onto the base one after another in a series of loud clangs.

	Her lungs struggled for breath. Her throat was raw. She smelled and tasted iron.

	Running her hand over her lips, and seeing her red fingers dripping with blood.

	She put on a haughty grin even as her whole body ached and her knees shook.

	“That was nothing to me.” She said. “You underestimate me constantly. I’m perfect.”

	Norn grinned back at Selene’s renewed arrogance.

	Before casually dropping another 20 kg weight on the bar with another loud clang.

	Selene’s eyes drew wide. Incredulous. Hardly in control of her expression, nearly laughing.

	“Clean up. I’ll bring you food and a drink. Then we go again.” Norn said, almost cheerful.

	

	

	“Hey, big beak– how do the currents feel out there, huh?”

	Hunter III’s mind reached out into the waters around the ship.

	Below the Antenora, a Leviathan had been warded off by Hunter III, but it continued to follow the Antenora for some time. It was about the size of the smaller ships the Hominin used– Norn would have called it a ‘Cutter’. A cylindrical body with four hydrojets led, trailed by several dangling arms that surrounded an enormous vibro-cavitating beak. 

	Two remora-like Leviathan “drones” attached to its main body and provided support fire from the needle launchers on their own backs. Hunter III realized that it was not out of malice that the big beak had followed them, but a burgeoning curiosity about the world– a spark of something that, if it survived, might create a miracle for it.

	A miracle that was denied to Hunter III– stolen from her. Stolen, to then be given, as a gift of beautiful, powerful chains that warped her completely. Her circumstances made her curious about the creature. She began to reach out to it psionically, probing it. 

	Waiting for a response. Soon she received it.

	It is a soft current. It is a difficult current. It cries. Its sings. It is hungry. It is satiated.

	Hunter III understood implicitly the response she had been given by the creature.

	Just sitting in the back of the Antenora’s bridge, she could hold something of a dialog.

	Neither of them were truly saying words as the Imbrians understood them, but they could communicate emotions even through the metal armor separating the interior of the ship from the Leviathan’s water. Because of this Hunter III could not have spoken what the Leviathan said to anyone else but she could feel the texture of what it meant to communicate. Its burgeoning realization that the world was complex.

	Perhaps even an understanding of the voice far, far in the back of its own head.

	“Keep away from ships, big guy. Ya don’t wanna die right? Y’still got growin’ to do.”

	There was no response. But she could feel that the Leviathan began to drift farther back.

	Hunter III grinned to herself a bit. Sentience was coming for it, as it nearly came to her.

	When she ate hominins she was a bit more lucid for a time. As if the emotions that had made them up had become hers. She was still hungry; she was still energetic; her driving needs were the same. Inside her though, a metaphorical vacuum tube received a shot of electricity. Maybe, for Leviathans, eating each other, growing bigger, eating more, maybe it made them lucid too. Slowly, struggle after struggle, the sentience grew inside them.

	Hunter III felt a certain uncharacteristic melancholy. She understood her position too well.

	This Leviathan, if it survived all of the ravages of the sea, might eventually shed its form and become an Omenseer. If it achieved psionics, and then, came to understand itself, it could do this. Some Leviathans found psionics and only used this to hurl rocks. But a few, used it to learn about the world and ask questions– they found themselves buried in all that meat and burst out. Then they could lead their own lives. They might befriend some hominin, go on adventures, take them to the sunlit seas, get shinies and eat meat and become part of the great story of all hominins in the cold, cruel ocean. Stories that were sometimes remembered but oft forgotten– but stories a monster, an animal, could not have.

	Hunter III could not imagine at all what that would have been like for her.

	Everything that was her own, grew like a twisted plant from the seedling that the Autarch had injected into her body. Despite this, it was wrong. The Autarch was not fond of her own handiwork. She must have had no idea that Hunter III would be quite disinterested in spying on hominins, quite disinterested in stealing their things and watching them carefully and ingratiating herself within their structures– she was only interested in eating them. When a Leviathan became an Omenseer, how did they choose who to be? When the Autarch got her hands on Hunter III, why was she born only to be reprimanded and scorned?

	Maybe the crying, singing voice that the big beak heard was like the Autarch’s own.

	Out of control; unable to decide for herself who she was, much less who Hunter III was.

	Leviathans might have been like that too. Maybe they could not choose their own selves.

	Perhaps no matter what, Hunter III could have only been born to be a scorned slave.

	“Autarch– Hunter III– Hunter III never wanted to make ya angry and upset.”

	Hunter III had no idea whether the Autarch was listening or whether she would care.

	“If I was gonna be your lackey, I wish ya had made me a better one.” She said.

	She started to grin to herself. How dumb; as if her little sadness mattered to a God.

	That was why Hunter III could only be herself. 

	Because she was abandoned by everything.

	All she could do was eat and be merry until she received her next inevitable throttling.

	It could have all been so simple, if she was either an animal or a whole human.

	Instead this middle ground was full of horrid feelings she wished not to have.

	That Leviathan out there did not know how good it had it– someday it would have this same sad sack conversation with itself. It would think– “out there, I could have had all the meat that I wanted, and I wouldn’t even know that it tasted bad, and I would have been so happy.” Soon its brain would be strong enough to wrap around to this question and drive itself insane with it. There would be no going back to the simple days after that.

	Hunter III sighed deeply. 

	Maybe she would be happier if Norn fed her some damn meat!

	Norn–

	I’ll free you from her. She had said. Haunting words. Joyous words. More dualities.

	Foolish and ignorant words from a hominin who truly must have meant them.

	A Hominin as confusing as the crying, singing, current that the big beak so aptly described.

	“What would that even feel like? Hunter III ain’t anythin’ without the Autarch.”

	Hunter III was getting fed up with her runaway mind. 

	She could not keep moping about.

	She decided there was only one solution: to go beg the cafeteria people for meat.

	With a big piece of meat in her hands and her belly, her head would go completely empty.

	She got up from the floor. There was nobody on the bridge, but it did not matter. Norn’s crew were all perfectly obedient and did everything really efficiently so when they were just cruising in empty waters nobody needed to be told anything. She would know if there were more Leviathans around and she could tell them off from anywhere on the ship. Probably enough of them had scarpered by now that the rest collectively understood not to mess with the Antenora. Younger and weaker ones might even sense her from afar and stay way.

	Unbothered, she left the bridge, bare feet on cold metal, ambling happily down the hall.

	Adelheid never understood the appeal of actual, real meat. Sausages had no texture and jerky was so tough and dry. It was not living to eat such things every day! Hunter III wanted real meat, with juices that leaked and fibers that tore between her teeth. Having recently tasted tender hominins, full of blood and muscle, it was that which Hunter III had on the mind– but she behaved. She knew hominin meals were unrealistic– she was neither completely dumb nor utterly lost in her own hedonism as to crave hominin every day. 

	That was special occasion sort of food.

	Instead, Hunter III’s day to day craving was pork or steer. 

	Large animals, full of savory fat, fibrous muscles and delicous fluids.

	Because these animals were bred to be eaten, they often tasted better than hominin too. Hominins had a penchant for not taking care of themselves, they were always stressed out, they drank disgusting stuff that made them dizzy and stuck around in their organs too long, they smoked weird herbs, and they ate dry food and were constantly dehydrated. 

	Because of this the average hominin, while a unique delicacy, were not in and of themselves a very tasty sensorial experience. Hominin were special because of the ritual of things.

	And because if she did not eat them she would go crazy.

	She needed Hominins, perhaps like Hominins needed their herbs and liquor.

	Sometimes, she could appreciate a fish too– especially a fatty salmon. 

	A taste of nostalgia.

	Her mind quickly filled with images of fresh-cut pieces from a slaughtered animal.

	These pushed out any sort of introspection or sophisticated thinking from her cranium.

	She deluded herself into thinking she would acquire such a meal, hurrying to the galley.

	Past all the tables, to the kitchen desk and the automated serving machines.

	“Listen, kitchen hominins! I’m here on business! Come on out, one of ya!”

	She waved her hands and jumped up and down. Finally, a woman’s face peeked out.

	“You can serve yourself from the machines, they are fully stocked.” She said.

	“No, this ain’t about that.” Hunter III leaned in a bit. “Look, I know y’all are hidin’ the good meat back there, and Norn ain’t lettin’ you feed it to poor little Hunter III like all of ya want to do. But I’ve been preparin’. I got a bribe. Hominin love bribes right? I’ve got one for you.”

	From the pocket of her long, hooded coat, Hunter III produced a little blue box.

	When she opened it, inside, there was a ring with an enormous diamond.

	“One of the hominin that I ate back at the pepper place had this with ’em. Isn’t it big? Isn’t it shiny? It’s one of the biggest shinies anyone has ever seen. You can have this shiny, and then, you’ll give Hunter III a big, juicy piece of meat. She’s not even askin’ for all of the meat! Just one big piece! This is the best deal ever– and it is only a deal for you!”

	Hunter III laid the diamond-studded wedding ring in its box on the counter.

	The eyes of the servant-hominin looked down at the box, and then back at Hunter III.

	She took the box into the shadows behind the counter.

	“We’re confiscating this and informing Lord von Fueller. Please eat from the machines.”

	Then a pair of steel shutters enclosed the serving personnel.

	Hunter III stood speechless.

	“HEY! That ain’t how it works! Ya can’t just take the bribe and not give me anythin’!”

	Hunter III jumped up and down, struck her fists on the steel shutters and the counter.

	Wailing and gnashing her teeth and kicking the wall–

	“Oh dear? Has the little Hunter finally lost her mind, perhaps?”

	Behind her, someone stepped up and held her by the shoulders, squeezing them.

	“Huh? Oh– it’s you.”

	A hominin, taller than Hunter III, and unlike the drones, with a glint in her eyes and a smile on her face. A familiar face, pretty and a bit funny. She wore a lot of makeup, had a lot of brightly blond hair, and wore her clothes a bit looser than everyone else. Hunter III could see her bra. Livia Van Der Meer, the ship doctor– Hunter III had thought about biting her a few times, sometimes out of hunger, sometimes out of fleshier feelings than that. She was the person who maybe got the most out of hand with Hunter III out of anyone on the ship.

	However, she could also be– interesting. Like Norn, but in a very different way.

	So despite sometimes being irritating, Hunter III was always initially welcoming of her.

	“I see you’re having trouble acquiring meat again.” Livia said.

	She lowered her head a little to Hunter III’s eye level. Hunter III met her eyes, unmoved.

	“Yeah– the serving hominins took my bribe but didn’t get me any meat!”

	“Oh dear! Whatever shall you do?”

	“I know! Isn’t that against everything hominin stand for?”

	“Indeed. Contracts, like medical consent, must be absolutely ironclad.”

	Hunter III blinked. She was mentioning the medical thing again.

	A lot of the time that preceded her injecting Hunter III and writing a bunch of notes.

	“Little Hunter– what if I got you some meat?” Livia said, smiling cheerfully.

	With her hands behind her back, and her large chest close to Hunter III’s own.

	Hunter III returned her gaze appraisingly, stroking her own chin.

	“Meat, you say? Hmm. Keep talkin’.” She said, her tail swishing behind her back.

	“You weren’t the only one who got her hands on some goodies in Serrano.” Livia said. “I managed to snag a few things myself, to save for a rainy day. As a doctor I have all kinds of storage capabilities. I would be happy to share my loot with you. Norn would never have to hear about it either. She’s busy with Selene at the moment, and Adelheid is taking inventory. It’s the perfect opportunity to be a little naughty, don’t you think?”

	“What’s the catch?” Hunter III asked.

	Livia smiled. “No catch. I’m simply quite bored, and you’re the most interesting one here.”

	“Huh. I dunno that I believe that doc. No one just gives out free meat around here.”

	“Call it a date– what do you say? You’ll get to eat. I’ll get to chat. It’ll be nice.”

	“A date, huh?”

	Hunter III felt conflicted. She understood what ‘dates’ were quite well.

	Those were the special times when hominin bit and smacked and fucked each other.

	Not to procreate but for fun. They just liked doing this, like Hunter III enjoyed eating.

	She had seen hominin doing these kinds of things. 

	She had thought about them before too.

	It was in this sort of way that she had come to think Livia was interesting.

	So she knew Livia’s objective may well have been this, especially if she was bored.

	She also did not believe Livia would actually give her any meat.

	Though it would have been a pleasant surprise. Hunter III was growing skeptical.

	However– Hunter III also thought, maybe she could see herself enjoying the whole thing.

	“Alright. Ya got yourself a deal– but y’better not be lyin’!” Hunter III cried out.

	Livia smiled placidly. “Of course not, of course not. Never.”

	Heels clacking on the floor the entire way, Livia led Hunter III out to her clinic.

	It was not every far down the way from the galley.

	There was a separate medbay with enough beds care for a few dozen people at a time if needed, but Livia’s office and clinic was a smaller space, and doubled as her bedroom. She had a desk, a few cabinets with medicines she kept on hand, her favorite injector that had marked her neck a few times; a small bed and gurney; a few testing instruments and other such medical machines; and the door to the backroom where she slept. 

	Everything smelled like plastic and chemicals.

	As Hunter III crossed the threshold, the door closed behind her but did not lock.

	So she could leave if she wanted to. She was not trapped with Livia– but she stayed.

	Livia ambled toward the bedroom, and knelt down next to her bed.

	Tongues of cool gas escaped from a compartment. 

	With a gloved hand she withdrew–

	“You weren’t lyin’! It’s really meat! You’re my savior Livia!”

	“You’re calling me by name? Interesting. Very interesting indeed.”

	In her fingers, Livia returned with a frozen cut of steak and a grin on her face.

	She put it on a metal sample plate, and put that plate on a frame over a burner on her desk.

	“This is inefficient, but it will cook eventually.” Livia said. “Please, sit down and rest.”

	Hunter III obediently pulled up a plastic chair and sat close, watching the meat cook.

	Livia sat on another chair and sat next to Hunter III.

	Taking her medicine injector from atop the desk, pulling back some of her hair.

	Sticking herself in the neck, in a spot that had a three-pronged bruise like the injector.

	“Ah, now we can relax and enjoy. Well– you can enjoy. Once it’s less frozen.”

	She flipped the steak over on the plate. Slowly thawing, softening, cooking at high heat.

	It wouldn’t cook evenly, but Hunter III loved meat no matter what.

	Frozen meat was not particularly enjoyable however, so she appreciated Livia’s effort.

	“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”

	Hunter III’s tail smacked against the ground over and over and over in anticipation.

	“Is it a correct assumption that you grow a tail to store your extra biomass?” Livia asked.

	“Oh, uh huh.” Hunter III said cheerfully. “It’s a special trick that helps in a pinch.”

	“Clever indeed. Did someone teach you that? About your powers?” Livia asked.

	“Um, not really, I just kinda knew it?”

	“Hereditary memories perhaps? Or maybe even– DNA-based data encoding?”

	“I dunno. Both of those sound good to me?”

	Hunter III was essentially just trying to please Livia by saying literally anything.

	Livia seemed pleased, so everything was working accordingly.

	Once more, she turned over the steak.

	“What good fortune to have found this while robbing the substation supplies.” Livia said.

	“Yeah! You’re so smart Livia! You’re smart and pretty and you are so good at robbin’!”

	“All too true. You know, to meet you– it was worth it losing my medical license.”

	Her words were starting to slur just a little bit. Hunter III did not pay it any mind.

	“Uh huh! Norn is sooooo lucky to have such a fancy and good doctor!” Hunter III said.

	Livia turned over the steak one more time. 

	Then, with the scalpels she had been using to move the steak around on the sample plate, she cut a piece. Juices were flowing. Hunter III’s eyes drew wide. She could smell it, even through the chemically smell of the room and the alcohol fire. Her jaw hung open, her nostrils wetted, her mouth grew slick with saliva. Her face went hotter.

	“That is so nice of you to say. Open up. I will feed you by hand.” Livia said.

	Hunter III obediently awaited the piece of steak, tongue nearly out of her mouth.

	Livia took the piece of meat, pierced on a scalpel, and fed it gingerly to her date.

	Instantly– the taste, the chew. Juices, fibers, the resistance of real red meat.

	Her cheeks contracted from the savory taste. She shut her eyes and lavished in it.

	Hunter III practically shook with pleasure. For a moment she felt like a king.

	“You’re so interesting, little Hunter.” Livia said. “Beautiful, alien, unbound.”

	Her hand reached for her own collar, which was already opened and unbuttoned.

	“Lacking our inhibitions; master of your biology. On the cusp of nature and civilization.”

	Livia cut another slice of meat; immediately Hunter III positioned herself to receive it.

	It was so luxurious– Hunter III had always just bitten into bigger pieces of meat. Cut across the grain by Livia’s deft scalpel hand; still warm from the hot metal plate; it was amazing. Hunter III believed meat needed nothing, no cooking, no seasoning– 

	but maybe Livia’s hand helped the taste.

	Each piece was slowly, deliberately enjoyed. Livia cut a smaller piece, pierced it.

	Hunter III closed her eyes and leaned forward, her mind soaring with bliss.

	Then she felt Livia’s hand take her hood by the neck. Pull her forward, suddenly, forcefully.

	Her eyes drew wide as Livia drew her into a kiss, feeding her the meat mouth to mouth.

	Their tongues entwined, the meat partially chewed– tasting the wax in Livia’s lipstick.

	Livia briefly pulled back. “I wish I could taste humanity like you, little Hunter.”

	Her tongue and lips parted but still connected to Hunter III’s by spittle and meat juices.

	With a sudden surge of strange passion, the Omenseer pushed forward and kissed her back.

	Wanting to taste Livia’s lips and tongue as much as the meat.

	

	

	In the middle of the hangar, while the crew went about their tasks around her, Selene was completely clad in power armor and standing across a series of ruler marks that Norn had projected onto the floor. The girl had been equipped with the chestplate, arms and legs of an Imbrian power armor, its battery installed on her lower back. Everything sans helmet. She looked quite disgruntled, but Norn rarely saw a contented face from her anyway.

	Norn had a very specific reason for setting all of this up. She walked up to Selene.

	“Alright Selene, your task will be to step forward with your back straight.” She said.

	“Is this a joke?” Selene said. “How does walking around in power armor help me–?”

	Before Selene could complete her sentence, Norn pulled the battery out of the armor.

	Selene stared at it, suddenly incredulous.

	Various LED lights on the armor’s limbs and chest suddenly went dark.

	“Norn– I can’t move!” She shouted. Her arms were at her sides, her legs standing.

	However, judging by her head and neck, she was struggling, trying to pull her weight.

	“I’m well aware.” Norn said. “Without the energy pack, the locomotion assistance on the power armor will not work. A Katarran or a strong Loup could still move, but I know you cannot. You’ll just be wearing an enormous suit of hydraulics and electric muscles and other complicated and pretty heavy gear. All of it dead weight. And your task remains– to move forward. Each fall is a demerit; every step you can take a new horizon for you.”

	“How the hell am I supposed to move even one step like this?” Selene shouted.

	“You just demonstrated you can lift almost 200 kg.” Norn said. She then shrugged with a grin on her face. “Put some of that prodigious genetic brainpower to good use.”

	“Norn!” Selene shouted, gritting her teeth and shaking and whining ever more irascibly.

	“I’ll give you a tip. Use kinesis on your arms and legs. Move with your entire body and focus on moving your entire body, not just one body part at a time. Develop a rhythm.”

	Selene looked to have tired herself out with fruitless struggle, panting with her head down.

	Norn was about to mock her again, when a drone stepped up to her from the sidelines.

	“Milord, the bridge has decrypted an Extreme Low Frequency message for you.” He said.

	“From whom?” Norn asked. Nobody should have been sending her ELF messages.

	“The text purports its sender as Admiral of the Fleet Frederich Urning.” Said the drone.

	“Huh? Truly. Well, hand it over– we can set up a video call once we’re at depth again.”

	Norn absentmindedly took the printed ELF message, less interested in the content than the sender. He had gone behind Erich’s back to contact her, using clandestine means like the ELF. Konstantin’s biggest fan– she wondered, truly wondered. Was he up to something?

	Her mind was afire, her curiosity piqued.

	What was happening in the Palatine? How was Urning getting on after his idol’s death?

	 

	 


12.8

	“Descending through Upper Scattering Layer. Depth 550 meters. Depth 575 meters–” 

	“Reducing velocity. Thrust development capped at sixty percent due to battle damage.” 

	“No sign of upper level scanning from below, neither acoustic nor radiation-based.” 

	“No sign of Republic mines or drones, nor any leftover Grand Western Fleet ordnance.” 

	“Depth 600. We will soon descend into Southern Ayre, on the border with Rhinea.” 

	As the drones reported on the situation, the main screen showed a diagram of the water table with the four main depths that mattered to humans. Between the surface of the water and the corruption that lay beyond, and the 500-550 meter depth mark, was the Photic Zone, where the sun’s light could still penetrate the water– that is, if the rays could actually penetrate the befouled atmosphere first. From around 550 to 700 was the Upper Scattering Layer, where the most significant quantities of fish and marine life congregated. There was so much activity in this region and it was so consistent that sonar and LADAR imaging would capture it as a sort of continuous wall that received a name. Then, there was the Aphotic zone, from the end of the Scattering Layer to a depth of about 3000 meters. 

	This was the new home of the human species.

	In certain places, called the Great Reaches, humans could live at lower depths– but the average human lived around 1000 meters below the sea, and a significant amount lived much deeper. War and intrigue; love and hope; these things moved from their birthplaces in the surface of the planet Aer, to this particular depth of its oceans. Below 3000 meters was the Hadal zone, or in the parlance of the ocean’s humans, the Abyssal zones. Utterly lightless, these depths were usually encountered only within deep wounds gouged in Aer’s crust, called Gorges or Abysses, named after the first foolhardy soul to have found them and likely died in them. To civilization writ large there was nothing there worth going so deep. But to various individuals and even some organizations, these depths held such value that it was worth the risk of never being heard from again, and dying a horrific death. 

	To those who truly knew, deeper than the trenches, there was a fifth depth– 

	Agartha. 

	But– that was not the concern of Norn von Fueller on this day. 

	As the Antenora breached the cloud of fish and squid and krill and other creatures, it descended into the world of humanity, where human problems awaited. 

	Soon, at about 800 meters depth, the ship ceased its descent. It was just over the bottom of a vast, sandy slope that led north into the heart of the Great Ayre Reach. Their destination was to the south, even deeper down the slope to the rocky, dark terrain of Eisental– but for now, they remained, sailing above the sand. Eerie waves sifted tiny particulate clouds from dunes below, the earth colored blue by the water’s consumption of the light. 

	Suspended in the murk above the dunes, the sleek, sword-shaped Cruiser glided through.

	“Connect to the Myrkr relay and loiter. Keep an eye out for any patrols.” Norn said. 

	“Yes, milord.” 

	“Why are we loitering? Can I download some magazines?” Adelheid asked. 

	“Not now. Wait until we’re about to leave again. I have some calls to make.” Norn said. 

	Adelheid pouted, but Norn left her behind on the bridge without another word. 

	She made her way to a meeting room with a video monitor and some privacy. 

	Every room had a bearing monitor on the wall, a small LCD that displayed information, the same in every room, about the current situation. In battle it might have profiles of enemy ships, their positions and any damage incurred by the vessel. At rest, it would have current headings and any relevant ETAs for the ship’s current journey. 

	At that moment, the bearing monitor in Norn’s meeting room showed her when they would be in range of the Myrkr relay. This was one of the few data relays laid in the Great Ayre Reach and its surroundings. Officially managed by Aachen, it could also be used to transmit to the “illegal settlement” Trelleborg in the southern Ayre trench. 

	Even in the current state of war, Rhinea and the Palatine had not cut these cables yet. An Empire-wide cable data network that was accessible wirelessly via the relays, was, in 979, still a relatively young piece of infrastructure in the grand scheme of things. It was one of Konstantin’s few innovations that actually bore fruit and changed the lives of his citizens for the better. Its usefulness for business and military matters alike meant that it had to continue to exist, even if in a stagnant state, as the Empire itself began to die. 

	So Norn could show up to her digital rendezvous with a certain Frederich Urning. 

	Once the Antenora was in range of the Myrkr relay, the communications drone in the bridge put out an encrypted call to the Naval HQ for the Grand Western Fleet. Using the high command’s cypher code it would indicate to the operator that this was a very high ranking officer seeking to communicate with another very high ranking officer. They would discreetly connect Norn through to the correct commander and record none of it. Within moments, that meeting room on the Antenora connected to the Naval HQ in Klagenfurt. 

	Across the wires, through the digital encryption, she first heard one word. “Norn.” 

	By way of greeting this was the only thing Admiral Frederich Urning said at first. 

	He appeared on the screen with a blurred backdrop, only his face and body were visible. 

	For someone close to Konstantin’s age (and not grown out of a vat) Frederich looked half his years. There was an onset of wrinkles around his eyes and forehead, advanced, but not widespread; his hair still had streaks of its original black color, brushed long down his back, alternating with grey; his skin was still uniformly fair. High cheekbones and deep-set eyes gave him an intense countenance. His only facial hair was a bit of grey cultivated on his chin. 

	While Konstantin withered, Frederich remained mountainous. Strong shoulders, broad-backed, with a wide chest and midsection and lean, muscled limbs. All now covered under silk finery, ever the nobleman-general. But through his eyes Norn could still see the killer in him. She could sense his vindictive feelings. She knew the only reason why he would have asked to speak with her alone. But she was not going to let him have his answers so easily. 

	“Frederich, how lovely to see you. How are you getting on? Need another loan?” 

	Frederich remained stoic to the provocations. “I am on the crossroads of a major decision and I wanted to seek your counsel. There are questions I have which only you can speak to.” 

	“You look surprisingly more sober than last I saw you.” Norn said, continuing to needle. 

	“Norn, you know me. Anger is the medicine that does me the most good.” He replied. 

	“Indeed, they call it the Vekan temperament, no?” 

	He had no response to that. He never confirmed nor denied that part of his heritage. 

	Nevertheless Norn continued to tease him about it in perpetuity for that very reason. 

	“Let’s get the point. Norn, were you involved in the death of Konstantin?” Frederich asked. 

	His voice was calm, his words direct; but she could detect a hint of that anger of his. 

	“Yes.” Norn said. She had no reason to lie; no fear of him nor of any consequences. 

	“Qualify that.” Frederich said. “Erich was part of it too, wasn’t he?” 

	There was no reason for Norn to lie, but neither would she give everything up to a fool. 

	Frederich knew her– and because he knew, he knew what to ask her that she would respect. 

	Had he forgotten, she would have just let him stay half-informed. But he still knew her. 

	“Indeed. Throw in Leda too– you never could fill the woman-shaped hole in his heart.” 

	That did bother him. She could tell by the vaguest twitch in his left temple. 

	In his aura, and in his overall expression, the anger was cleverly hidden. 

	Both of them knew each other too well. They were both Konstantin’s close companions. 

	“I do not care about your reasons. But you know what I must do now.” 

	“Honestly, I have no idea what you will do, except that it will be tedious, like you are.” 

	Frederich, who had wanted to bend the knee to Konstantin as a lover more than anything. 

	Right-hand man pledging as a right-hand, never turned away– 

	Konstantin did love him, but not as he wanted to be loved. 

	Even when it became sexual between them.

	“I received information implicating you and the Prince in the death of the Emperor. But as a comrade-in-arms, and because you are Konstantin’s dearest sister, I wanted to confirm for myself what Code Weiss found.” Frederich said. For the first time in the conversation his expression subtly darkened, his brows furrowing slightly. His tone rose, just a hint. “Norn, I knew when I called that I would see your mocking grin. I knew you would be without sympathy. You only understand violence. It is all you propagate. You ask what I will do?” 

	Frederich lifted his hand so it appeared on the screen. He showed Norn his bare palm. 

	Then in his other hand; he held a dagger to the first. Cutting across the palm to draw blood. 

	“A blood feud on you Norn. I will hunt you like the animal you are. I will bleed you dry.” 

	“I’m so scared.” Norn mocked. “Go on. I’m practically quivering to hear the rest of this.” 

	“With blood, there is certitude.” Frederich replied. “I know what I will do; I know what I will do to you when I get my hands on you. But I don’t have even the faintest idea about whether you will speed here to try to defend Erich. Or whether you will inform him of my intention to murder you. Will you warn him what intentions I might have for him, as I require his power to satisfy the requirements of my hunt? How do you truly feel about the boy, sister?” 

	“Ah– I’m not in the mood to snitch. You all have your fun over there.” Norn said calmly. 

	“I see. Give me one final piece of tactical advice then, oathsworn sister– do I send Code Weiss after Erich, or after you? It won’t alter the final result of my intentions.” Frederich asked. 

	Norn shrugged. “If you send Code Weiss here I’ll send her back to you in gift wrapped pieces. Send her after Erich– well, I do not care what happens. At any rate, you have no idea who you are fucking with, Frederich.” She was starting to become just a bit annoyed at this man’s confidence in insulting her and hurling threats. “There are nowhere near enough fools in the Palatine for you to gather up and throw at me, that will stop me tearing your head off. I am not a Jager; there is no one of them, not even the whole Korps, that walks in step with me.” 

	“I very much know who I am ‘fucking with’, Norn.” Frederich said. “I will not underestimate you. I will make every preparation, and if you see me again, you will know it is the last time you draw breath. Should I fail, I will make sure I first drive the wedge between you and Erich. Then, should you see him again, it will be his blade that cleaves you. I will win, regardless.” 

	“Fascinating.” Norn laughed. “Do what you will then. But remember, if you’re coming to meet me, don’t come alone. And don’t just bring Weiss. You’ll need the entire Western Fleet.” 

	Frederich shut his eyes to Norn’s boasting. The connection to him cut out shortly thereafter. 

	Her heart remained unmoved by this display. Except, perhaps to feel a bit of pity for him. 

	Ultimately this would be Erich’s problem– to use any of the Palatine’s resources against her, Frederich would have to convince Erich to go after Norn, or get Erich out of the way and take over using Code Weiss. Then, even assuming the best possible scenario where the revenge killings and chaos in the political class and military remains perfectly contained, Frederich would have to cross into Eisental and fight the Volkisch Movement to even get near Norn. She could easily go to ground in Rhinea. If Erich, who was talented, and greatly respected, and young, with inherited authority, had not yet launched an invasion of Rhinea– 

	–then Frederich’s chances could not be any poorer. 

	In the grand scheme of things this was low on the list of things that concerned Norn. 

	Nevertheless, it was strangely gratifying to see that man again, and she wished him luck. 

	Maybe, if he succeeded– there would be some sort of justice in it. 

	For a man to kill for romantic love, in the stories of the Imbrium, was more righteous– 

	than for a woman to kill for justice or family– or for a son to kill for ambition. 

	“I’ll be expecting you then, Frederich. I hope you still fight like old times.” Norn sighed. 

	

	

	The Antenora continued to loiter around Myrkr relay for several days.

	Anchored to the relay structure and hovering over the calm, sandy slopes of southern Ayre, it presented a more stable platform for the completion of certain crucial repairs. Anything that they could do themselves now was worth doing. Norn did not fully trust the Stockheim Shipbuilder’s Guild. Much of it was composed of trade unionists and leftists, who did not trust her either; however her specific hosts were the rightists among the Guild, made up of imperial loyalists and pseudofascists with private holdings in Stockheim infrastructure, who only joined the Guild as necessary obeisance to carry out their own business unmolested. 

	While they played nice with the rest of the Guild as a kind of honor among thieves, they had a more venal impetus toward their work and customers than the unionists. They would be looking to use her for their own profit; she would be doing the same just as much. 

	Leftists could sometimes be comradely, but among rightists, it was always a den of snakes. 

	To prevent them from wringing every last pfennig out of her, she opted to have her own crew fix as much as they could in the relative calm of Southern Ayre. Due to the fact that Ayre was a constant battlefield for the Imperials and Republicans, subject to unpredictable skirmishing even between the apocalyptic all-out battles that took place in it; Ayre, for all its beauty, was largely off limits to most traffic. It was infrequently patrolled by flesh and blood humans. Instead drones and mine fields held sentinel over much of the Great Ayre Reach and its surroundings. Murmurs of such things kept people out– there was too much risk.

	Excepting the trench, where there was always a buzz of illicit activity around Trelleborg. 

	This meant the Antenora was likely to avoid both Volkisch and Palatine forces there. 

	If she ran into anybody, they were likely a Trelleborg traveler minding their own business. 

	Scavengers in the great fields of ruined ships, recently watered; smugglers bridging local black markets in Rhinea and the Palatine; gang bosses looking to profit off them all, jockeying for position within Trelleborg and the right to set the rules of trade. Between all of them, people who had no place to go, outlaws, mercs, victims of Imbria’s unjust laws, people who fell through gaps, human traffickers and the trafficked, information brokers and brave or foolhardy merchants for whom the den of iniquity was just one more spot on the map to hawk goods. Trelleborg was its own nation crammed into ships jammed between rock. 

	All this life, skirting the beautiful, calm and sunlit waters of the Reach itself, that bore witness to the unending historical hatred the Republic of Alayze held for the Imbrian Empire. 

	When she looked outside, Norn saw none of that romanticism in front of her eyes. 

	Only sand, and the blunt spire-like structure of the relay with its massive laser receptors. 

	She left the bridge in the hands of her adjutant and made her way to the lower deck.

	In the hangar, Selene was still dressed in power armor, without a battery pack. 

	All manner of obscenities had been spoken in that hangar over the past day. 

	In the background of Selene screaming, cursing, insulting anyone close to her– 

	Norn spotted her most reliable standby pilot, Yurii Annecy Samoylovych-Darkestdays. 

	Arms crossed, not looking at Selene but clearly amused by her predicament. 

	Selene was incredibly strong, but Yurii was a soldier. She took and executed orders well. 

	Having picked her up as a defector from the Empire of Veka, Norn had initially questioned how useful she would come to be, but the more that was thrown their way, the more she appreciated that in spite of her hedonistic behavior, Yurii did every job she was told to do. A consummate professional hid behind that devilish playboy smile. 

	Smiling similarly, Norn approached her. 

	“Yurii, I’ve been meaning to talk to you, but as you can see, I’ve been rather busy.” 

	“I’m at your service always, milord. I have no qualms to being on standby.” 

	Yurii, still smiling, put a fist to her chest and bowed on her feet. 

	Shimii never bowed to another, it was against their religion to bow because only God was superior to a human; Southern Loup, however, often bowed to the waist while remaining standing. Unless it was required of them to get on the ground, such as in the presence of the Emperor, it was against their culture to put their heads to the floor. Of course, depending on the circumstances, anybody of any religion could be forced to beg. 

	Norn understood that Yurii was truly a loup’s Loup: raised within the culture. 

	“Do you envision yourself remaining in my service for long, Yurii?” Norn asked. 

	Yurii raised herself back up. 

	She continued to smile, that confident little grin, a predator’s grin. 

	There was a lot backing that confidence up. 

	Yurii was a strikingly beautiful girl, youthful, athletic, well-figured, with a wild character both to her soul and flesh. Dark olive skin and earthy green eyes, her black hair falling down her shoulders and back in wild waves, stiff dark fur on her tall wolf’s ears and her long, slender tail. She had an agile body, with lean, flexible muscles, more visible in the pilot’s bodysuit she wore than in the white and purple men’s suit that she had arrived wearing. 

	“For as long as you’ll have me, or until I go down with this ship.” Yurii said. 

	“I’m curious to know your reasoning for this. Do you think you will profit here?” 

	“A pragmatic soldier would prefer to work for someone who is strong and connected, than for someone weaker and less influential. There is more danger, perhaps, but more resources to tackle that danger. For me, personally, I have always wanted to serve a great lord and enjoy killing, women, riches– and I have a deep respect for the way you carry yourself.” 

	“I am glad to have made a positive impression.” Norn said, smiling with amusement. 

	There was nothing facetious about the way Yurii spoke. 

	She was not heaping idle praise. 

	“I admit I was a keen liar, but around you, everyone is stripped of such pretenses. It’s not just that you are powerful. You command respect because you will not tolerate disrespect.” Yurii continued. “I have always wanted to command respect and demand my own dignity.” 

	Norn nodded. 

	“You have potential, Yurii. You are strong, dutiful and sharp; and despite your pretensions, as a liar, a snark, and as a womanizer, you are also finally demonstrating some humility. That’s good. I knew you before; or well, I knew of you. I worked with your grandfather. He worried about you, but I believe you have turned out well enough as an adult.” 

	She had a small laugh at her own description of Yurii, and Yurii laughed with her. 

	Yurii turned out well, despite her vices. Vices were beside the point for Norn after all. 

	“I was aware of your involvement with my grandfather. I am thankful for your praise.” 

	“I accepted your defection on its own merits, of course. Not for your grandfather.” 

	“Of course. I would never want nor expect someone like you to be swayed by noble blood.” 

	“You do have a storied lineage, Yurii.” 

	Yurii’s grin very slightly softened. “We had an illustrious past.” She said. 

	Emphasis, past– but it did not need to remain that way. 

	Norn looked her in the eyes. 

	Though she spoke of completely esoteric subjects, she was serious in every word she said. “Your ancestor Samoylovych-Daybringer, was a great champion of the Nocht Loyalists who took refuge in Veka after the Fueller coup. He was a legendary warrior said to have had the knack known as Volshebstvo, granted to him by a fairy. Your grandfather, the High Inquisitor Samoylovych-Deepestshore– I can confirm he also exhibited these abilities. I want to know, Yurii, whether you were taught such things, and who taught them to you, if it is so.” 

	“My family never recovered its martial glory after the Fueller Reformation, milord. I have no such great powers. As you said; my grandfather worried about me. As he grew older, and deferred his retirement more and more, he distanced himself. He did not train me.” 

	“Truly? He was always such a family man. I thought you would have been his pride.” 

	Though Yurii had other family, she inherited many titles as her elders and siblings perished. 

	Her grandfather should have had no one else to carry on his legacy.

	Norn thought Yurii sounded just a bit more bitter than before as she explained her situation. 

	“I was born under a bad star. Everyone could see it. The birth book assigned me the spiritual name Darkestdays– and I just grew up a bad kid. A violent kid; I loved fighting and making trouble since I was very young. Many would say, I am still a thoroughly wicked person. I think that my grandfather feared how far I might go to seek glory in bloodshed. To worsen matters, I inherited a male position as a woman, which is traditional but inauspicious.” 

	Norn nodded along as Yurii spoke. That certainly made sense, but made no difference. 

	“I am not your grandfather– I do not fear you becoming more violent nor more influential. I will grant and teach you Volshebstvo. Yurii, I believe you have the potential to be the second coming of Samoylovych-Daybringer. You are steady and ambitious. Hungry. Passionate. All good things when it comes to mastering the power your ancestors wielded half in ignorance. Once you awaken, I could confidently leave any matter in your hands. Right now, more than ever, I need someone I can trust to cut through men as Daybringer could.” 

	For once, Yurii’s façade of confident mockery seemed to melt into genuine surprise. 

	“Milord– As always I am at your service.” She said, as if not knowing how to respond. 

	“Good. I knew you would not deny me. I am curious to know one more thing.” 

	“Anything, milord.” Yurii said. She was clearly still trying to hide her emotions. 

	“Were I to be killed, what would you go on to do?” Norn asked. 

	Yurii crossed her arms. She averted her gaze for a moment, and then smiled back at Norn. 

	“Well, first, I would annihilate the bastard responsible. I’d try to make sure Adelheid and Selene and Hunter III are okay; any of your crew would be welcome to follow me. Then– perhaps I would return home and see if there is any opportunity left in Veka. I’m sure somebody must be plotting against that trumped-up horse breeder calling herself the Empress. I am sure I could maneuver myself into an influential position.” Yurii said. 

	Norn smiled. She was quite pleased with that response. 

	There was not a hint of a lie in what Yurii said. Good– Norn liked honest people. 

	“I will induct you soon. We will need privacy. You will be vulnerable for the duration.” 

	“I have heard tales of the grand visions that accompanied the fairy’s blessing.” 

	“I’m the fairy here, so your vision will be horrific. But you’ve come to expect that, right?” 

	Yurii blinked. “I see. Well, I am open-minded toward anything that grants me power.” 

	Norn turned her sight back toward the center of the hangar. 

	After a few more minutes of tantrums, Selene was once again quietly in concentration. 

	She finally managed to lift one foot, and set it down hard a few centimeters ahead. 

	Her power armor boot stamping on the metal with a loud thud. 

	“Atta girl!” Norn shouted. “Keep it up! You’ll have walked a meter in no time!” 

	“Fuck you! I hope your heart stops! I hate you so much!” Selene shouted back. 

	She could not turn her head completely to face Norn but still stuck out her tongue at her. 

	“Milord, I usually make a point to stay out of things.” Yurii said, also watching Selene. “But the abilities Selene possesses to link up with her machine, that’s also Volshebtsvo, isn’t it? So what she is doing now is a form of training to improve her power, isn’t she?” 

	“Right. You’ll have to do this too sometime.” 

	“I see.” 

	“Power stagnates without challenge. You know by now what kind of place this is.” 

	Norn reached out and patted Yurii on the shoulder. 

	Yurii’s ears bent slightly at the tips as she watched Selene struggle from then on. 

	Despite this, she never turned her eyes away, nor did she stop smiling. 

	

	

	When she came to, the skinny girl caught a sweet and sharp scent that wetted her nostrils. 

	Her vision was a little bit hazy. Her mouth tasted like blood. 

	It was good– there was almost a sense of euphoria. She was calm, her breathing steady. 

	There was a bit of weight over her body. She had to make an effort to lift her arm. 

	Blankets. Several layers of blankets stacked over her body. 

	Her nude, pale body, which would have been completely exposed without the blankets. 

	Sweat trickling down her neck and back, over her breasts. Her tail dangling off the other end of the bed. Between her legs, she felt hyper-aware of her dick, slightly moist, vaguely twitching. Flaccid. Her hips wanted to shake when she thought of it, and she stiffened a little. When she saw it she felt momentarily confused as to what had happened– 

	then it all seemed to hit her all at once. 

	biting down on a woman’s shoulder, 

	smelling her hair, 

	tasting her skin, her tongue, her heat, 

	the heft of her body, breast against breast, 

	feeling her from inside, 

	until she lost the sense of herself to the sense of her 

	For a moment she was stunned at the idea that she had sex with a Hominin. 

	Even more that she had enjoyed it. 

	That thinking about it made her want to get hard again. 

	Hunter III pulled the blankets back up over herself and looked to her right. 

	In the bedroom, the only source of light was a monitor brought up on the wall near a desk. 

	There sat Livia, fiddling with her injector in one hand, and scrolling through a document. 

	Her golden hair disheveled, wet, trailing down her back. Dressed in only her white coat. 

	Slightly falling off her fair shoulders. 

	Long legs bare, playfully balancing one heeled shoe on the tips of her toes. 

	Hunter III thought Livia must have heard her shuffling under the blankets. 

	But she did not turn around to acknowledge her. Was she working? 

	After– all of that–? How did she feel about it? 

	Perhaps the most complicated feelings that had ever crossed Hunter III’s brain came to her in that instant. She did not know to feel about anything. Was it special, what they had done? Was it unique? Why did she want it to be? Or was it just simple consumption– 

	like eating good meat? 

	Some part of her felt like she was in danger. Fight or flight. 

	It was the most proximate feeling to the mix of thrill and anxiety now swelling in her chest. 

	However, she was also happy– sated– contented–? 

	Like she had eaten something tasty. That sense of the fulfillment of her vices. 

	She felt like she could lay in Livia’s bed forever. 

	Her life, often a blur of hunger and urgency and mania– was suddenly slow and peaceful. 

	But there was too much on her mind for her to stay silent. 

	“Hey– Doctor– are you there?” 

	From the Desk, Livia turned around. Legs shut, but breasts completely exposed. 

	She really was wearing nothing but her white coat. 

	Her makeup was a bit smeared. She smiled like Hunter III had never seen her smile. 

	“Had a nice nap, little Hunter?” Livia asked. “Did you dream of being a fish?” 

	“No, no dreams.” Hunter III said. 

	“I’ll have to write that down. How do you feel?” Livia asked. 

	“I feel really weird.” Hunter III said. 

	For a moment Hunter III felt an intense and sudden sense of anxiety about Livia’s words. 

	“Were– were you just toyin’ with me? Like a test?” Hunter III asked dejectedly. 

	“Oh no, I greatly enjoyed myself. It was an experiment, but not a frivolous one.” 

	“Not like the kind when you stick me with stuff?” 

	“Absolutely not.” Livia said. “I hope I gave you as good a time as I received.” 

	“I felt real good.” Hunter III said. She smiled back, bearing her teeth. 

	Livia laughed. “I will write that down as well then.” 

	“Okay?” 

	“How would you feel about another round? I can make more time for you.” 

	Hunter III’s eyes drew open and she felt a tightening sensation between her legs. 

	“Eh– No– I think I oughta be watchin’ out for Leviathans.” 

	“So you can’t do that during sex? I’ll write that down.” 

	“Are you sure you didn’t do this just to write down stuff about me.” Hunter III mumbled. 

	“My priorities were pleasure first. Yours and mine.” Livia said gently. 

	“But you’re still writin’ stuff down.” 

	“I am always writing stuff down, little Hunter. But I did not sleep with you just for that.” 

	“Okay. I guess– that makes me feel some kinda way.” 

	“A better way?” 

	“Yeah.” 

	“I’m glad. I really don’t want you to feel like I used you. I think we both stood to gain.” 

	“I guess so, huh?” 

	Hunter III laid back in bed, sighing, swinging her tail. 

	They had done this, so, would things change? Were they like Norn and Adelheid now? 

	This was an aspect of humanity she only really understood in relation to examples. 

	She had observed Hominin, spied on them, watched their cultural products. 

	So she was not entirely alien to these concepts, but she still did not understand them well. 

	Her feelings were so much more complicated than she could explain. 

	“So– do ya want me to do anythin’ now?” She asked. 

	“Just be yourself. Continue to serve in your capacities.” Livia said. 

	“That’s it? You’re really not gonna ask me anythin’ more?” 

	“Yes. I do not want to interfere with your life, and Norn would be displeased if I asked for your exclusivity or loyalty.” Livia raised a finger to her lips, wearing a coquettish grin. “Of course, if you could devote time and visit my clinic more often, I would be ecstatic at the prospect. I am– intrigued with you. I would love to– understand you better.” 

	She hesitated a few times. 

	Hunter III could see in her aura that Livia’s feelings were complicated as well. 

	She did not push her to say anything. She didn’t even know what she’d want to hear. 

	That they loved each other, or whatever? Hunter III hardly understood what that meant. 

	She did know that she would look forward to fucking her again. She enjoyed it. 

	Livia tasted good. Her skin, her sweat, her blood– suddenly, Hunter III felt anxious again. 

	“Hey, uh– you don’t seem like you have a good sense of like, keepin’ alive. I feel like oughta say. Someday, if I get too outta hand– I could end up eatin’ more than y’bargained for. I could bite down, and keep bitin’, and not stop until I’ve bitten through everythin’. I would feel really bad if that happened– I don’t wanna eat any of Norn’s friends! I really don’t wanna. But if we keep doing this it could happen! I can’t say that it never won’t, do you get it?!” 

	She was so distressed. Her head was full of conflicting emotions. 

	Who cares if one hominin went missing?! What kind of omenseer would bother? 

	Who cares– she was so delicious, even! Maybe Livia was more delicious than anyone! 

	And yet, in that moment, this was also bound up in a grave and painful feeling. 

	In any context– not being able to see Livia again would really hurt her. 

	Livia had given her meat, and taken an interest in her, and said nice things– 

	(They had explored each other’s flesh as never before– more intimate than eating–) 

	–there was no replacing her, she was not just any hominin anymore. 

	It would hurt Hunter III if she ate her, and she was gone and would never come back. 

	(It would hurt Hunter III if Livia could discard her as easily as Hunter III could kill her.) 

	“I’m not completely helpless. Nor suicidal.” Livia said. “But I’ll keep it in mind and take appropriate precautions, for both of our sakes. I admit, being eaten by you would be such a fascinating biological experience in its own right– but I know it would distress you.” 

	“You’re so weird.” Hunter III said, averting her gaze. Feeling embarrassed. 

	“Do you want to know why I became a doctor, Hunter III?” Livia asked, grinning again. 

	“It’s because you’re kinda crazy.” Hunter III said meekly. 

	Livia laughed. She crossed one bare leg over the other. 

	“Because the human body fascinates me.” She hugged her arms around herself. “I want to feel the thrill of biology, to touch the source of being alive. Taking care of patients ended up being something of its own reward, sometimes– but I purely, selfishly wanted the chance to influence my own body and those of others in every possible, available way. To study every surgery, to learn every drug, to know every chemical, to observe every protein.” 

	Her slender fingers slid along the exterior of the injector she was fidgeting with. 

	Hunter III thought that this woman sounded insane. 

	However, she had to admit also, she was fascinated by her too. 

	Yurii might have wanted to eat her, but Livia wanted to be eaten. That was appealing. 

	“So you did all this because you like injectin’ yourself for fun huh?” Hunter III said. 

	“An efficient way to put it.” Livia said, spinning the injector in her fingers. 

	“Well. I like you so I’m glad you’re here, I guess.” Hunter III said. Averting her eyes again. 

	“I like you quite a bit as well, little Hunter.” Livia said. She smiled. Hunter III felt calm. 

	Casually and calmly, Livia then turned around to her computer, nonchalantly back to work.

	Hunter III simply watched her silently from the bed. 

	Contentedly demanding nothing.

	

	

	“I’m back in the same meeting room. Spin up the line to Trelleborg.” 

	“Yes, milord.” 

	From the bridge, the Antenora reconnected to the relay and contacted Trelleborg. 

	Trelleborg continued to be connected to the laser relay network because it technically used a relay set up by the defunct Imperial Petroleum Company. It was one of the earliest cable relays, running between Rhinea, Palatine and the Great Ayre Trench. With the entry of Bosporus, Veka and Sverland into the Empire, the supply of petroleum increased to such a degree it bloated the reserves, and therefore, the price of petroleum collapsed so deeply that even the poor could drink some with every meal– if they had peculiar tastes. 

	The Imperial Patroleum Company abandoned its now meager extraction operations in Ayre and the Palatine, and the earliest Trelleborg outlaws converted much of their infrastructure– including taking over data communications themselves for clandestine purposes.

	After the Fueller Reformation, when the network was revamped and wireless capabilities were added, the Trelleborgeans added laser and acoustic capacities to their own relay. It could not be reached automatically by Imperial computers, but with knowledge of Trelleborg’s data address there was nothing to stop communication with them. 

	They were never blocked, and the cables were working as they always had. Much like other illicit operations in the Empire, they were unacknowledged and unthought of, and this was enough. Those who wanted to make use of Trelleborg still could. That was that.

	So long as they were discrete, anyone with wealth and connections could play with fire. 

	This time, rather than connecting to the Naval HQ operators at Klagenfurt, the Antenora connected to an automated system ran on the Trelleborg mainframe whose only function was to receive the appropriate data address and connect the requester to it. There was no human element. If you knew the address, you could input it and reach someone. If you did not, and you guessed wrong, you were kicked out for some amount of real time. The Antenora knew exactly who it was trying to reach, so it was soon connected. 

	“So I’m allowed to watch this one? How gracious of you.” 

	“Quiet.” 

	Norn was accompanied in the private meeting room by Adelheid. 

	She was annoyed at being left out of other business, so Norn mollified her for once.

	On the screen, a metal wall came into view first. Bare, nothing in it. 

	However, Norn could see the blurring edges near the bottom and center of the image. There was something being censored so that there was only the bare wall visible. There was no sound for a few moments– then, suddenly, the screen flashed, and there was an inversion of white and black. Adelheid nearly jumped, frightened by the sudden shift. 

	A pencil-scrawled smiley face appeared. 

	“How did you get your hands on this address? State your business!” 

	As a distorted voice came through the screen, the childishly-drawn smiley face flapped its scrawled lips in turn with the voice. Mentally, Norn overlayed the familiar voice she remembered of this character, over that which was being broadcast. 

	Before Norn could speak up, the voice resumed with greater intensity. 

	“Don’t even think about trying anything– I can easily take advantage of the direct connection to fuck with you in ways you can’t even imagine! I’ll lock you out of everything!” 

	“I don’t doubt it, Amur.” Norn said. “But I would find some way to go wring your neck for it.” 

	When the distorted voice next sounded, it took on a more emphatic tone. 

	“Huh?! Cocytus?! Cocytus is that you?” 

	“Indeed– but henceforth, call me Norn, or our business is concluded.” 

	“Oh! Indeed! Indeed– for one so great as you–! I– W-w-wait one moment please.” 

	Audio and video both briefly cut, but the connection remained stable on both ends. 

	“Hmph. Are all people from Trelleborg this far up their own crevices?” 

	Adelheid stared at the screen with an aggrieved expression, arms crossed. 

	“It was a cheap scare, you don’t have to be embarrassed.” Norn replied. 

	Narrowed eyes and a turned cheek. Adelheid refused to look at the screen again. 

	Her cheeks soon glowed with the light of the LCD as the picture resumed. 

	Now they were clearly looking at someone’s office. 

	There was a desk, a big chair with leather backing and barely any of that bare metal wall from before. Most importantly, there was now someone occupying the desk. Gloved hands briefly steepled in front of her face before laying on the desktop to unveil grinning lips. A fair and girlish and pretty face– belonging to the excommunicated Sunlight Foundation Immortal once known as Amur, and apparently still going by that codename. 

	Amur seemed to be doing well for herself, judging by her clothing. A gold-trimmed purple sportcoat buttoned over what appeared to be a ruffled silk shirt, hugging her thin frame close; gold cufflinks, dark wine-colored gloves; resting lightly atop her head was a purple kepi military cap with a golden badge in front depicting what seemed to be a waveform graph. Out from under her kepi, a wavy bob of silky, light blueish hair fell neatly to just over her small shoulders, with swept, sleek bangs over her forehead. Her eyes were clearly cybernetic, blue with subtle but visible rings of millions of photoreceptors. 

	Norn could also see the vague impression of her antennae, which were very thin, neon-blue and semi-circular, jutting out of where her ears would have been. Only the vaguest impression of their existence was perceptible beneath her hair, but Norn had known her when these antennae were larger and more obvious and far less aesthetically pleasing. Given the upgrade, Norn surmised Amur had access to a laboratory. Or was still friends with people on the bleeding edge of cybernetic research– but very few people other than herself would be doing such advanced research into new gear for Hartz syndrome victims. 

	“Greetings, Co– ahem, Norn! Norn the Praetorian! Of course, I knew this already. You quite liked that story of the fate-spinning Norn that Ganges told you– so when I heard that an Imperial operative by the name of Norn was making waves, I knew it had to be you. I’m glad that you were able to escape Yangtze’s clutches. And ecstatic that we can do business!” 

	An enormous sunshine-y smile appeared on her face, and she raised V-signs in both hands. 

	“I am also glad Yangtze did not keep me sedated and preserved in a jar forever.” Norn said. 

	“Of course, what an unreasonable and evil woman. Did you know that vile Yangtze IX tried to contact me to repair our relationship? Hah! I told her where to stick it! Never again!” Amur said. She put on an expression of exaggerated and fake pity and sympathy, pouting almost as childishly as Adelheid. When she spoke again, she talked so fast. Her nasally voice and conceited tone were just as annoying as Norn remembered them. “You know Norn, I would have absolutely resisted such actions being taken against you, but I did not know until Yangtze VIII was dead and the Alamos facility imploded. By that point I had been kicked out by Yangtze too, that bitch! She accused me of running away when we fought Mehmed, like I didn’t do my best?! Like it mattered against that monster?! At any rate Norn–” 

	“Amur, I don’t care.” Norn said. “You are on my shitlist just the same as the rest.” 

	Amur’s eyes drew wide and she froze with an index finger in the air, mid-sentence. 

	“Huh?! So you did mean it when you talked about my wringing my neck–?” 

	She looked suddenly frightened as if Norn was in the room and able to wring her neck. 

	“Amur, I am here because I want to put you, specifically, off my shitlist.” Norn said. 

	Amur just suddenly put her hands back down, crossed her arms, and looked smug again. 

	“You do?! I mean– of course you do. You always had a fantastic eye for a talent and such a good head on your shoulders, Norn! Yangtze and Euphrates and all those fuddy-duddies were just holding you back! Keeping you down! You were always destined for bigger and better–” 

	Adelheid narrowed her eyes. “How do you stand this woman always lying to you?” 

	“I make an exception because clearly something is wrong with her.” Norn replied. 

	Amur continued talking and gesticulating without acknowledging the interruption. 

	“–as always, dear Norn, you may consider the door to my humble shoppe open–” 

	Norn sighed. “Fantastic. Shut up now and listen to me.” Amur stopped in her tracks, and began staring nervously at the screen. Norn continued. “I am headed into Rhinea to refit my vessel. I need a few things from you. Primarily, I want to purchase your services as a crew member. I will need electronic support in Aachen. I am limited in what information I can gather, and I am walking into a pit full of vipers with very little intelligence. I cannot rely on the Fueller family or the military anymore, and I burnt my bridge to the Inquisition. It has to be you. You can work from Trelleborg if you can’t make it to Aachen. I’ll go pick you up later. Secondly– What’s with the gesticulation? Are you not able to deliver, Amur?” 

	“No, no, no!” Amur said. She had been waving her hands defensively. “Not at all, dearest Norn! I would be thrilled to work for you and of course I have the capability you need and more! A genius such as myself would be running digital laps around anyone in the City of Currents!” She put on a little smile again and gestured to herself with her hand. “It’s just, my services are generally paid through a flexible package deal, sliding scale, based on the task, and you know, my costs and fees and deductibles and hazard insurance and such–” 

	“I’ll pay you in Palladium reserve bars. Guaranteed pure by Fueller treasurers. Doesn’t that sound more appealing than bullshit Imperial marks? I bet your buddies in Trelleborg would love it. And, I’ll throw in something you’ll find even more valuable.” Norn said. 

	Amur’s eyes lit up at the word ‘Palladium’ and her mouth opened slightly for the rest. 

	Adelheid glanced at Norn with a skeptical expression on her face. 

	Norn pulled out a portable she had laid on the desk in the meeting room beforehand. 

	Switching it on, a wireframe model of a Diver and its various parts appeared. 

	For a moment Adelheid looked a bit scandalized, but quickly hid her expression. 

	“Yangtze has a fascinating new toy.” Norn said. “I will give you all the data I have on what she calls the Jagdkaiser type I, including field testing and maintenance data, machine logs, and any blueprint and stitcher data Yangtze offered to support operations. You can keep the data, but I want you to analyze everything, and create a machine on this basis. I know of your interest in prosthetics– you have just enough materials science pedigree for this, don’t you? I’m sure your renowned genius can fill in the rest of the blanks– what do you say?” 

	Amur’s eyes drew bigger and wider with each additional clause. 

	She blinked, seemingly realizing her mouth was hanging open. 

	Quite suddenly, she smiled and shut her eyes and put her hands behind her back. 

	Leaning forward, sticking out her skinny chest. 

	“Consider yourself the new employer of a renowned genius, indeed! Indeed! It can only be Amur, the trickster goddess of cyberspace!” She said. Pausing for a laugh that made her voice sound even more nasal for a moment. “I will make sail for Aachen posthaste– until I get there, I will work remotely in whatever capacity you need. Digital intelligence? Electronic warfare? Signals? I can do it all!” For a moment there was a bit of a glow underneath her hair– she had increased the power to her antennae as a demonstration. “Norn, I am so looking forward to our partnership. I haven’t been this excited to work in decades!” 

	“I knew you would come around.” Norn said. Grinning to herself. 

	Amur had an– excitable– personality, but she was potentially incredibly useful. 

	Especially her connection to Trelleborg. Having access to a Host was valuable. 

	Norn might need a place to run to in the future, if nothing went well. 

	“In fact, let our partnership bear fruit right away.” Amur said. A conspiratorial gaze and a mysterious grin appeared on her face. She closed in on the screen as if whispering. “Norn, I have connections in the Sunlight Foundation still. There’s been juicy drama recently– the rest of the Immortals are quarreling! Even Yangtze and Euphrates are not getting on–” 

	“I was aware of this.” Norn said, interrupting. “I appreciate you telling me all the same.” 

	“Oh! I must give you something to prove my worthiness though, on my own honor.” Amur said. “Did you know then, that Hudson has apparently relocated to Rhinea? Several cargo ships from Theseus Applied Cybernetics, her front company, left Bosporus and the Palatine for Rhinea with significant loads. At the same time as the Volkisch Movement in Eisental is debuting a Shimii brigade under the influence of the Nasser family– don’t you think it’s a big coincidence? Could Hudson be a Shimii nationalist, perhaps? A crypto-nasserite?” 

	“Now that is something I did not know. Something juicy, too– let’s keep an eye on it.” 

	“Aye, aye! Captain!” Amur made a mock salute. “Say, may I ask a– clarifying question?” 

	“Of course. No need to be so stuffy– aren’t we old war buddies?” Norn replied. 

	Amur looked briefly uncomfortable. She tapped two index fingers together. 

	“It is about that actually– am I off your ‘shitlist’ as you say, now?” Amur asked sheepishly. 

	Norn smiled. “Completely. I would not think of touching a hair on your head– that is to say, I will not seek vengeance for past slights. You know how things work of course– if you make poor decisions on this job, your neck will quickly become imperiled again. So rest easy, knowing you will render excellent service and not piss me off so monumentally. Right?” 

	Continuing to twiddle the same two index fingers, Amur averted her gaze, smiling. 

	“Of course. I would not dare think of it. I will be a real MVP on your team!” 

	“That’s the spirit. Start making preparations. I’ll give you bearing data periodically.” 

	Amur turned back to the screen. She smiled, again– but it was a different kind of smile. 

	Gentler and much less conceited. 

	“Norn, I wanted to say– business and profits aside– it is actually nice seeing ‘Cocytus’ again. I– I am truly sorry for what happened. I know– It’s been decades.” Her voice sounded pained. “This must seem like a joke to you, but I think, all of us held you in high esteem.” 

	Anyone else, Norn would have just cut off and told to fuck themselves. How dare they?! 

	Euphrates, Ganges, Yangtze, any of them, the pathetic ringleaders of that horrific circus. 

	However, seeing Amur break her pretense gave Norn just a bit more patience. 

	She would not give an answer to it. There was no answer to it. It was too painful to touch. 

	Because Norn recalled the joy she felt in the presence of the Immortal’s “esteem.” 

	And it was a void in her heart that nothing would ever fill. 

	Like family she wouldn’t have again. They destroyed it; she destroyed it. It was gone now. 

	“Let’s talk business later, Amur. I have preparations to make. Good luck; and be cautious.” 

	Amur nodded solemnly in acknowledgment. Norn shut off the monitor. Her hand lingered. 

	“I think she turned sincere at the end, Norn.” Adelheid said. A bit of unearned melancholy. 

	Normally Norn would have told Adelheid to mind her own god damned business– 

	“I know. But it doesn’t matter. Let’s check up on Selene again and get this boat moving.” 

	–but her heart had softened a bit, and the only defense against more was to keep moving. 

	

	

	The Antenora soon resumed its journey from Southern Ayre, skirting the Aachen Massif and the Ayre slope down to almost 2800 meters deep in the Northern Eisental plain and hooking west-bound to the other side of the mountains, heading for the station itself. 

	Along the way the floodlights and cameras caught glimpses of the eerie, alien and desolate landscape of the deep plains. Long stretches of barren, rocky ground or mounds of sand. Life gathered around the dunes, where marine snow collected on solid ground for detritivores to consume; around hydrothermal vents where tube worms fed on minerals surging out of the earth in great billowing gas jets; around red coral born of agglomerated katov mass, eerie tumors on the cracked skin of the planet; and it teemed on the corpses of large animals, like whales and collossal squids, edible to masses of worms, abyssal crabs, and small, bony, blind fish. All of that life, hiding until the death of something made them alive anew. 

	Through small gatherings of abyssal fish; crabs flitting across the sand; undersea clouds of drifting jellyfish passing through the empty water like their own storm, their very life the thunders; and the glowing circles of beautiful death represented by massive siphonophores, colony organisms lashing out at the little lives around them with neurotoxin-filled stingers. It was so difficult for humans to see such things, for the dark depths of the ocean battled their comparatively weak electric lights to the bitter end. Viewed only through the cameras, the world seemed to empty. But with all of a ship’s sensors, it was possible, at times, and across the spans of days and weeks of sailing, to connect many lives together and see the Ocean still not dead. Perhaps impossible on a station, where lives were stationary. 

	Out on a ship, however, the instruments awaiting death caught these glimpses of life. 

	“Siphonophore– 30 meters long– attaching the picture– ahh! A lovely little addition!” 

	Using pictures from the ship’s navigation cameras, Petra Chorniy-Sunnysea filled a digital scrapbook page with an image of the siphonophore they passed by and her thoughts on it. It was very long, and it was shiny, and it looked blue, when it was lit up by the Antenora’s spotlights. She thought its enormous size and colors were impressive. She had filled the pages with pictures, observations and little lessons she picked up. Her portable computer, with her diary and scrapbook, were Petra’s only valuable possession aside from her weapons and armor, which her lord, Yurii Samoylovych, had taught her to hold dear. 

	Petra eagerly catalogued the many animals the Antenora went past, as well as the sights. 

	In her heart, and in her pages, there was a journey through a world teeming with life. 

	Some people thought her behavior was childish and hypocritical for a murderous knight. 

	However, Petra had an enthusiasm for all things. She was alive and she loved living. 

	Her heart was simple and untroubled. She did her tasks with a clear head and good humor. 

	Petra did not think that her relationship toward death precluded her interest in life. 

	Whalefalls begot new life; assassinations and assaults created new political possibilities. 

	Some things died so others could live. Her master lived; her enemies would die. 

	There were many wicked people in the world; Petra thought Yurii was a very virtuous lady. 

	Yurii loved life; Petra loved life too. So aligned, master and servant remained in harmony. 

	Petra killed to live; for her master to live; and so they could enjoy the beautiful world.

	

	

	“Alright, we’re commencing the briefing. Everybody sit down and shut up.” 

	Next to the Antenora’s bridge there was a specific meeting room used for debrief and for strategic planning with large gatherings. There was a monitor at the end of the room that could be divided into eight discrete cells with different videos, and desk-chairs in six rows of four. Normally there was a podium but Norn had moved it to the side. In attendance were Norn’s trusted officers, including Adelheid, a tired-looking Selene in a pilot’s bodysuit, a very bored-looking Hunter III, and the working regulars like Livia, Yurii, and Petra. 

	Neretva had also been summoned, along with three drone managers, one representing the security team, a second representing the sailors and a third representing the bridge. They would relay the information to the rest of the drones and create work schedules.

	“I’ll begin by stating that while our objective for the foreseeable future will not be combat, there may well be outbreaks of violence so we need to be prepared.” Norn said. “Part of avoiding combat is knowing where we stand, who to distrust, and having plans laid down.” 

	She gestured toward one of the divisions on the main monitor. 

	Then, a logo with a scrawled smiling face wearing a kepi cap appeared on every cell. 

	“We will be receiving electronic warfare, intelligence gathering and signals support from Amur. She will deliver the rest of the briefing on Aachen. Take it away.” Norn said. 

	She stepped away from the center cells of the divided monitor so Amur could claim them. 

	Her real face briefly appeared, greeted everyone, and then a diagram of Aachen appeared. 

	Including its sub-structures, like the interiors of the Aachen Massif, Stockheim, and so on. 

	In the audience, Neretva was suddenly scandalized and stood up with a nervous expression. 

	“Milord, that woman is an excommunicated member of the Sunlight Foundation.” She said. 

	“So?” Norn asked. “That’s my problem, not yours. Sit back down.” 

	Neretva’s voice trembled. “But– what if she steals data? You don’t know what she’s–” 

	“You continue to involve yourself in matters above your station at your own peril.” 

	At Norn’s warning, Neretva froze up. Selene reached up and pulled her down by her shirt. 

	Successfully getting Neretva to sit, her hands on her lap and her eyes down at the floor. 

	Amur’s face appeared on one of the monitor’s next to the diagrams, smiling cheerfully. 

	“Milord, that Neretva is one of Hudson’s direct apprentices. She might be a liability.” 

	“No she won’t.” Selene spoke up suddenly. “She’s too much of a wimp to do anything.” 

	Norn found that assertion a bit more defensive than she would like– but she ignored it. 

	“I am the only one here who needs to be worried about personnel decisions. I will not hear a word more of this from any of you. Continue with the briefing, now.” Norn said sharply. 

	“Absolutely, milord! I was merely serving my advisory capacity! Your wisdom and charisma are, as always, deeply impressive and worthy of your grand legend.” Amur averted her gaze as soon as Norn threw her a sharp glance for her flattery. She then cleared her throat and finally commence with the actual meat of the briefing. “At any rate– welcome, ladies and gentleladies, to Aachen Station. Our present objective is to dock at Stockheim and begin the Antenora’s refit. We will also resupply the Antenora, and secure the continuing cooperation of Fueller family loyalists within Aachen to ensure a smooth journey onward.” 

	Amur extended a hand to her left, where one of the monitors displayed the Stockheim port. 

	“We will be staying with the Stockheim Shipbuilder’s Guild, under the auspices of a private ship repair and luxury ship design company, Quicksilver Cruising Limited. These guys have a pretty dodgy history within Aachen, but they pay off the Shipbuilder’s Guild for the badge, so they look legit to the untrained eye. Somehow they finagled an exclusive contract for luxury craft to the Matternich family, who are aligned with the Fueller family– so in essence, they are our allies once removed. They have been accused of supporting organized crime, but that’s common for port companies. Nevertheless, we should not rely on them for anything more than discretion and exterior retrofit work. Limit contact with Quicksilver Limited and its employees as much as possible. I’ll keep an eye on them too.” 

	With another wave of her hands, as if performing a magic trick, Amur dispersed the wireframe diagram of Stockheim and brought up one of the main tower. Its interior was made up of ringed walkways encircling different multi-story atrium spaces each of which hosted something different, like central hanging gardens and sculptures. 

	Superimposed on the main tower was a logo of a knight’s helmet with two wings growing out of it, one black and one silver and gold, all surrounded by flourishes of cloth. 

	“Security in Aachen is provided under contract by Rhineametalle’s exclusive subsidiary and military contractor, the Uhlankorp. Specifically,” an orgchart briefly appeared, but Amur quickly selected one particular part and zoomed in on it without heed for the rest, “by the Third Regiment of the Uhlankorp, which operates as a service called On-Site Security Outcomes or OSSO. None of the Uhlankorp has ever seen battle, but the OSSO are especially just trumped up Patrol with the least restrictive recruiting policies. That being said, it would be annoying to get in trouble with them, so just do your best to keep things above board. However– Norn, it does appear someone actually got to them before us.” 

	Once more, the screen shifted, now showing a picture of Aachen’s surroundings. 

	Several dozen kilometers south of Aachen, Amur pointed out a circular area. 

	Itself encompassing a few kilometers of empty wilderness. 

	“OSSO kept it on the DL, but a ship full of body armor and heavy weapons sent from Stralsund to Aachen went missing recently and they have no idea what happened.” Amur said. “Rhineametalle wanted to stock up OSSO as a precaution owing to recent events in the region. They saw what befell a certain group of thugs called the KPSD in Kreuzung when things got out of control over there. It would be embarrassing if a certified regiment of the Uhlankorp failed to protect their station from a terror attack, right? So who took the guns then? Well, I can come up with a quick list of likely suspects for you–” 

	Three more organizations’ names appeared over the diagram of the main tower. 

	“The Nationale Volksarmee, Reichsbanner Schwarzrot, and Eisern Front. Three leftist terror groups now rumored to be joining forces– with Aachen as the negotiating table.” 

	All three of the organization flags melded into a red, black and yellow flag, labeled, 

	Eisental United Front. 

	“We’ll be walking into a fairly volatile situation in Aachen! All we want to do is resupply and refit, but it looks like we’ve been assigned a hell of a place to do it!” Amur said, sounding quite amused. “Eisental’s political situation is tense enough as it is. The liberal government in Aachen is on the cusp of being replaced by a Volkisch Gau, and who knows what they’ll be scheming. Now the United Front will be sniffing around too, sizing each other and the Uhlankorp up while they work out this rumored alliance. And who knows whether their members will be able to maintain basic discipline? There could well be an unforeseen incident. And that shipment of missing Uhlankorp guns might just be the dynamite waiting to be lit up and thrown. On top of all that, there’s the Mycenae Military Commission in Stralsund, and then the Shimii post-jihad groups simmering in the background–!” 

	“Yes, it’s a very fertile ground for trouble.” Norn said, interrupting Amur’s excitable rant. “Which is why everyone needs to be on guard and on their best behavior. I want daily activity reports from anyone who left the port, and before you leave, you’ll be submitting a shore leave request. Unless I personally go with you, nobody leaves Stockheim without submitting a strict timetable. If you are even a second later than written, I will make you regret it.” 

	Norn cast eyes around the room but most prominently cast them at Selene. 

	“Huh?” Selene responded near immediately. “What are you looking at me for?” 

	“You will control your volatile moods in the station. Are we clear?” Norn said. 

	“Of course we are!” Selene said. “I’m not fucking insane I have tact, you know!” 

	“Glad to hear it. I’ll be expecting those forms soon if you want to go goof off.” 

	Selene turned her cheek with a pout. Adelheid patted her on the shoulder. 

	Norn then turned to Hunter III, who had been mostly staring at her own hands or at Livia. 

	“Hunter III. You will also be under strict scrutiny. I will have work for you, but it must be conducted exactingly.” She said. Hunter III pointed at herself as if she was confused about who was being yelled at. “There’s no other numbered little cannibal here is there? I will be using you for what you were allegedly made for– infiltration, asset retrieval, maybe even assassination. When I give you a target, you will meet it, without deviation. Are clear?” 

	“Technicwise y’all aren’t the same thing as me, so it’s not cannibalism.” Hunter III said. 

	“Are we clear?” Norn asked again. This was her final but foremost concern. 

	Hunter III grumbled in response, crossing her arms and hiding her face with her hood. 

	“I know how to follow orders! I’m not dumb! Just tell me what the heck to do!” She said. 

	“If necessary I can always apply certain drugs to make her compliant.” Livia suddenly said. 

	Hunter III nearly jumped with surprised. Norn looked at Livia briefly then grinned. 

	

	

	Weeks removed from Goryk’s Gorge, the slightly less damaged Antenora finally docked in the Stockheim port in the row of berths that was administered by Quicksilver Limited. 

	The Antenora’s first day at port was taxing– a flurry of calls, payments, accommodations for the ship. Veiled threats leveled at Quicksilver orderlies to mind sensitive information when dealing with Fueller family property; reservations made with various people and venues; gathering the permits they needed through the liberal government or the grey market. 

	Owing to this chaos, everything that needed to be done in Aachen was briefly deferred. 

	In a rare turn, Adelheid was almost as busy as Norn, having been the one to take inventory and so now assisting in victualing and resupply by contacting various wholesalers and brokerages in Aachen. There were a few notable shortages plaguing Aachen, such as fresh spicy peppers and coffee beans, and so Adelheid ended up chasing as many tails throughout the day as Norn had to and put in a very remarkable effort. She was ordered to rest and relax the following morning and stayed in Norn’s own room after a night spent de-stressing. 

	On the second day, a drone informed Norn that an ‘enemy vessel’ had docked beside them. 

	“Clear the target paint, it’s nonsense. What vessel could it be?” Norn said. 

	“The computer has identified it as the Pandora’s Box at a 68% confidence.” 

	“What? Let me see.” 

	On the bridge, Norn watched the cameras pan over to the neighboring berth. 

	Her smile then stretched slowly from ear to ear– 

	–at the sight of that very slightly refined but still quite unseemly olive-colored hauler. 

	“I’ll be stepping outside for a moment. Tell Adelheid I’m greeting some old friends.” 

	“Yes, milord.” 

	Alone, Norn left the ship through the boarding chute connected to the station berth. 

	She found herself in a tube-like hallway of steel and glass, elevators connecting it to lower floors, conveyors connecting deeper into the actual port infrastructure of Stockheim. One continuous hall, sparse in decoration, connected every ship in this particular level. Norn’s berth and every vertical row beneath and above it was owned by Quicksilver but right next door there was a berth owned by a league of leftist trade unionists instead. 

	And in that berth, they had a clandestine guest, the same as she was. 

	When she exited out onto the hallway, she turned quickly to the bulkhead for her neighbor. 

	Both ships had pointed their cameras at each other, so they both likely flashed warnings. 

	Norn waited with amused expectation, hoping to see a certain conceited blond captain– 

	And found herself more surprised and amused when the bulkhead door finally opened. 

	Not Ulyana Korabiskaya, not Euphrates, not Elena– nobody she expected aboard. 

	Instead, a Katarran woman and an equally Katarran companion walked out onto the hall. 

	From their differing modes of dress, Norn could derive the hierarchy quite quickly. To her the woman with the long red coat and matching military cap, with the button down shirt, pencil skirt and tights– she gave off the energy of someone almost a Katarran warlord. Her dark blue hair falling down her back, heeled shoes, the sword at her hip, and the quiet confidence with which she carried herself, the beauty and grace evident in her every movement. 

	She was someone who was groomed for command. 

	Meanwhile the pale-haired girl in the hoodie and pants was just some punk she hired. 

	“Is that ship under new management?” Norn asked, grinning all the while. 

	Her appraising red eyes met the wayward, mismatched eyes of the Katarran leader.

	“Norn the Praetorian is carrying out ship inspections far from home, it seems.” 

	The woman responded. They walked to within a few meters of each other. 

	Close to the bulkhead leading to the Pandora’s Box. 

	“You know me, of course– but may I have the pleasure of an introduction?” Norn asked. 

	“My name is Erika. I am an independent security contractor.” Erika said. “This is my ship.” 

	Erika– she felt like someone familiar. Norn almost had the connection made.

	“You were sold a strange bill of goods, lady.” She said. “I’ve had trouble with that ship.” 

	“Have you any trouble with it today? Consider its business to be my own business.” 

	“I am merely curious. I hope those bastard cutthroats are still doing alright.” Norn said. 

	Erika smiled. “All of them are whole and hale, and rendering excellent service.” 

	“Now I know who you remind me of.” Norn said. “Ever since I saw you, I was thinking.” 

	“Indeed?” Erika said. 

	Norn gestured toward Erika’s coat with an even more self-satisfied expression. 

	“You’re the mercenary who fulfilled that suicidal contract put on Admiral Model’s head. Mismatched eyes, blue hair, horns, and running around Rhinea.” Norn said. Erika blinked her eyes and drew them a bit wider, for just an instant– recognizing that she had been correctly identified, not just as a Katarran or a mercenary, but for that specific deed. Norn saw her hand come to settle on her hip just over the pommel of her sword, but remain there. 

	“Have you come to settle the grudges of the defunct Rhinean navy, Lord Praetorian? Or have you only come to settle your own?” Erika said. To her credit, her determination held firm. 

	Norn could not see a shred of fear or hesitation in her aura. She was standing her ground. 

	And yet, she was also not making any overt aggression. She had a very cool head. 

	“Neither.” Norn said. “Model would have been an enemy now, so you did me a favor. And you gave Rhineametalle a black eye in the process too, from what I’ve heard. I’m surprised that you are able to continue operating in Rhinea after such brazen deeds. I respect it.” 

	“I am able to continue operating precisely because of my brazen deeds. Mercenaries who take no risks may not die, but they are unable to live. By risking my life for something I may lose my life, but my convictions earn me comrades and benefactors.” Erika said. “Killing Model made me more allies than enemies. I would hope to count you in neither group.” 

	Norn grinned at her after her little story. “Truly? You don’t desire to court my favor?” 

	Erika’s expression remained perfectly dispassionate and neutral. 

	“If you’ve a job, I will evaluate it like any other, and if accepted, I will carry it out.” 

	“Ah, so you’re not above working for me.” 

	“No, but I am above coming into your debt, and seeking to put you in mine.” 

	“How honest. I am fond of honest people.” 

	“I am simply keeping cautious of the fire which I recognize now burns in front of me.” 

	“Well, enough flattery.” Norn said. “I feel I’ve taken the measure of you, Erika Kairos.” 

	Erika reached out a hand to offer Norn a shake.

	“No flattery. You are known to be a woman of great pragmatism, with an agenda of your own. I think neither of us need to stand in each other’s way. In this time of chaos we don’t need to fight hard to accrue new enemies. So we should not make them casually.” 

	Norn took her hand and gave it a firm shake. 

	“How is Elena von Fueller? What if I wanted her back?” Norn asked in a hushed tone. 

	For a moment she saw Erika’s aura shift. She wondered how this woman would respond. 

	“She is a civilian free to do as she wishes. And I will protect that freedom.” Erika said. 

	She meant every word she said. There was no lie from those lightly red-painted lips. 

	“I am glad to hear that. That foolish little girl is luckier than she appreciates.” 

	Norn let go of Erika’s hand and turned around with a dismissive air, showing her back. 

	Of course, Erika would do nothing with that opportunity, nor take offense. 

	There was not another word for her as Norn casually returned to her ship. 

	For the Pandora’s Box to be under Katarran management made no ordinary sense.

	Erika Kairos must have had something to do with the leftists in Aachen. 

	And she had augmented her strength with the Union-backed troops in the Pandora’s Box. 

	Things in Aachen were about to get very interesting. Look at what the currents swept up! 

	“Pandora’s Box– I don’t know whether you are cursed or blessed anymore.” She laughed. 

	

	

	As soon as Norn disappeared from her sight, Erika’s solid purple aura turned a deep green. 

	Wafting up from her shoulders as if no longer anchored to her body. Broken, suddenly. 

	Her breathing grew more labored, and she felt discomfort in her tightened chest. 

	“You did really well, Erika.” Olga said. “I was surprised at how cool you kept during that.” 

	“I used Saint’s Skin to smooth over my emotions for a while. I was terrified.” Erika said. 

	Her voice was chattering. Repressed fears began to pour out of her mind. 

	Norn the Praetorian– even just her presence seemed to stir the world around her. 

	All of the legends of her brutal power swirled in Erika’s mind. 

	When she laid on the pressure, even subtly, it was so difficult to retain one’s peace of mind. 

	Had she been trying, or had ill intentions, who knows what could have happened? 

	Maybe Erika and Olga could have matched her if their meeting came to blows. 

	Maybe. None of them would have walked out of it unscathed. 

	Thankfully, she suspected Norn would not have picked such a pointless fight. 

	“I am glad I took the initiative on this.” Erika sighed. “I feared Ulyana saying something out of hand, or worse, actually exposing someone like Elena to Norn. Now that we have satisfied her curiosity, I think she will carry on with her own business. She is powerful enough that she could have had any opportunity she wants to attack us– I don’t believe she is interested.” 

	“I’ll have people patrol here to keep an eye out nevertheless.” Olga said. She sighed. “We just touched down and we already have to have security at the port. We’ll never have peace huh?” 

	“We’re not in the business of peace, I’m afraid.” Erika said. “It’ll only get harder for us.” 

	Both of them cast eyes at the conveyor that would take them deeper into Aachen proper. 

	They had finally arrived, where the currents of their own war had taken them. 

	Past and present converged on the City of Currents; and may well decide their future. 

	Inside that shell of metal and humanity, the United Front would begin its ordeal. 

	☭Eisental United Front Status☭

	Nationale Volksarmee (Provisional) 

	Reichsbanner Schwarzrot (Provisional) 

	Eisern Front (Unknown) 

	 

	 


The Past Will Come Back As A Tidal Wave

	13.1

	After Descent, Year 958 

	Sitting with her back to a metal wall, legs hugged close, tail curled around her waist.

	Silencing all of the cries of pain and hunger from every part of her body.

	All her heavy eyes needed to focus on was forward. Forward to a new life.

	It was dark, the only light provided by the intermittent strobing of sensor LEDs on a few instruments. She could see the impressions of crates, fastened by metal cables and plastic tarps. She shivered, rubbing her hands together. While she was in the cargo hold, she thought about what Aachen would be like. She had heard that Shimii were not hated there and even that Mahdist Shimii did not have to change their names. She expected that the Rashidun Shimii would still be tense, but maybe the Imbrians would be kind. 

	At least there would be stable work. That much had to be true. 

	She could endure any kind of abuse; if she could get a job, she could live. 

	When the cargo hauler got closer to Aachen’s Stockheim port, the bulkhead door separating the hold from the rest of the vessel opened, allowing a spear of light to cut the shadows on each side of the hold into two halves. Rahima remained in the shadow, huddled behind the line of crates. When she heard footsteps into the room, she stood up, dusting off her old ill fitted brown coat and her pants. She walked out from behind a crate and waved lethargically at a man in uniform. He smiled at her and produced something from a pack for her.

	“There you are.” He said, “Thank you for your work. As promised,” 

	A few polymer banknotes to the tune of about a hundred Imperial mark. 

	And a piece of bread.

	At least she would have something in her pocket to start her new life.

	Other than her immigration papers.

	“Listen, when you leave the ship, take the people conveyor into Stockheim and stop by the immigration office. I know it sounds scary, but you’re smart and you have your papers, you don’t have to worry. Just be polite and answer the questions honestly.” Said the sailor. “Get registered and ask them if there’s some place you can stay. It won’t be good, but you don’t want to be on the street. After that, it’s all up to your luck. There’s honest work out there. You’ve got two good arms and two good legs. Don’t do anything stupid or indecent okay? We don’t want to regret bringing you here.” He patted her shoulder with a smile. 

	Rahima smiled a little in response. She took a bite out of the bread.

	It would have to be enough to get her legs through the day.

	Finally, the hauler entered one of Stockheim’s cargo elevators. 

	Once the area was drained and properly pressurized, the ship laid down its ramp. 

	Rahima slipped out of the back. 

	She dropped down onto the metal floor, her thin shoes barely offering protection from the awful cold. She was in a dimly lit cargo processing station and elevator, the ship in the middle, and a variety of instruments to shuffle crates around hanging distantly in the dark. Before the station security figured anything out, she made for the automatic door leading into Stockheim. It opened for her, as it did for everyone– for a moment she had feared it would know she was an immigrant and refuse her. Inside, a people-mover belt sped her from the dim cargo elevator facilities to a brightly lit, extremely modern lobby, glass dividers funneling foot traffic several ways. It was here that Rahima first saw a crowd. 

	There were holidaymakers heading in, businesspeople heading out, 

	ten different paths she could take,

	a crossroads of living,

	She lifted her head and found the direction of the immigration office.

	Her clothes were shabby, she had no luggage, and there was no hiding her ears and tail. 

	However, nobody gave her grief– everyone had some place that they were going to. 

	Following one nondescript hall after another, she finally found the open door into the immigration office on the side of one such hall. There was a small line of people, slowly moving from just outside the door and into the immigration office. Rahima stood and waited. She was through the threshold in about fifteen minutes and in about fifteen more she was sorted into one of three lanes of people waiting for immigration officers in glass booths to call them forward to talk and show their papers. Rahima was one of the few Shimii in the line. At first, this eased some of her nerves about the situation she was in. 

	Until, while she was waiting, a Shimii talking to an officer was taken away by guards. 

	Then her heart began to pound like it wanted to escape from her chest. 

	Imbrians, too, were subjected to the same treatment, for who knew what reasons. 

	Soon it felt as if, every other person in the line was made to disappear. 

	She inched forward, the sight of the faces of those taken away burned into her eyes. 

	Struggling and begging. Where would they be sent? What would happen to them? 

	Shaking, she almost missed being called forward to the glass-shielded booths. 

	Rahima was summoned by a middle-aged woman, blond-haired with a stately face. 

	Was it better to be processed by a woman? Would she be kinder, have more sympathy? 

	No– Rahima had seen women before who were as vicious and evil as any man. 

	“I’m opening a slot. Drop your papers in. Keep your hand away from it.” 

	In front of Rahima a little drawer popped open suddenly. She almost jumped with surprise. 

	From her coat, she withdrew and unfurled a few crumpled-up sheets. 

	Careful not to have her fingers near to it, she dropped the papers into the slot. 

	In a second it instantly slid closed. Behind the booth the woman withdrew the papers. 

	With a sour look on her face, she unfurled them, sighing and grumbling, patting them flat. 

	“I can read these. Sometimes they get too beat up to understand. Be careful next time.” 

	“Y-Yes.” 

	“Rahima Jašarević, correct?” She pronounced it flawlessly. Rahima was surprised. 

	“Y-Yes.” 

	“Brennic Shimii? Eighteen years old?” 

	Rahima nodded her head quietly, her chest trembling. 

	“Answer the questions verbally please.” Demanded the woman guard. 

	“Yes to both.” Rahima said, trying to gather her wits at the insistence of the guard. 

	Then the woman held up one of the papers. 

	She tapped a finger from behind the paper, over a section that had a seal. That seal had a moon with a green and red pattern indicating the religious category of the person immigrating. For Rahima she had no choice in the matter due to how she was processed for those papers. She could not have lied nor was she given a chance to change anything.

	“Mahdist. Is this correct?” 

	“It is.” Rahima said. She then added, “Will that be a problem?” 

	Instantly she felt like a fool for asking such a question. Why say anything unnecessary? 

	“Not with me,” said the woman behind the glass, “might be a problem with your kind.” 

	Then the woman, still holding up the paper to the shield, tapped a different finger. 

	This time over an Imbrian-style name listed near Rahima’s own. 

	“Your sponsor is an Imperial Navy officer. We will contact him. Is this name correct?” 

	“Yes, it is correct.” 

	“Alright. You’ll hear from us if he’s never heard from you. Understand?” 

	“Yes.” 

	In that fashion they went over many rote aspects of Rahima’s identity documentation. 

	Each question felt like a nail being pounded into Rahima’s chest. 

	At the start of each line, a pound, unknown whether pain or respite would follow. 

	Then, at the end of each line, the nail was dug in and no longer hurt. So, then– next nail. 

	Whether she would bleed out and her heart would stop or whether she would be allowed to continue living, this was a question asked by each lifting of the hammer and each pounding of the nail. Tapping fingers, sharp clicking of the tongue, the slight plasticky sound of the shield being touched or the border guardswoman fiddling with something on her desk. Every time, Rahima asked herself, will this answer have me taken from here? 

	“Staying for short term or long-term residence?” 

	Rahima paused. Would it be better to say short term? Would she find it more palatable? 

	But– staying in Aachen for a short term was useless to her. Where would she go after? 

	“Long term.” Rahima said. 

	In that instant she practically saw the truncheon come flying out of the corner of her eye– 

	“Okay. You’re a solo traveler, do you have any living family? Husband? Kids?” 

	“No. No family, no spouse– I’m too young for children I think.” 

	“Alright. We just need to know in case you pass away. Any medical issues to disclose?” 

	“No. I am healthy.” 

	“Good for you. Any banking anywhere? Immigrants must get accounts here in Aachen.” 

	“No. I’ve never had a bank.” 

	Nothing happened. Just more questions. They were almost through with the papers. 

	After going through the last lines in the documents, the guardswoman gathered up the documents. She flattened them out one last time, placed each in a plastic sheet and placed each plastic sheet inside a folder, into which everything fit perfectly. She deposited the folder into the slot, which popped out on Rahima’s end. 

	She gestured for Rahima to pick them back up. 

	“Compliments of the immigration office. Treat those papers better, that’s your life.” 

	Rahima reached in, took the folder, and as soon as it was out of the slot, it snapped shut. 

	“Rahima Jašarević. Welcome to Aachen. You’ll get an entry pass on the way out.” 

	“I– everything is okay then?” 

	“Everything is okay.” 

	“T-Thank you.” 

	Rahima looked down at the folder in her hands. She could almost cry. 

	“I’ve got some advice for you, Rahima Jašarević.” Said the border guardswoman. 

	“Oh– that’s right– I wanted to ask about possible lodging.” Rahima said. 

	“I figured you would.” The woman said. “Listen– don’t go down to the Shimii block. It’s awful, they hate your kind. You’ll end up a thief or a whore with those lowlives. You can read and write, you’re polite, and you finished secondary school. You can get an Imbrian job. I know someone who can help. She’s part of the liberals here. She’ll get you a good job.” 

	Surreptitiously, the border guardswoman beckoned Rahima to come closer. 

	Rahima walked up as close to the shield as she could get. 

	On the woman’s desk, there was a card, with an address and a logo. 

	A figure with a dress, a woman, playing a flute. Rahima made out the address on the card and read a name: Concetta Lettiere. It was some kind of women’s organization– before Rahima could make out more of the text on the card, the guardswoman hid the card and gestured for her to move back again. Rahima repeated the address in her head. 

	“Did you get that? She can help you. Go there. Don’t go down to the Shimii.” 

	As much as Rahima felt that the border guardswoman was being horribly racist– 

	–the money and opportunities were all with the Imbrians anyway, not in a Shimii ghetto. 

	She might as well see what she could get out of this “Lettiere” woman. 

	Having processed Rahima, the border guardswoman opened a door between the booths. 

	Following this path, another woman handed Rahima a plastic pass card and led her out. 

	Past the immigration station, there was a long hallway that led to a different lobby. 

	In this one, there were signs pointing her to the path into the Aachen Core Station. 

	She was through– she was just another soul in the City of Currents. 

	There was so much that she had lost. But she still had her life. 

	And she might have lodging. 

	From Stockheim, Rahima took one of many small, frequently moving trams between the port structure and the core station. At no point did anyone ask for her card. She was still guarded, but gradually began to feel that there would not be anyone coming after her immigration status. Her clothes elicited some looks– everything was old and scuffed and ill fitting, with faded colors and fraying fabric. But she expected that. She could endure being stared at for being visibly poor. She sat in the tram, caught her breath, and she almost relaxed.

	At the drop-off from the tram, Rahima found a tall panel with a three-dimensional map of the Aachen Core Station. The structure was cylindrical with both vertical tiers and concentric horizontal divisions. There was an outer ring structure connected by elevators that contained thousands of offices and apartments. The centermost ring had a novel layout, essentially a vertical mall wrapped around a central atrium spanning multiple floors, with the atrium space hosting floating trees, art installations, small parks and plazas, and other attractions depending on the floor, sometimes accessible, sometimes hovering out of reach. 

	Rahima followed a lit path from the trams. As she walked, the path expanded, until it fully opened into the landing at the base of the Core Station. Surrounded by people, Rahima raised her head to a ceiling higher than she had ever seen. A sweeping circular path connected platforms with restaurants and businesses encircling a glass shield containing the tall, brightly lit atrium. Suspended under the lights was a series of hanging ornaments in a variety of shapes, shimmering various colors and in turn coloring the landscape. 

	Rahima was stunned. 

	She had never seen anything so grandiose in her life. 

	A ceiling so high, and lights so bright. 

	Her destination would not take her further into those lights, however. 

	Judging by the map she had pulled up; she was headed for the outer ring. 

	Away from all the trendy shops and the colored lights and gold-rimmed glass. 

	But she lived here now, she had the card, she was a citizen. She would see it again. 

	From the base of the core station Rahima followed a hallway to the outer rings. This area was much the same as any other place she had lived in before. Grey and blue metal, white LEDs, no luster, just utilitarian pathways, boxy elevators, and doors separated from one another at consistent intervals, indicating each interior to be the same dimensions. She finally found the door she was looking for, distinguished from any other only by the number on its plaque. 

	She laid her hand on the panel under the plaque. Indicating she was waiting at the door. 

	Then the door slid open, and she heard a voice calling for her. 

	“Come in. No need to wait in the lobby, I don’t have anyone else today.” 

	A woman’s voice with the slightest hint of an accent Rahima could not place. 

	Rahima stepped through the door. There was a small lobby, just one long couch seat and a small screen playing upbeat jazzy tunes set to video of café ambiances. A second door had a plaque on it with the words ‘Feministiche Partei Rhinea’ and the logo of the woman with the flute, same as Rahima had seen on the business card. She did not know what to expect when she opened the door, and hesitated with her fingers drawing near the handle– 

	but the door opened, nonetheless. 

	Inside, there was a white room, with a table in the center, a digital whiteboard taking up much of the far wall, a few screens projecting from one of the near walls, and a small plastic desk. Sparsely decorated, meticulously tidy. There was a neat stack of cards on the desk much like the one Rahima saw at the immigration office, as well as a stack of synthetic shirts and banners. To Rahima, the goods looked like they had not moved for some time.

	Behind the cheap, thin desk, there was a woman. 

	Working on something on a thin-panel monitor, using the surface of the desk as a touch keyboard and saving everything to a memory stick. She was shorter than Rahima, paler, with dazzling green eyes and a soft, almost girlish face. Her hair was white-blue, some collected into a ponytail, some framing her face. She was dressed professionally, grey-brown checkerboard vest, white button-down and tie, pencil skirt and heels. 

	And her sharp, long ears said even more than that: this woman was an elf, Rahima knew. 

	“Are you Concetta Lettiere?” Rahima asked. 

	For a moment the woman looked up from her desk and met Rahima’s eyes. 

	“It’s not pronounced like ‘conceited’ it’s pronounced like ‘conch’. But I would prefer you call me Conny. Everyone else does and it’s easier for anyone to say. Conny Lettiere.” She said. 

	“Sorry. Conny.” Rahima said. “I’m Rahima Jašarević. At immigration, a woman–” 

	Conny interrupted Rahima with the sound of her chair scraping across the floor. 

	She stood up from her desk and walked over to Rahima and stood near. Conny was almost a head shorter than Rahima, but her confidence movements gave her a strong presence. 

	“How long has it been since you ate?” 

	Rahima was too tired to demand she be allowed to speak without interruption. 

	“I had some bread this morning.” She said, without further elaboration. 

	“I’ll order us something and have it brought over. Do you have a place to stay?” 

	“No. I just arrived here today. Do you want to see my papers?” 

	“I don’t care about your papers, I’m not a cop. It’s fine. Right now, I’m more worried that you might drop at any moment. Are these your only clothes? Do you have any luggage?” 

	“Nothing but the clothes off my back. I’m really okay– I just need a place to stay.” 

	Rahima tried to say this, but as soon as she thought about it– 

	All her body ached. Mind turned to fog. She was hungry. Her mouth was parched. 

	Her lean, slightly lanky frame had gotten so much thinner since her journey began too. 

	Before she realized it, she was turning to skin and bones. 

	So focused on making it to Aachen she never cared in what condition she might arrive. 

	Conny urged her to sit down at one of the chairs near the table. 

	“You can stay here. I’ll pull out the futon from storage– I sleep in this office sometimes. Helps me brainstorm. You can stay until you can find your own place. Can you read and write? There are a few jobs you can do around here. I’ll pay you out of the party budget.” 

	Rahima was taken aback by Conny’s sudden energy. She was talking so fast. 

	Though she wanted to ask why Conny was so concerned, and why she was so kind– 

	What came out of her lips was, “what is ‘the party’?” 

	Conny wore a slightly proud smile as she responded. “The Rhinean Feminist Party. We advocate for the rights of women in Rhinea. We’re only local right now– a subsidiary of the Aachen Liberal Party. But I have huge ambitions! Right now, you’re a girl who needs help, so– some feminist I would be if I just threw you back out the door just like that.” 

	Despite Conny’s enthusiasm, Rahima understood very little of that through the fog. 

	It was as if the fear and tension built up over the weeks had been load-bearing for her body. 

	As soon as she sat, she felt like she would not be able to stand again as easily. 

	With a moment’s peace to think, the brutality of her struggle finally caught up to her. 

	“I’ll get you some food and a change of clothes. We’ll talk more when you’re cleaned up.” 

	Conny smiled, with a hand on Rahima’s shoulder. Rahima nodded weakly at her. 

	For whatever reason, for the first time in a long time– 

	Rahima felt like she might be safe. 

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979 

	“See? I had full confidence that you could walk out here on your own and easily.” 

	“I wouldn’t say it’s that easy, but I’m not tripping over.” 

	“You sound so down. Come on, it’s a new station. We’re on a mission! Out and about!” 

	“You’re on a mission. I’m just coming along.” 

	“Not at all. I need you. They will relate better to you than to me.” 

	Homa felt so pathetic about it, but that ‘I need you’ reverberated in her mind for a while. 

	It was so exactly what she wanted to hear that it pissed her off. 

	“Whatever. I’ll do what I can.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	Kalika smiled at her. Her makeup, the sleek contours of her face– she was so pretty. 

	It was impossible for Homa to meet her gaze too directly for too long. 

	So instead, she turned her eyes on Aachen, laid grandly before her outside the entry lobby. 

	Never in her life had Homa seen a station interior so broad and ostentatious. Even the mall in Kreuzung had a ceiling closer to the ground than Aachen’s central structure. 

	There was an atrium so high up it was impossible to see the ceiling, and spiraling around it was a sweeping blue path with frequent stops next to platforms holding what seemed like shops, cafes, offices, and venues of that sort. What stunned Homa the most was that the central atrium structure was sealed off with glass and filled with water, so that the art installations floating inside a cylinder filled with sea water and stirred by machines forming artificial currents. Like bells or chimes, stirred by the water rushing past them, spiraling to the top as the pathway did– but instead of sound, they made color. 

	And so, it seemed that in front of Homa’s eyes there was a vortex of glass, water, and gems. 

	That dwarfed any given person crowding the paths that surrounded it. 

	“They change this every so often.” Kalika said. “Last I was here; it wasn’t full of water.” 

	“To create the stream, and to pump in the water, I wonder if they connected this to the sea.” 

	Kalika glanced at Homa. “Good point. I’ll write that down for later investigation.” 

	Homa averted her gaze again. “I was just saying stuff without thinking.” 

	“No, it’s a good observation Homa.” Kalika said. “Even if it doesn’t help us right now, that doesn’t mean it won’t ever be useful. Reconnaissance is about gathering any information that might be important and letting HQ sort it out. Don’t be afraid to speak up.” 

	“I’ll keep it in mind.” Homa said. “But don’t regret it later if I start talking too much.” 

	After the Volksarmee arrived in Aachen on the Brigand, Rostock and John Brown, Kalika was given a mission to scout out the station for them. There would be other scouting parties going to different places where they might blend in better, and they would collate all their information through encrypted ZaChats each day. Kalika’s mission had a particular focus on the Shimii Wohnbezirk, a residential and business area that was largely if not exclusively populated by Shimii. Homa was given to understand that it was located beneath the core station cylinder and that while Aachen was not technically segregated, the Shimii Wohnbezirk was affordable to live in and had an established religious community so most Shimii chose to live down there. Kalika explained this during their last session of physical therapy– she would be going away for a while and find lodging in the Wohnbezirk. 

	“Well, I guess this is goodbye then?” Homa had asked. 

	Their last session was almost a formality. Homa proved she could walk without assistance. 

	She tried not to feel too downcast– after all, it was inevitable Kalika would– 

	“Not yet. I am taking you with me. I want you to pretend you’re looking for your family.” 

	“Huh?!” 

	Kalika smiled so sweetly and innocently as if she was not dragging Homa along by the arm. 

	Though Homa wanted to be dragged along she still acted as if she was complaining. 

	In her heart there was a mix of trepidation and excitement. 

	Excitement, because she was going on a trip into a station with Kalika, who was so cool, beautiful, classy and collected– she seemed like an inhabitant of an entirely different world that Homa should have never been able to access. The trepidation, while partly related to Kalika, was more related to their mission. Homa had never felt at home within Shimii communities, and it was a bit farcical to pretend that having her along would make the Shimii Wohnbezirk more accessible. Homa lived as a Shimii but hardly knew the culture.

	If anything, she was worried she might screw everything up for Kalika by being there. 

	Homa had found that Shimii had extreme double standards. Their own people they would judge extremely harshly in all facets, but Imbrians were like an alien race that could go about their business with their only excuse being, “well, that’s how Imbrians are.” Homa never understood that mentality, and the expectations behind it were one of the few ways she felt like a Shimii despite being mixed race. She knew she was a Shimii because of the judgmental eyes on her when she walked by the masjid without attending, when the public prayer bells rang and she kept walking, when she showed up to shops with her Kreuzung passes, when she dressed up in Imbrian clothes. They treated her like they would a Shimii.

	She had never been to Aachen but assumed Shimii were just as judgmental everywhere. 

	Nevertheless, she could not deny Kalika when she was ‘needed’. Homa followed along. 

	Dressed up in a simple brown coat provided by Kalika, and tough blue worker’s pants from the Brigand’s sailors, over the typical sleeveless button-downs the communists all had on. She finally got her work boots back and tied her dark hair up into a ponytail using the teal necktie instead of wearing it right. Her ears were groomed, her tiny tail fluffed up. 

	Like Kalika, she wore gloves now to hide her prosthetic.

	Around her neck, she wore her good luck charm, the necklace with the piece of silica inside. 

	Every so often she continued her habit of grasping it gently. 

	But the beings inside it– the trees?– had not spoken to her again in some time. 

	“My, who is this handsome stranger? I feel so safe with her around.” Kalika teased. 

	“Shut up.” Homa said, but her heart soaked in the praise like a sponge filling with water. 

	Kalika was dressed in her usual attire, with her sword hidden in her bag as always. 

	Fancy jacket, silver, with see-through sleeves, classier than punk but edgier than formal; synthetic silk shirt, pencil skirt and black tights on her long legs; purple hair pulled up into ponytail framed by her rectangular horns, with tidy bangs covering her forehead; stark pink skin, wine-colored makeup. Shimii had a prevailing idea of Katarrans as being unrefined and monstrous, mostly the same as Imbrians thought of them– but to Homa, Kalika belonged on the cover of a magazine. The contours of her face were so sleek yet so soft-looking. 

	She was drop dead gorgeous. 

	“Are you thinking the same about me then, stranger?” Kalika said, winking. 

	“I wouldn’t call you handsome, I think.” Homa said, folding her ears. 

	She was, though– she was everything admiring that Homa could say. 

	Kalika was mystery and beauty and danger and sensuality, on a dazzling pair of legs. 

	And so, with Homa guarding her heart carefully and Kalika whistling casually, the two of them crossed from the Stockheim tram, into that stunning Aachen lobby, and finally into an elevator bank from which they were headed straight down through the crust of northern Eisental. While the central cylindrical block of Aachen was incredibly beautiful and colorful, this treatment did not extend to the utilitarian sidepaths and the elevators. 

	Everything outside that atrium and the surrounding mall was what Homa was already used to– cold metal lit by white and yellow LEDs. Like the rest of the world.

	“It looks like Aachen has an offset reactor.” Kalika said, while the elevator descended. She laid a finger on a visual representation of the station and their elevator, which was descending into a wireframe box. “The Shimii Wohnbezirk is this box on the map, so the reactor must be this one just off to the side of it. Interesting. I wonder if the Shimii work in the reactor? It would be convenient, but Imbrians aren’t usually so trusting– not that it’s particularly kind of them to let Shimii breathe the salt and get pseudoburns.” 

	“Well, Shimii can get work in the Kreuzung reactor, if they have a pass and get lucky.” 

	“Lucky, huh? Well, if that hellhole Kreuzung allows it, Aachen might just allow it too.” 

	Homa meant ‘get lucky’ in a socioeconomic sense– reactor work paid very handsomely. 

	Reactor workers could more than make up in cash and benefits the years of life they lost. 

	Homa had never been brave enough to apply for a job like that, however. 

	Even at her most desperate, she did not want to trade an untimely demise for money. 

	When the elevator stopped and the doors opened, Homa stepped out into the light of bright white LED clusters hanging high on street-light poles. There was no illusion of a sky. Towering rock walls and a rough, cavernous ceiling surrounded and loomed over a main street with discrete plastic buildings on both sides. Homa got the impression of long alleyways and winding paths just from looking between some of the buildings. She saw an electronics shop peddling the type of portable Homa had once been given by a certain unsavory woman; restaurants and cafes; a Volwitz Foods affiliated grocer and a high-end sneaker shop side by side. As far as she could see, there was activity.

	Homa was reminded of Tower Seven immediately. 

	A parallel world that Shimii did not need to leave with everything in it except whatever rights the Imbrians must have stripped away. In terms of the architecture the buildings were shaped for functionality, none exceeded two stories. Many did not even have a coat of paint and were weathered beige or an off-white, while others were painted in simple greens, yellows and browns. Homa felt more at home once she took a look at all the signage. There were no logos or promotional artwork that had human figures on them. Shimii religious beliefs frowned upon depicting people– so the logos predominantly boasted elaborate Fusha calligraphy and geometric patterns. For the Fusha signs, Homa could barely read many of the characters, but thankfully most had Low Imbrian signage with a translation too. 

	On the main street, it was all chain stores and affiliates of Imbrian megacorporations, but Homa could still pick out familiar scenes happening all around the LED-lit plastic. A caucus of aunties visiting a stylist; young men haggling with a pawn shop owner; older men with overgrown tail fur sipping tea at the café; kids running ahead of their mothers.

	She was surprised to see a lot of flowing hair and ears up in the air, however. True, not all women, especially young women, heeded the scripture when it came to donning a hijab, but Homa had not seen a single traditional hijab anywhere, which she did find odd. Not even the aunties were wearing the traditional headgear. She did see some women with trendy-looking see-through veils attached to caps with pretty patterns on them– a not-uncommon way of modernizing the garb, but not an exclusive one. She wondered whether Aachen’s Shimii were more liberal than normal or whether there was something else. Even in Kreuzung she was used to seeing as many women wearing some kind of headgear than not. 

	“What do you think, Homa?” Kalika asked, smiling gently at the sights around her. 

	“I feel so weird being here.” Homa said. “It’s not that much different from Kreuzung.” 

	“You’re right– whether technical or not, this feels like segregation to me.” Kalika said. 

	“Well, I don’t know if you asked some of these folks, if they’d want to live with Imbrians.” 

	That did not make it right– but it was always the most complicated thing about Kreuzung. 

	Probably also at work here as much as Homa hated to have to think about it. 

	She was not the one equipped to solve this problem, only the one haunted by it. 

	“How about we take a look around? I’m not in any hurry.” Kalika asked. 

	“Lead the way, I’m just following you.” 

	“Alright. If you want any treats, we can stop somewhere. Don’t be shy.” 

	“Fine. I’ll let you know.” Homa sighed. 

	Kalika stepped ahead and Homa followed closely, but still allowing her to lead. 

	Following the main street, past the throngs of people and the rows of stores, they eventually came up a town square with a small park with a few olive trees growing with a minimal support system. Nothing but lights and irrigation. There was a three-story building with a waving flag that Homa had seen before, and which caused her heart to jump– a Volkisch black sun. Imani Hadzic had an armband with that same symbol. Kalika had noticed it too– she turned Homa around and led her down a side-street deeper into the alleys. 

	“Let’s go somewhere more– local.” She said.

	Homa did not struggle– she did not care where they went.

	So into the depths of the Wohnbezirk, the two went.

	Kalika made idle chatter as they walked through the winding, intermittently lit paths. 

	“Homa, I’ve always had a certain curiosity.” 

	Homa frowned slightly. “A curiosity about–?” 

	“What does ‘Shimii’ mean?” 

	“Uh. I think it’s an ancient word for cat?” 

	Homa pulled gently on the upright, cat-like ears atop her head, by way of illustration. 

	“I see.” Kalika said. She looked like she was containing some amusement. 

	Homa let go of her ears, giving them a ponderous rub before doing so. 

	“I mean, I don’t know how all this happened, obviously. But cats are very admirable.” 

	Kalika nodded her head thoughtfully. 

	Rather than list the admirable qualities of cats, Homa delved thoughtlessly into conjecture. 

	“It wouldn’t surprise me if like– ancient ummah admired cats enough to become cat-like.” 

	“That is a very cute origin story.” 

	“Yeah, but– I’m just joking– obviously nobody believes something that silly.” 

	While the main street had been populated by chain stores, the parallel roads had a few locally owned businesses and a few small religious schools and some homes. The deeper they went through the side paths the less people they saw. But there was still local traffic everywhere they went even if it was only a few people or a small group. They saw a small theater playing new Imbrian movies; a butcher shop that had Homa staring for a few moments at the beef hanging on the window; and a pharmacy selling both Imbrian-affiliated medications and local naturopathic concoctions; among a variety of places with darkened windows and shut doors, where they had no idea whether anything was inside. 

	There were less streetlamps, so the side paths were gloomier than the main street. 

	None of the people walking past seemed to mind the span between lamps, however. 

	After some walking through nondescript blocks, they reached one of the girder-reinforced rock walls and found a map of the Wohnbezirk on an interactive panel. Kalika stopped and began poking on it. Judging by the map, there was not just one street or three– the layout was an entire town under Aachen with a few kilometers of space and several districts hewn into the rock. There was an entire residential district they had not even gone near.

	And a small village off on a corner away from everything else.

	“So many people, and I haven’t seen any Uhlankorp. I guess that’s convenient for us.” 

	“But is it convenient for the people here?” Homa said. 

	“I think so– do you think the Uhlans would administer fair justice here?” 

	“I guess not.” Homa sighed. 

	She had never lived anywhere that had ‘friendly’ police. She had grown up being taught to be respectful but to keep away and keep quiet; the implicit understanding that police wielded justice for Imbrians and not her– hell, maybe not even for Imbrians. Maybe only for themselves. Could not one single thing in the world be fair to everyone? 

	“We’ll do what we can to help Homa. Maybe not short term– but be patient with us.” 

	Kalika offered her a small smile while looking up directions in the map. 

	“Homa, I want to see some local color. Where would you go in this situation?” 

	She gazed back at Homa. Homa averted her eyes and shrank a little bit. 

	“It’s not like I have any experience with this. I guess I would want to go to people I know– if I just ended up here by myself I might go to a grocer or a barber or something. Places where you find young guys or aunties– those are the types that are always chatty. I wouldn’t bother with the chain stores in the main street or trying to go to the masjid for small talk.” 

	“Why don’t you pick a place and lead the way? We can start running our little scam.” 

	“Don’t call it that– someone might hear.” 

	Kalika’s ‘little scam’ was for Homa to ask about ‘her family’ like a pathetic lost child. 

	It was a valid idea for learning more about the town, but Homa did not like it. 

	She approached the map and saw there was a greengrocer a few blocks away. 

	Without saying anything she put her hands in her pockets and nodded for Kalika to follow. 

	Homa turned her eyes on the ground as if she did not want anyone to see them. 

	Walking casually on her prosthetic leg should have felt like a triumph. 

	But replicating the miserable, lonely walking she did in Kreuzung, trying to seem small and to draw no attention– 

	It was depressing. Even with Kalika alongside her it all felt so depressingly circular. 

	Every Shimii habitat in the Imbrium– was it all the same? Homa wandered in thought. 

	No sooner had they turned the corner, however, that Homa walked into someone. 

	She felt a shock the instant of the impact. How foolish could she be? 

	Especially for Kalika to have seen her–! 

	“Watch where you’re fucking going– oh, oh hey, who the fuck are you? Katarran?” 

	Homa’s heart sank as soon as she recovered and caught sight of who she had run into. 

	In front of them on the street was a group of four young men, all of them skinny-looking, maybe even younger than Homa by a year or three. The one Homa had walked into had a fiery look in his eyes, gesturing with his hands as if demanding an explanation (or compensation) be laid on his palms. The whole group was dressed in Imbrian fashions, with zip-up hooded jackets with see-through vynil sleeves and big black pants and colorful sneakers. Their tails were straight, and their ears were folded, and their body language was tense, coiled-up, ready to release. It was supposed to be forbidden for a good Shimii to imitate Imbrians too much, but to Homa, these boys were archetypical Imbrian hooligans. All they were missing was jewelry and a football game in which to hurl verbal abuse. 

	“What’s a Katarran doing down here? You gawking? Here to fuck with us?” 

	Homa glanced briefly at Kalika and saw her staring down the lead hooligan. 

	She was not saying anything in response to the provocation. 

	Did she want Homa to be the one to talk? 

	“Not gonna talk? Did you bring her here, you little punk? I don’t recognize you.” 

	With Kalika, the obvious discrepancy, keeping mum, the hooligan turned to Homa again. 

	“I’m not from around here! I’m just visiting! She’s– she escorted me here!” Homa said. 

	Kalika sighed openly. 

	“You’re here visiting? Here?” The hooligan looked at his friends who all had a laugh with him. “And you bought a Katarran?” He turned sharply back to Homa, reached out a hand and shoved her. “You ought to make a donation, then, you rich bitch– you ran right into me and scuffed my favorite jacket. Do you know how much I had to hustle for it? I can’t afford to travel all over like you. So, you should make a contribution to the less fortunate.” 

	“We’re not looking for trouble here. But if you touch her again, you’ll regret it.” 

	Kalika stepped forward. 

	Homa thought that would have been enough to get them to back off– 

	“Want some? Katarran bitch! Go back to the fucking vat you got shat out from!” 

	But a sense of invulnerability was a universal folly of young men, inculcated by a system designed to insulate them from any consequences. So even these boys, who had no concept of what they were messing with and nothing but the chip on their shoulder to strike with, still formed up in front of Kalika as if Katarrans were everyday targets of their fists. It was enough to unnerve Homa, but Kalika was unmoved in their presence. 

	Homa saw her fingers sliding over her bag. 

	None of the boys knew what was in there– but Homa feared what might come to pass. 

	So, she stepped forward even closer than Kalika, directly in front of the hooligans. 

	Not knowing what she could possibly say to sound intimidating– 

	She lost her opportunity and received an even more forceful shove than before. 

	Thrown back to be caught by Kalika. 

	Homa could practically feel the burgeoning anger in Kalika’s grip. 

	It punctuated her own helpless foolishness. She was shaking with frustration at herself– 

	Suddenly a new voice sounded across the street. 

	“Hey! Knock it off! Stooping to street harassment now, you lowlives?” 

	Hurried steps sounded behind them; then a dark-skinned girl appeared in front of them. 

	Homa saw long black hair, the glint of golden eyes, a brief glance of a fierce expression. 

	She interposed herself between Kalika, Homa and the boys, standing firm. 

	With one hand in her pocket of a brown jacket made of a thick fabric. 

	Despite the difference in numbers the boys seemed more hesitant to approach her. 

	They still had to posture like they could fight, but they were slowly beginning to back off. 

	“Where the hell did you come from? You need to get your ass back to the Quarter, bitch!” 

	“Fuck off! I’m not afraid of you! Why don’t you step up to me like you did to them?” 

	Not even the taunt could get any of the boys to reach out for a shove or throw a punch. 

	Surreptitiously they drew back even as they continued to shout. 

	“Mahdist bitches! We’ll kill you if we see any of you again!” 

	There was a note of desperation in that voice. 

	“Get out of here already!” The young woman shouted at them. 

	Hurling slurs and abuse, the boys ran from the scene, dispersed with surprising urgency. 

	Kalika lifted her hand from her bag. And the young woman took her hand out of her jacket. 

	While Homa composed herself, her chest fluttering with shame. 

	“Calling me a Mahdist like it’s a slur, the nerve of them.” The girl said, grunting. 

	She was someone who had to be around Homa’s age, not a child by any means and yet not experienced in the fullness of her adulthood. Her face and body Homa thought resembled her own, like someone who was young and unmarred by the world, but frequently worked with her hands. She had a stronger back and shoulders than Homa did, however. She looked visibly poor– Her jacket was well worn, with scuff marks and frayed edges and missing buttons, but very sturdy, worn over a blue blouse. She wore black pants that were ripped in places and thick boots. Her ears had messy fur and her tail had a few scars on it.

	“Are you okay? They didn’t rob you or anything, did they?” She asked. 

	Homa was surprised at how dark her skin was, almost as dark as her long, sleek and shiny hair, flat down her back but grown unruly in the sides and front with a lot of bangs and stray wavy locks. Her eyes contrasted the flesh around them to an intense degree. She had a mix of familiar and interesting facial features; she had an oval face with thin lips, her eyes had a slight narrowness to them, her nose was very straight, her eyebrows were a bit thick. 

	The contemptuous expression that the handsome young lady had directed at the hooligans melted into a much gentler look of concern for Kalika and Homa. 

	“Thanks to your intercession, it did not get that far.” Kalika said. 

	“Yes. Thank you.” Homa said, still feeling like too much of an idiot to say much more. 

	The girl put her hand on her own chest as a gesture of greeting.

	“I’m Sareh. I hope those guys won’t leave you with a bad impression of us.” 

	“Not at all.” Kalika said, smiling. “I’m Kalika, this is Homa. Trust me, we’ve seen worse.” 

	Homa waved half-heartedly, still keeping mum. 

	“I appreciate you not putting them in the dirt. They’re just a bunch of morons.” Sareh said. 

	Homa thought Sareh must have known a thing or two about Katarrans to have judged that. 

	If she was hiding a gun in her jacket, then she wasn’t oblivious to this sort of scenario. 

	She might have interceded on behalf of those boys as much as she did to stop them. 

	“Usually when Shimii immigrate here, there will be an introduction by their family at the Rashidun masjid on the other side of town– or they get sent straight to the Mahdist quarter.” Sareh said, directed primarily at Homa. “It is odd for Shimii to just visit; especially with a Katarran. Tourists stick to the main street to buy trendy stuff. Back here, it’s all locals. So that’s why it looks kind of weird for you two to be wandering around these streets.” 

	“I’m–” Homa felt ashamed lying to Sareh, who seemed genuinely friendly to outsiders like them. But it was necessary. “I’m not immigrating. I’m looking for my family– when I was a kid I was sent to Kreuzung by myself. My surname is– Messhud. Homa Messhud.” 

	She picked surname that read as Mahdist since Sareh had been called a Mahdist. But she also picked an uncommon one and pronounced it quite strangely, in the hopes no locals had it. 

	“Huh. Well, I don’t know everyone here, but I know someone who might be able to help.” 

	Sareh pointed in a direction where the rock ceiling lowered, and the walls narrowed. 

	“Over that way is the Mahdist quarter. I can take you to my part– my friend, there.” 

	Kalika seemed to pick up on her correcting herself. Mild amusement crept into her smile. 

	Homa looked back to Kalika as if for permission. Kalika nodded her head. 

	And thus, fortune led them ever deeper into the Wohnbezirk– to a Mahdist ghetto. 

	

	

	After Descent, Year 961 

	“Guten morgen, my name is Rahima, and I am calling on behalf of the Rhinean Feminist Party. Do you need assistance registering to vote or accessing your local polling office to exercise your right to vote? We would be happy to assist you, free of charge.” 

	Another call sent to voice-email. Rahima tapped on her keyboard to end the call. 

	She had a headset to make calls to people’s rooms notifiying them of upcoming elections. 

	Hands on the keyboard, headset always ready, a list of room addresses to call up. 

	She could go through a dozen rooms quickly– if nobody picked up. 

	When someone picked up, Rahima felt much more nervous than leaving voicemails. 

	“Guten morgen, my name is Rahima,” 

	Since she had immigrated a few years ago, Rahima had been doing much better for herself. 

	Her hair had grown out, richly brown, and her cheeks had filled again. Her arms and legs were no longer so skinny and her back had broadened a bit. She had new clothes, Imbrian business attire; a vest, shirt, a blazer and pants. Her skin, which had been turning pale and yellowing with neglect and sickness, had returned to its light brown richness. All of this thanks to her new income. She was the workhorse of the Rhinean Feminist Party, carrying boxes of logo-branded goods to and fro, fixing things around the office that Conny did not want to bend down or climb up a ladder for, picking up lunch, and now, making calls. 

	“Guten morgen,” 

	At first there was not much to do around the office but menial manual labor. 

	Even so, Conny hardly wanted to do it, and so happily paid for it to be done. 

	Now, however, there was a buzz of excitement. 

	Emperor Konstantin von Fueller had made a historic decree. The Imperial monarchy and its offices would no longer contradict local decision-making in the duchies provided it was done through legally approved means. This was being referred to as ‘the Emperor’s retreat from politics.’ Law enforcement between the territories would continue to be carried out by the Inquisition, Patrol and Imperial Navy, but each Duchy could control its economy and social policies without intervention. For territories like Veka with an authoritative duchal family, little would change. For Rhinea, however, this was a moment of great opportunity. 

	Rhinea’s duchy had long since relinquished decisionmaking power to generations of the noveau rich who had then formalized that power in the Rhinean Reichstag. 

	Now the Reichstag would have more weight than ever as Rhinea’s policy-making body. Established parties like the Liberals and Conservatives attracted real corporate investment, as it became clear they could be a nexus for further reform of the economy to suit some interest or another; and even niche parties like the Rhinean Feminist Party now had opportunities to grow. The All-Rhinea stage was still barred from them, but if they could make a strong showing in Aachen’s local politics, they might turn their fortunes. 

	Right now, they were under the Rhinean Liberals, but they could grow, attract members. 

	With greater membership, they could run on their own ticket for council and executive. 

	And with any amount of victories in a real ticket, they might then attract real investment. 

	Therefore, Conny had Rahima making phone calls down the entire room registry. 

	Rahima kept making calls, running through the script, trying her best when picked up. 

	Until she felt a gentle squeezing from a pair of hands on her shoulders. 

	“You’re working hard. Want to get lunch together?” Conny Lettiere said. 

	“I’ll never say no to lunch. Your treat?” Rahima said. 

	“My treat.” Conny said. Rahima could feel her smile even without looking at her. 

	When she turned around to look at her, she immediately thought– 

	Conny looked gorgeous. 

	Wearing a cardigan that had a pattern of thicker and sheerer material across its surface and bits that hung from the hem and the end of the sleeves, over a plastic tanktop with a deep cleavage plunge that cut off mid-belly, both quite provocative. Bell-bottomed pants and open-toed shoes gave her such a bohemian look, and her hair being collected into twintails added to the almost girlish style. Colorful, full of youthful vibrancy. 

	Rahima could have never dressed like that. 

	Conny had the energy to be more frivolous because she had Rahima to be serious for her.

	“Is it the outfit, or is it me?” Conny said, grinning at Rahima. 

	“It’s both.” Rahima said, smiling as she stood up. 

	If only she had Conny’s courage– but that was something she could work on. 

	They relocated from the office to the central ring of the Aachen Core Station, following the spiraling walkway around the central atrium and its bright decorations. They stopped off at a platform three stories high and sat in a corner table of a small restaurant that served homestyle Imbrian fare. It was a small, homey venue, little more than a serving desk, an unseen kitchen, and six tables with four chairs. Very few people took up the very few seats in the establishment. Most of the people on the lunch rush picked up their meal from the counter and walked back out, headed back to their offices or workplaces. 

	Conny ordered cheese-stuffed dumplings served in a meat and tomato sauce. 

	“You know, this is based on the Elven dish ‘Ravioli.’ It’s an Imbrian take on it.” 

	“You don’t say?” 

	Rahima, meanwhile, ordered a pickled cucumber soup with a simple dinner roll. The soup had a base of chicken broth full of earthy vegetables, flavored with pickle brine, and topped with a dollop of cream and a big mound of grated pickled cucumbers and peppers. Rahima mixed everything together, broke off pieces of bread and dipped it into the unctuous soup. It was rich and tangy; it warmed her heart; it was just what she needed to soothe her throat after hours of talking. Even something this simple felt luxurious– especially with Conny.

	“Rahima, do you go down to the Wohnbezirk often?” Conny asked. 

	She meant the Shimii town in the rock under the Aachen core baseplate. 

	“I’ve been visiting more often since I got the apartment. Easier to do now that I don’t have to worry about someone seeing me going back and forth from the office.” Rahima replied. 

	“Do you go to the religious festivals? I don’t see you praying often.” 

	Conny took a bite of her dumpling, and Rahima could have sworn her sharp ears wiggled. 

	“It’s a bit tough for me Conny.” Rahima said. “I’m a Mahdist so if I want to go celebrate I have to go into the Mahdist ghetto– and then the Rashidun in the town will know about it.” 

	“Will that put you in danger?” 

	“I don’t know. It’s just another thing that could be a problem. Common prejudices.” 

	“I see. That’s so unfair. But I don’t want you to be overly concerned with appearances.” 

	“No, it’s better this way. We need to be careful about things like that, Conny.” 

	“Rahima, I might not know the cultural nuances that resulted in the Shimii’s troubles. But what we have going for us at the Rhinean Feminist Party is that we stand for radical politics! I want this to be a place where you can dream of a better world! You should never have to hide what you are or believe in here. I want women to be equal to men in the Imbrium, to end forced marriages, to get equal wages, to make workplaces safer; so, what are your dreams, Rahima? What can we do for the Shimii, and especially for Shimii women?” 

	After a long contemplation over the pickles in her soup, Rahima finally answered. 

	“I want to end the hijab ban; and to decouple Shimii suffrage from residency.” She said. 

	Her voice was a bit meek, as if there was a secret sin to saying such things. 

	Conny smiled brightly. “That’s what you’ll stand for then! We’ll fight for it together!” 

	She reached across the table and laid her hand over Rahima’s own, firm and supportive. 

	Rahima had never thought it about so closely before– it almost made no sense to her that she might be on the ticket for the Rhinea Feminist Party. They had few members, so if they wanted to run someone other than Conny, she had to be on the ticket. But she had an unexamined idea that only Imbrians got to be in the government, and a Shimii like her, a Mahdist even, could not have possibly been put on the ticket. Perhaps even the first time she saw her, Conny’s unspoken radicalism had already imagined Rahima on that ticket. 

	“I’m kind of nervous about this, Conny, if I’m being honest.” Rahima said. 

	“Don’t be. I’ll coach you. You’ve already got an advantage– you dress more formally!” 

	Conny reached out and rubbed her fingers over a bit of Rahima’s blazer, laughing. 

	Rahima laughed with her. Her heart was racing, but she felt strangely positive. 

	It would be nice to give the Imbrians a black eye in their own game.

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979 

	“Kalika, I have a curiosity.” Homa said. 

	As she spoke she mimed Kalika’s earlier tone a bit, with a hint of mockery. 

	“Ask away, dear.” Kalika said, clearly ignoring Homa’s taunting. 

	Homa’s eyes narrowed a bit when Kalika did not take the bait. 

	“What does ‘Katarran’ mean?” She said. 

	“It means ‘the damned’ or ‘the ones born cursed’.” Kalika said casually. 

	Homa quieted down for the rest of the walk. She had not expected something so dark. 

	“Almost there,” Sareh said, looking back at them as she led the way, “can you tell?” 

	On the northern end of the Shimii Wohnbezirk the cavernous ceiling descended closer and there was an area where the walls tightened. For a stretch, there were more exposures of the rock wall, less buildings and other structures to cover it up. There were more boarded-up, old and empty buildings too. Some had signs indicating they were for sale or rent but many, many more were just shuttered as if permanently abandoned. The road under their feet roughened slightly, it was less paved down, and even the air felt a bit thinner. 

	Eventually Homa could see the square entryway to another area up ahead. 

	“Shit.” Sareh said. “Our oxygen generator must be going again. Ugh, this sucks!” 

	“That’s not good.” Kalika said. “But hey, maybe we can help each other out.” 

	“Do you really mean that? I am not sure what you could do.” Sareh said. 

	“We’ll talk when we meet your friend, but try to trust me and keep an open mind.” 

	“Well, alright. We’re basically there. Our own dusty little corner.” Sareh said. 

	Homa could see it too. As soon as she caught her first glimpses of the village– 

	Her fist closed and shook with an impotent rage. 

	They crossed under an archway with an open gate that had a few bars broken on its doors. Here the ceiling was close enough to form something of a short tunnel, but then it opened back up into a little village. It was much more haphazardly planned than the main street of the Wohnbezirk. There were less streetlights, and only one short street that seemed to terminate on a double-wide building being used as a masjid. However, behind the masjid, and behind each house on the one street, there were more buildings set up, like a haphazard little village arrayed from the masjid as one of its central features. 

	There were a few dozen people hanging out in this little main street. They were like Shimii were everywhere– they dressed as nicely as they could, they had lively conversation, their ears were standing, their tails swaying. Homa noticed a few more frayed and discolored items of clothing here and there. There was also nowhere for them to go. This village was much smaller than the rest of the Wohnbezirk but there were a lot of people in it.

	All of the buildings were plastic, but shabbier ones, less maintained. Rather than paint, many of them had pieces of patterned fabric for decorations. Just like the rest of the Wohnbezirk, there were shops here, but very few. There were no restaurants either. Homa saw a cobbler, a stylist, and a clothing atelier. All had very lively crowds like they were bright little local hangouts. There might have been more. But the streets looked mostly residential. 

	Other than the masjid, what drew Homa’s attention the most was a small clearing to the right a few dozen meters from the entrance gate. On this clearing, a plastic stage was in the final stages of assembly, with chairs around it, and a curtain that could open and close around it with poles and pulleys and carbon cable. It was sturdy and relatively new, the color of the plastic looking much fresher than that of the plastic in the surrounding houses. 

	In the back of the stage there was a square structure erected which resembled a small building facade, the size of an adult human being, with numerous arched entryways and a sweeping upper rim. Colored gold and red with blue patterning, its the spires dome-like and green, it was perhaps the most inventive little thing in the whole Wohnbezirk, nicer looking than any of the real houses. Homa wondered what monument it was supposed to be a replica of, since Shimii never built structures like this nowadays. Perhaps it was supposed to be a palace, maybe of one of the ancient kings, or maybe it related to the Mahdi. 

	“It’s a Tazia.” Sareh explained. She must have caught Homa staring at it. “We’re preparing for the Tishtar festival– it’s a yearly celebration we have around here. On Tishtar we recall the heroism of Ali Ibn al-Wahran, blessed be he, who opened the ocean for the Shimii. We build a replica of the mausoleum that his companions built. It’s not actually anyone’s grave though– the great hero al-Wahran is not really dead. Tradition stuff, you know? It’s kind of a hero festival, kind of a water festival, kind of a folk– well if you join us, you’ll see what I mean.” Her tone grew a bit awkward as if she either did not know how to explain it well.

	Homa suddenly froze up upon hearing the name of the blessed old Hero, however. 

	She recalled a dream in which a red-headed demon of a woman spoke that name to her. 

	“I recognize your kind. You are of his flesh. What was his name? Hmm. Oh yes.” 

	Ali Ibn al-Wahran. 

	What had she meant– when she said Homa was– of his flesh–? 

	Was it just because she was a Shimii–? Or was she– a Mahdist–? 

	“I’ve– I’ve never heard of him I think. I’m sorry.” Homa said, suddenly nervous. 

	“Huh? Really?” Sareh said, staring at Homa with curious surprise. “You don’t know? He’s like, the most important of the ancient kings. For Mahdists, we are also taught he is the Mahdi, a great hero who will return to us. I guess you must not be a mahdist– but I mean that’s okay! We don’t judge anyone here as long as they don’t judge us. So don’t stress out over it.” 

	Sareh continued to act a bit awkward around the subject of her religion and its rites. 

	Kalika continued to smile neutrally, her expression collected as Homa and Sareh spoke. 

	“Ah, thanks. It’s okay. I’m– I’m non-denominational–” Homa stammered as awkwardly. 

	It was just a stupid dream– she shouldn’t take it so seriously– 

	But– 

	didn’t the trees sing to her, 

	and the red-haired woman awaken the colors–? 

	wait, what colors?

	“I’d love to stick around for the festival. Wouldn’t you Homa?” Kalika said suddenly. 

	Homa jerked her head to look at Kalika, eyes drawn open. “Uh. I mean. Sure! I’ll stay.” 

	Kalika must have had some plan to make use of the Mahdists here to her advantage. 

	Or– maybe she just wanted to help them. 

	She and the Volksarmee were a bunch of communist weirdos after all. 

	Homa did not know if she considered herself one, but she was still just following Kalika.

	So she had little choice but to do as the communists did.

	And also– 

	When she looked around this tucked-away piece of the Shimii world, cast into obscurity– 

	She felt angry. And there was no good outlet for that anger. 

	So perhaps she should help. It could be educational as well.

	Without a family, Homa had never been afforded much of her religion. 

	Leija certainly never cared to teach her anything, except vague prejudices against Mahdists. 

	For all she knew she really could have been a Mahdist just like them. 

	“Alright! The more the merrier!” Sareh smiled at them. “Then let me introduce you to the lady organizing things. She happens to be the friend of mine I told you about. We can talk with her about getting you two into the festivities– and maybe other business.” 

	Kalika nodded, smiled, and followed behind Sareh. 

	She glanced at Homa and winked at her. 

	Homa blinked, confused, but followed along. Kalika was definitely plotting something. 

	Hopefully something good and kind– and not too troublesome. 

	Sareh led them to the masjid, and then around an exterior walkway. Behind the masjid there was a solitary old olive tree, living with an oxygen controller grafted onto its trunk, and a path of flattened out rock that led to a small plastic house next to one of the few light poles that were installed in the village. There was enough empty space between this house and the rest of the village that it felt more a part of the masjid than part of the residences.

	Sareh pointed it out as their destination. 

	“Baran! Are you home? I’m back from town! I’ve brought some visitors too!” Sareh called. 

	“Welcome back! Yes, you can come in! I’ll be happy to welcome them.” 

	Homa had not known what to expect, but the voice greeting them sounded pretty young. 

	Sareh waved her hand toward herself, inviting the guests in. 

	Rather than a door, the house had a curtain over its entry similar to ones on its windows. 

	Sareh pushed away the blue and green curtain. Beyond the entry, there was one room that contained almost all the acoutrements of living. There were a few plastic chairs around a little table, in one corner. On one wall, there was a screen with a cable snaking out of one of the windows. Plastic buildings did not have built-in computers and projection monitors, like the metal rooms in the station. Another corner was taken up by an electric pot and kettle stood up on a small refrigerator, their cords snaking into the wall.

	Finally, there was a set of plastic shelves that held cutlery, bowls, cups, and a variety of little knick-knacks. There were dolls of Shimii girls, with colorful dresses, and a little resin horse, and a cup and ball game– kid’s toys and handicrafts. While the horse was stitcher-machined, the rest looked a bit rougher and might have been hand-made, Homa thought. 

	At the end of the room there was another curtain. Out from it stepped their host. 

	Her bedroom must have been behind there. Homa did not see a bed anywhere else.

	“It’s so nice to have visitors! Not many people come by here. Introduce me, Sareh!” 

	“This is my– friend, Baran Al-Masshad.” Sareh said. 

	She looked to have been reaching for words for a second. 

	Baran giggled and put her hand to her chest by way of greeting. 

	“As-Salamu Alaykum.” 

	Her voice was quite lovely– Sareh seemed momentarily stricken by it and averted her eyes. 

	In general, Baran might have been the prettiest girl Homa had seen in a very long time. 

	She looked about Sareh’s age and therefore, Homa’s age. Unlike Sareh, who dressed in utilitarian Imbrian clothing usually typified as boyish, Baran wore a long blouse and skirt. Her eyes were deeply green and her skin a light honey-brown, with bigger eyes and slightly softer cheeks than Sareh. Her hair was worn long, and it had a very light reddish-brown tone. Like the other religious women Homa had seen in Aachen she did not wear a hijab but instead wore a see-through veil with a small cap. Hers was blue with little moon patterns on it, through which tall, fluffy ears poked. Her tail was a bit skinny, but as far as her figure, she had more than Sareh or Homa. She thankfully looked like she got to eat regularly.

	After seeing the state of the buildings, Homa had been worried there might be starvation.

	“Nice to meet you, Ms. Al-Masshad.” Kalika said. “I’m Kalika Loukia.” 

	She put a hand to her chest as she had seen Sareh and Baran do. 

	“Um. Salam. I’m Homa– Messhud. Homa Messhud. It’s– it’s nice to meet you two.” 

	Homa also put her hand to her chest. She was feeling rather awkward with her cover story. 

	“Oh, my whole name is Sareh Al-Farisi.” Sareh said, after receiving a little look from Baran. 

	“It is a pleasure to meet all of you.” Baran said. “Please just call me Baran.” 

	“I hope our unannounced appearance won’t trouble you, Baran.” Kalika said. 

	“Not at all. I was just resting. It might be my imagination, but the air is feeling thinner.” 

	“It is thinner. I think the air generator must be busted again.” Sareh said, sighing. 

	“I truly hope not– nevertheless, we can check on it after we have treated our guests.” 

	Baran gestured for Kalika and Homa to sit and then approached the electric pot. 

	Cracking the lid open, steam rising up, filling the room with a savory aroma; Baran scooped up steaming pulao rice into two bowls and passed them to Sareh, who in turn passed them to Homa and Kalika. From the kettle, she poured two cups of lukewarm tea. Homa looked down at the bowl of rice, eager to spot some chicken or beef within– instead finding only raisins and onions. While the aroma was incredible she could not help but feel disappointed.

	Kalika looked down at the contents of her bowl, mixing things up further with a fork.

	“We should accept it.” Homa whispered. “Turning down food from a Shimii is very rude.” 

	“I figured.” Kalika whispered back. “I was getting a bit peckish anyway.” 

	Baran handed Sareh her own bowl and cup and served herself as well. 

	Together, they all sat down on Baran’s table, with Kalika setting down her bag beside her. 

	“I’m afraid I am out of yogurt and sabzi, or I would offer you some.” Baran said. 

	“This is fantastic on its own. We can’t thank you enough for your hospitality.” Kalika said. 

	Homa nodded her head, trying to hide her wan expression at her continuing lack of meat. 

	“Baran, if you’re out of something, you should have told me!” Sareh said. 

	Baran shook her head. “I’m being thrifty now so we can spend more on the feast.” 

	“You shouldn’t have to do that.” Sareh grumbled but seemed to give up the argument then. 

	Homa looked at Kalika. While she ate, she was clearly observing Baran and Sareh. 

	She hoped dearly Kalika was not going to cause them any trouble. 

	All the communists she had met had been nice to her– but Kalika was “on a mission,” now. 

	Would she behave any differently? Would she try to take advantage of these people? 

	Helpless to do anything about it, Homa took her first spoonful of pulao into her mouth. 

	Her ears stood on end as the smooth, deeply savory flavor coated her mouth. Pops of tart sweetness from the raisins, and the crunchy red onions, lended the dish some complexity. The rice itself had a bit of cumin and Shimii pepper, maybe– but the real mystery was the deeply savory, velvety mouthfeel that came with each spoonful of rice, and the meaty flavor that it carried. Her mouth was slick with thekind of flavor she had been craving.

	Baran saw the expression on Homa’s face and smiled proudly. Sareh stared at her in turn. 

	“Want to know the secret, Homa? Rendered down chicken trimmings and bones!” Baran smiled like she had been clever. Sareh looked at her as if with mild embarassment. Heedless of this, Baran continued. “It’s the cheapest stuff from the butchers out in the town. I can make my own chicken oil and stock with it, and have my meat that way!” 

	A proud, smug little smile remained fixed on Baran’s face while her guests ate. 

	Homa savored the rice like it was the last time she might ever taste any meat. 

	“And before someone comments on the state of my pantry again, I am saving up so there will be meat on Tishtar. You are welcome to partake if you’d like to attend.” Baran said. 

	She looked at Sareh with a self-satisfied little face. Sareh looked back, exasperated. 

	Homa felt rather ashamed of how much this made the festival more attractive to her. 

	But not enough to reject the idea of showing up for the feast outright. 

	“As you can see, this is the sort of character our village chief is.” Sareh replied, grinning. 

	“Now, what is that supposed to mean? Good with budgeting? A genius chef?” Baran said. 

	Sareh shrugged and did not pick any of the available options. 

	“Oh interesting, she’s the chief? I thought she was just putting on the festival.” Kalika said. 

	“I don’t consider myself important.” Baran said. “The Imbrians are the ones who have true power over the Wohnbezirk. But my father and his family were very respected within this community. When my father passed away, the villagers wanted me to take up his hereditary titles. I just help around town and I consider the title purely ceremonial.” 

	“Is it because of the Imbrians that this place is so run-down?” Homa asked. 

	Kalika shot her a glance as if surprised. Homa realized she was being too blunt. 

	Sareh shot her a look too– but Baran was not offended. She began to explain. 

	“They are not solely responsible. However, they could fix things if they wanted to, and they do not. So that is a form of responsibility they must be criticized for.” Baran said. She put down her cup of tea and put her hands on her lap. “I’m sure you know, Homa, that there is a lot of bad blood between Mahdist Shimii and Rashidun Shimii. I don’t know the entire history of the Wohnbezirk, but it’s been segregated for as long as I have lived here. There are harsh rules imposed on us. For example, we are not allowed to grow food, we can only buy it in town. We also need to get any materials we use from the Shimii economy. Rashidun Shimii won’t offer us any charity, nor prefer us for anything. Sometimes, people will be upset if we try to buy too much or buy things that are scarce. Sometimes the Imbrians help us, but we are in essence responsible for everything here by ourselves. But despite that we–” 

	Here, Sareh suddenly interrupted. “Don’t mince words. Look, the problem is, this is a town of mostly women, children and old people. We risk being harassed every time we try to leave so only some of us go out infrequently. Very few people here earn outside incomes and we have limited imports; some families get remittances from kids who got work in the Core Station, and we have some aunties here who do clothes and shoes, but they are basically all trading the same reichmarks around. These conditions are supposed to put pressure on us– they want us to renounce our culture and become Rashidun and move into town to kill the village. All of the shiftless piece of shit men here left because of that–” 

	“Sareh, please, that’s enough.” Baran interrupted. Homa picked up a note of desperation. 

	Sareh stood up from her chair and left the table suddenly. Baran sighed as she watched her. 

	Homa raised her hands as if she wanted to stop her or apologize but could not speak out. 

	She sat back down on her chair feeling defeated. Kalika remained silent and calm. 

	After a minute’s silence Baran turned to their guests and tried to smile again. 

	“I’m sorry about that.” She said. “Politics and religion should not be off the table; we just need to be able to speak about them politely. That’s what my father always taught me. So please do not feel responsible for what just happened. Sareh is extremely dear to me; and I know I am dear to her. She just needs to cool off and we will rejoin her then.” 

	“Um. Right. Thank you.” Homa said, nervously. 

	“I’m glad Sareh is that tough– she seems like she needs to be that way around here.” Kalika said. She had finished her bowl and tea. “I feel like I’ve seen enough so I will be forward. Baran, Homa and I can help you. We want to stay for the festival. Homa has some money– she’s looking for her family here. Right Homa? And I’m a Katarran mercenary.” 

	Kalika looked over to Homa with a casual and untroubled smile. 

	Homa straightened up in her chair and put her hands on the table, stiffly. 

	“Yes. That– That’s all completely true.” She said. 

	“Then– you will help us with the festival, so Homa can search for her family here?” 

	“That’s what I’m thinking.” Kalika said. 

	“I would be happy to help– but there’s a lot to do for the festival. It’s an unequal trade.” 

	“Homa’s family means a lot to her.” Kalika said, glancing at Homa again. 

	Homa stiffed up more. “Uh. Yeah. I’m– I’m a real family cat.” She wiggled her ears a bit. 

	“You said your surname is Messhud?” Baran asked. “I was thinking– it could be a weird way of saying my surname, Al-Masshad– or maybe I just don’t know everyone around here. Surely some of the aunties would know more. I can ask them. Would that be okay, Homa?” 

	For a moment Homa felt extremely stupid about how close her hastily chosen fake surname came to being Baran’s actual surname. Had she tacked on an ‘al’ prefix there she would have been cooked. Somehow, the close call felt more embarassing than being completely caught in an outright lie, and Homa was growing to hate the entire situation. 

	She began evaluating everything she wanted to say to the very simple question of whether she was okay, running it by an intense committee in her own brain. The result of this was that for close to thirty seconds she was saying absolutely nothing to Baran.

	“She’s shy– hasn’t gotten around much.” Kalika kept smiling. “Please do ask around.” 

	Baran looked at Homa for a moment and then smiled more warmly at her. 

	“No need to be shy– it means so much to me that you want to help us.” Baran said. 

	“I am actually a communist. If I ignored all this, I’d bring shame on myself.” Kalika said. 

	THIS WOMAN–!? 

	Homa’s ears and tail both shot up as straight as they could go. 

	She shot Kalika a glance from the edge of her eyesockets, without moving her head. 

	Trying with all of her body to say WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?! 

	Without in fact saying a single word or even making so much as a noise. 

	“That’s so interesting. You might like to talk to the NGO people then.” Baran said happily. 

	Homa shot a glance at Baran. She felt like she was in an alternate universe suddenly. 

	Wasn’t she going to inform on them to the Volkisch? She just heard the c-word out loud! 

	Kalika continued to look and act as if nothing odd or auspicious was happening. 

	Did she just tell everyone she met she was a communist?! Did she want to die? 

	“Maybe I will. Homa and I have no prejudice towards anyone anyone except evildoers.” 

	“Right.” Homa finally said. “We– we hate those. Because of– communism?” 

	“Yep. Honest truth to Allah, Subhanahu wa-Ta’ala.” Kalika said in suddenly perfect fusha. 

	Homa felt more ridiculous than she had since the last time she felt utterly ridiculous. 

	Such moments seemed to transpire with increasing frequency. 

	“Mashallah! It is the first time I’ve ever set a table for communists, and also communists who know of our religion too. I’ll always remember this day.” Baran said excitedly. 

	Perhaps Baran was just more innocent than Homa would let herself believe. 

	Or maybe she did not really know what a communist was.

	“If you don’t mind, I would like to take a look at the oxygen generator.” Kalika said. 

	“Oh, yes! Follow me. I am hoping it’s not actually broken.” Baran said. 

	“I’m handy with things like that.” 

	“Sareh is too. She’s quite reliable. Maybe she already scouted it out?” 

	With their course decided, the trio stepped outside of Baran’s house. 

	They immediately found Sareh with her back to one of Baran’s walls, waiting for them. 

	Her arms crossed, her head down, and a wan expression on her face. 

	“Feeling better?” Baran asked gently, stepping in front of Sareh and beaming.

	Sareh averted her gaze. “I’m sorry for yelling. You don’t deserve that.” 

	“Maybe not– but I earned it, and I accept responsibility. I’ll always forgive you, Sareh.” 

	They briefly held hands, perhaps cognizant of their guests reading too much into it. 

	Homa had pretty much already deduced those two were something or other together. 

	Perhaps they might have only seemed like friends to someone with less life experience.

	If the concept of homosexuality had already burrowed into one’s brain, it was easy to see. 

	Homa herself was a complicated girl with complicated feelings so she understood. 

	And it would have been quite a sight for Kalika of all people to be homophobic. 

	Not that anyone here knew that– of course they would not trust them on appearances alone. 

	Together, Sareh and Baran led Homa and Kalika from the house behind the masjid, off the paths wound around houses, and closer to the undeveloped, rocky surroundings of the village. They followed a series of exposed ventilation tubes that ran into the village. Near to the rock wall, they found a metal plate with a machine in a square housing that served as the epicenter of all the tubes they had been following. There were several bolted plates that could be removed and reaffixed and a few gauges that seemed to be stuck. 

	“This generator doesn’t actually generate oxygen, but it pumps it from an oxygen plant in the Wohnbezirk and out to the rest of the village.” Sareh said. “We just call it the oyxgen generator because its easier to say. We used to have some CO2 converters in the village but most of them broke, so this thing has been working harder than ever as our main source of oxygen. Then it breaks down every once in a while and gives us all a headache.” 

	“We’ve tried to have someone fix everything in the village, but there’s always a problem.” Baran said. “When we ask for major repairs from the Wohnbezirk, they say they have to special order parts because of our outdated systems, so little fixes are all they can do. In the past I sent mail to Councilwoman Rahima, who is a very kind Shimii politician in the core station, and she helped speed things up; but I don’t want to bother her too much.” 

	“If it’s just a pump, I don’t see how their complaints could hold water.” Kalika said. 

	“You have a good point there.” Sareh said. “Sometimes I just kick it and it works again.” 

	“Sareh, please stop kicking things. They need to be fixed properly.” Baran said. 

	“Hey! I do that too sometimes. I just barely ever have parts or tools.” Sareh complained. 

	Kalika kneeled down near the machine. She put her ear to it. Her brows furrowed. 

	“I don’t even hear it doing anything.” She said. She opened an accessible panel on one side that had a handle– it was the door to the circuit box, Homa thought. 

	Homa walked around with Kalika and peeked at several different parts of the machine. She did not know a lot about electrical circuits, but she agreed with Kalika that a machine that pumps oxygen should not be too hard too fix. Even the circuits or the sensors that determined the oxygen level should not have needed special order parts.

	“None of the junction box LEDs are on. This doesn’t look too good.” Kalika said. 

	Baran sighed and raised one hand to her forehead, and Sareh closed her fists, agitated. 

	“It’s fine. I’ve got some Katarran friends who are handy with this kind of thing.” 

	Kalika stood back up, wiping dust and rock fragments from her knees and coat. 

	“You would really do that for us?” Sareh said. She looked at Kalika with narrowed eyes. 

	“Yes. It would in fact cost me almost nothing.” Kalika said. “I’ll get a friend down here to run a diagnostic, and then I’ll get a friend to find the right part, and then I’ll find a friend to go get the part I’ve got a lot of friends, and it pays to have them.” She winked at them. 

	Homa thought she knew who some of those friends might be. 

	She had heard Kalika mention that Olga, the bodyguard of Erika Kairos, could locate any object if she saw it once. There was also the chirpy and energetic Chloe Kuri, another of the Rostock’s special agents, who was allegedly good at sneaking around and stealing things. And as far as fixing things, the Brigand had no shortage of engineers and mechanics around– so in terms of friends they were well positioned to solve this particular problem.

	“It’s not your responsibility, Ms. Loukia.” Baran said, shaking her head. 

	“Just call me Kalika. And like I said, I am not able to ignore something like this.” 

	“Because of your beliefs?” Baran said. 

	“Because it’s the decent thing to do. Because I refuse to ignore your pain. Is that enough?” 

	“Forgive my skepticism. It feels too good to be true.” Sareh had a conflicted expression. 

	Baran seemed to appraise Kalika and after looking her over finally accepted her assistance. 

	“It’s alright, Sareh. Kalika is a communist. I think she’s sincere.” She said. 

	“Huh? Oh– you mean like the NGO people. I guess that makes sense then.” 

	Homa stared, incredulous. What kind of NGOs did they have around here?

	Sareh still seemed to be having trouble believing Kalika, but her body language relaxed.

	Kalika patted her hand on the chassis of the oxygen generator with a big grin.

	“Just let big sis Kalika take care of it. In return, let Homa eat a lot of meat at the festival.” 

	Homa’s tiny tail suddenly started to flutter, and she struggled to quickly make it stop. 

	“Um. Err. Yeah. We’ll– we’ll definitely repay your hospitality.” Homa said. 

	“Whether or not you assist us, we would still love to see you on Tishtar.” Baran said. 

	“Kalika, let me help with the repair job too. I can’t just accept charity.” Sareh said. 

	“A familiar form of stubborness. Fine– there will be something for you to do.” Kalika said. 

	Homa glanced sidelong at Kalika and Sareh but resolved to say nothing about that. 

	She was turning over imaginary kababs and kuftas in her mind, juicy and slick with fat. 

	

	

	After Descent, Year 967 

	Whispered sweet words and low, heavy groans of desire from an empty office. 

	Two shadows in a corner, a different corner every time, practiced, well-rehearsed. 

	They would not be found, not today. Today was an especially easy tryst. 

	Having come off a major victory in the council, everyone left early after the celebrations. 

	Leaving behind only the two party bosses, with what work was left, and what play was left. 

	“Rahima–” 

	Before Conny could say whatever was on her mind Rahima quieted her with a deep kiss. 

	Pushing her against the wall, her fingers slipping into Conny’s bell-bottomed pants. 

	Savoring the taste of booze, smoke and lipstick– things her religion denied her– 

	Things that she could nonetheless claim from her partner-in-crime. 

	Rahima almost lifted Conny against the corner, pushing herself as close as she could. 

	Looming over the shorter elf, having to bend to take her due to the difference in size. 

	Conny raised her hands to Rahima’s chest and gently pushed her back. 

	Until her tongue parted from Conny’s lips, a slick string tying them together still. 

	“Mm. Relax. Nobody is here.” Rahima said. 

	There was a grin on her face, hungry and confident, savoring what she had claimed. 

	Rahima had grown in the intervening years. Ambitious, self-assured, and powerful. 

	At least, compared to what she once was– it was quite a leap. 

	“It’s not that. Ugh. Everything– everything is all wrong now.” 

	Conny had a demure expression. Her hands remained on Rahima, creating a bit of space. 

	When Rahima tried to get close those hands would not push but would keep her separated. 

	“Conny, after all we’ve fooled around, you can’t be having regrets now.” 

	“It’s not that, Rahima. I wish it was only that. I wish this was just about the Council.” 

	Rahima’s eyes opened wide. “Conny, what happened? Tell me.” 

	She laid her hands on Conny’s shoulders. Conny could not meet her eyes. 

	Their heartbeats both accelerated, and the heat of their passions became a heat of anxiety. 

	Rahima wracked her brain. Everything was supposed to have gone perfectly. 

	They had finally achieved a long-term goal– extending suffrage to the Shimii Wohnbezirk. 

	With this and Rahima’s support from the Shimii, they would be an undeniable force in the politics of Aachen, practically impossible to dislodge in the local elections. As long as Rahima postured as a liberal and non-demoninational Shimii and treaded the lines between radical and moderate as she treaded between Rashidun and Mahdist, she could look forward to a practically secured seat in the Council. It would enable the Rhinea Feminist Party to throw their weight around and push more of their agenda on the Liberals. 

	And of course, Conny, her mentor, her lover, the one who pulled her up from darkness– 

	Of course, she would be with her every step of the way. Of course. She had to be there. 

	“Rahima, I’ve been served a motion of Censure from the Reichstag. My career is over.” 

	Hearing those words, Rahima’s heart sank. 

	It was like someone had twisted a vise inside her chest and cleaved her guts in half. 

	Shaking fingers clutched Conny’s narrow shoulders. Both of them wept. 

	“How? For what purpose? That can’t be possible. We’re local politicians!” Rahima said. 

	“I went too far with the anti-slavery stuff. They’re calling me a communist.” Conny said. 

	“But you’re not a communist! That doesn’t matter! You can resist this, Conny!” 

	Conny finally met Rahima’s eyes. Rahima felt her heart jump again from the contact. 

	That fondness– a love within that gaze that Rahima hardly even knew had existed. 

	There was such admiration and gentle support from that simple meeting of the eyes. 

	“The more I fight it, the more it will drag your good name down too Rahima. They will bring up my sister, and the Union, call me a spy, run inquiries crawling into every part of my life. They will find out about us. They will ruin you too. I don’t need to resign but I will– because you’re more important than me, Rahima. More important than us. You represent a possibility I can’t achieve here. Your people need you. I resign, all of it stops, and you keep rising.” 

	“No.” Rahima said. “I can’t accept this. I can’t accept this, Conny. We are in it together.” 

	Conny averted her eyes again and seemed to speak past Rahima. 

	“Herta Kleyn of the Progressive Party has agreed for you to caucus with them.” 

	“What? You’re dissolving the party?” Rahima said. It was one blow after another. 

	Conny continued to speak without looking at her and Rahima continued to spiral. 

	“You’ll be a mainstream Liberal now. Your Council seat will remain secure. Even with me gone the Liberals will retain a majority. Don’t involve yourself in the special election. Let it go.” 

	“Conny don’t do this to me!” Rahima shouted. “Don’t do this to me! How can I–?” 

	“Rahima. I love you. Thank you for all these years. Don’t ever let them stop you, okay?” 

	Conny reached up to touch Rahima’s cheek, moving her hair from over the side of her face. 

	Rahima’s own hand reached up, and grabbed Conny’s and pressed it tight against herself. 

	Feeling as if she might never feel a hand that soft and that close ever again. 

	Like Conny would dissolve into a mound of ash right in front of her. 

	What had she done wrong? Was this God’s punishment for her indiscretions? 

	Had she not been modest enough? Had she not been sincere? Why was this happening? 

	“There’s nothing more to say Rahima. This was never going to be able to last forever– but I will keep rooting for you. You’re extremely strong. You’re stronger than me. I just had the money to rent an office and print things. You came up from nothing. You did all this work– and look where you are. You are proof there is something worth fighting for here. Someday all Shimii will believe in that. Don’t throw that way for me, Rahima. For anyone.” 

	Weeping, Rahima pressed the hand tighter against her face. She did not want to let go. 

	“I don’t want to lose you. I wouldn’t have known what to do without you.” 

	Conny seemed like she truly did not know what to say. 

	For minutes, she seemed partway between leaving and staying. 

	Watching Rahima cry in front of her face; crying herself, wiping the tears, crying again. 

	“Rahima–” 

	She hesitated. Then she kissed Rahima back. Quicker than she had been kissed. 

	But this time without hesitation or distance. 

	“Rahima. Then– get so strong nobody can deny your claim on me, despite everything.” 

	A kiss as fleeting as a passing breeze– 

	with incredible alacrity, Conny slipped out from under Rahima’s arms and ran away. 

	There one second and gone the next as if she had never met that dazzling, vibrant elf. 

	Leaving Rahima with the suddeness of that departure, holding and staring at an empty wall. 

	Shaking, weeping, with the cruel sweetness of that final kiss on her lips. 

	Her legs buckled. Rahima fell to the floor. Screaming into the ground. 

	For all of the night she remained huddled in that corner, in pain like she had been set alight. 

	Sometime in the twilight, between colors of dusk and dawn and every possible emotion– 

	Rahima stood back up. She fixed her shirt and blazer, washed her face, and left the office. 

	Head and heart empty save for the purpose that remained to animate her. 

	Even if Conny did not need her anymore– the Shimii needed her.

	Her work was not complete; without Conny that was all she had left.

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979 

	“This house used to belong a small family. They had teen boys. But they renounced Mahdism and left the village so they could live in the bigger part of the town. Since then, I’ve kept this place as a little guest house. We have a TV, the lights work, there’s a mattress there with blankets. Behind the curtain, the little door that looks like a closet is actually the bathroom. Oh! And I always try to keep some long-lasting snacks and water in the fridge too.” 

	Baran bent down to her knees to open the small fridge to show them the goods. 

	A small jug of water and some assorted nuts and candied dates. 

	“Anything else you need, don’t hesitate to ask. You’re my honored guests.” Baran said. 

	“I am quite grateful. Hopefully I will have good news for you tomorrow.” Kalika said. 

	Baran put her hand to her chest again and bid farewell, leaving Kalika and Homa alone. 

	Homa wandered over to the television, flicked it on and sat down on the old mattress. 

	At first with a neutral expression, tired from the day, depressed by her surroundings– 

	Then immediately, absolutely furious at the image of the blond woman on the screen– 

	“Nasser!” She shouted, despite herself, it had to come out, she was surprised and livid. 

	Vesna Nasser– that fiend who had robbed her of everything.

	Homa had never seen this woman in the flesh, but she knew, she knew that was her. 

	Standing in uniform, swaying her tail and smiling like nothing had happened. 

	Her cold, dead heart untouched with an ounce of guilt for what she had done.

	While Homa scurried in holes, Nasser was in that high tower, on regional television!

	Unspeaking, but firm, confident, even smug. Homa practically gritted her teeth in anger.

	Beside Nasser was the actual speaker for the program, amid a speech on a podium. 

	Dressed in that foul black uniform with the most medals and armbands of anyone Homa had ever seen. Ridiculous pink and blue hair, her speech eloquent and intensely confident for what she was saying, with inflections of passion and grandiosity punctuating certain words– 

	“…it has been only mere months since Rhinea embarked on the Revolution of National Awakening. Already, the Party-State is being dilligently constructed. All national socialists are joining as a single force under the Party-State. Together we deliver swift punishment to the liberals and reactionaries who opposed the Nation’s Destiny and tried to drag the national proletariat to the shadow of their former ignorance. Even now, the cultists of those dead ideas plot in the corners, trying to rewind our chosen future. They will find their reckoning soon. National Socialism is an idea that cannot be contained any longer! National Socialism is modernity! Our Volk has had enough of Liberal divisions and Reactionary elitism! We will bow neither to the man on the ballot nor to the man with the crown and scepter! The Party-State will unite the people, protect them, and enrich the Nation! Through blood and labor, the Volksgemeinschaft will be nurtured, and the national peoples unleashed! These are no longer things which can be resisted! The many will become one under the nation! One people, one nation, one party-state! With our blood and labor! This is Destiny–!” 

	Homa sat fuming as the speech progressed further, until Kalika finally swiped her finger across Violet Lehner’s face. She disappeared and a Shimii clerical channel took her place. 

	“Kalika, what is everyone else on the ships doing while we’re out here?” Homa asked. 

	Kalika sighed. She must have been able to tell how frustrated Homa was. 

	But Homa was not in a mood to care about her tone or appearances anymore. 

	“A lot of things, Homa– it’s a bit difficult to summarize. Right now, the crew is preparing for the United Front negotations.” Kalika said. “It might not seem that way, but we are helping.” 

	“Are we any closer to getting revenge on those Volkisch bastards?” Homa shouted. 

	“Quiet! Look, you’ll need to defer your revenge. We don’t expect things to be so simple as shaking hands and agreeing to fight the Volkisch– every group has an agenda, and they will push their own way of doing things.” Kalika sat down on the mattress beside Homa and patted her back. Homa did not feel appreciative of the support in her current state– but she also did not want Kalika to stop touching her. That warmth on her back kept her from crying. 

	“Why wouldn’t it be as simple as shaking hands, and agreeing to fight the Volkisch?” 

	Homa felt such a boiling-over frustration with everything around her. 

	Looking back at everything that happened, the Volkisch Movement was clearly the enemy. 

	So why could they not set aside everything and fight them, and discuss the rest later? 

	“Homa, people need concrete structure and leadership. They can’t just go out and fight unprepared.” Kalika said. “Three huge organizations coming together will have to work out priorities, supplies, targets, and delegate intelligence and action work. Furthermore, these are three political organizations, who will need to sway Eisental’s people to their side as collaborators, allies and recruits– so they need to decide on a message, too.” 

	Homa grunted. She turned a disgruntled look at the clerics on the screen instead of Kalika. 

	“Homa, our job is to support the Volksarmee’s effort by carrying out our mission. And our mission is to be down here.” Kalika said. Her patting on Homa’s back grew a bit more vigorous. “It might not seem like we are doing anything, but getting support from the Shimii here is something no one else is doing. The social democrats and the anarchists are not making efforts to touch base with disenfranchised peoples. We have eyes, your eyes, my eyes, where they don’t. That does matter; please just work with me here, ok?” 

	“Fine. It’s not like I can do anything else. I am just your helpless little orbiter.” 

	She laid down on her side, putting her back to Kalika with a disgruntled noise. 

	“Homa, it’s not like– ugh.” She could feel Kalika moving behind her. To lie down too. 

	For a moment, Kalika did not finish her sentence. She sounded a bit exasperated. 

	Homa felt both nervous that she had angered her, but also had a disgusting satisfaction too. 

	Had she finally needled this woman enough, who had no reason to care for her–? 

	A sigh. “Homa. We’ll have some big days ahead. Get some rest. You’ll feel better.” 

	Her voice was surprisingly gentle– none of the expected fury, no lashing out. 

	For a moment, Homa felt so ashamed of herself that she might have burst out crying. 

	She hated herself and her thoughts and her ugly, stupid little soul so much. So intensely. 

	If she was not so tired, and did not drift off to sleep, she would have beaten her own head. 

	But she did drift off to a dreamless sleep. A sleep like a comfortable shadow engulfing her. 

	Until that shadow and its attendant silence were suddenly parted by a scream. 

	In the near-total darkness of the room Homa shot upright from where she had lain. 

	Her head turned immediately to face the doorway and the swaying curtain to the outside. 

	When she tried to stand she felt a hand move to stop her. 

	“Homa, stay here!” 

	From her side, Kalika darted to her feet and ran out of the house. 

	Parting the curtain, a glint in the steel of her sword as it sprang from the handle. 

	Heedless of the warning, Homa scrambled to her feet and ran right after. 

	When she got outside, the shouting was far clearer– 

	“No! Stop it! Why are you doing this?” 

	Baran, pleading– 

	“Shut up bitch!” 

	There was a man’s voice– familiar– 

	Baran crying out– 

	in pain 

	Homa’s running steps practically thundered on the rough floor. 

	She crossed the side of the masjid and caught sight of several figures on the Tishtar stage partially illuminated by burning flares thrown onto the middle of the street. 

	Baran on the edge of the stage, weeping, three people with face coverings and long clubs or truncheons in their hands. Beating at the beautiful Tazia that had been erected on the stage with a hellish glee. Between Baran’s shouting and sobs there was their laughter and jeering as they destroyed the villager’s art. They taunted Baran as they struck the object.

	“We won’t let you Mahdists hold your evil rituals!” 

	“Stop it! That’s enough, aren’t you satisfied?” 

	“I said shut up!” 

	One of the boys swung at Baran, striking her leg and knocking her off the stage– 

	Into Kalika’s arms, catching her and setting her down roughly. 

	Jumping up onto the stage. 

	Homa was not far behind, she saw Baran fall and dropped quickly near her, to support her. 

	Up on the stage the assailants realized instantly what they were dealing with. 

	They ceased beating the Tazia to pieces and laughing at the act. They stopped to stare.

	In the silence they left– 

	Kalika’s vibroblade buzzed and whirred audible with killing power. 

	She said nothing as she approached, her wildly furious eyes glowing in the flare-light– 

	“I– I told you I’d fucking kill you–!” 

	One of the men threw himself forward, screaming, and he swung, 

	Kalika caught the blow with her bare forearm, battering his arm aside,

	blade splitting air with a low whistle as it flew– 

	“Please don’t kill them!” 

	Baran cried out, tears in her eyes, caught in Homa’s bewildered grasp. 

	Kalika held her blow. 

	She sliced across the chest of her attacker, blood running slick on the edge of her sword. 

	Leaving a shallow cut across the man’s chest where his guts might have otherwise flowed. 

	He stumbled back onto the stage, dropped his club, screaming, begging, 

	From behind Homa a gunshot rang out. 

	There was a brief spark as it struck one of the assailants on his club. 

	Sending a finger flying into the air and the weapon rolling down the stage. 

	Sareh ran to Homa’s side with a pistol in her hand, preparing to shoot again– 

	And stopped as Baran’s hands reached up to her, pleading silently. 

	Lika Kalika, Sareh stopped her retaliation and watched as the assailants fled. 

	Bloodied, crying, but still throwing curses borne out of their hatred. 

	“If you cross that gate again you’ll leave in a bag!” 

	Kalika shouted after them, at the top of her lungs, an anger in her voice that was chilling. 

	Holding the stricken Baran in her arms, with Sareh standing dumbstruck beside them. 

	Homa felt completely detached from reality. Her skin was clammy. Every muscle shaking. 

	“Stupid, worthless bastards.” Kalika said to no one. Her sword hand was shaking. 

	Sareh finally put down her arms, with which she had been aiming her pistol the whole time. 

	She put the weapon into her coat and kneeled down and took Baran from Homa. 

	Into her arms, holding her tightly. Baran was crying. Sareh was mumbling, weeping too. 

	“I’m so stupid. Why did I go to sleep? I should’ve known they would do something!” 

	Baran reached up to Sareh’s face, gesturing for her to come close. 

	They put their foreheads to each other and touched noses, crying together. 

	Behind all of them, a few villagers began to emerge from the back streets.

	Homa’s eyes were fixed on Kalika, glowing red on the stage amid the sparks of a flare. 

	Her hand remaining on her sword, her eyes on the gates, gritting her teeth. 

	Clutching the handle. 

	Not knowing what to do, Homa climbed up on the stage. 

	Standing side by side with Kalika amid the light of the still-burning flares, 

	and the pieces of the ruined Tazia behind them. 

	“Kalika. I’m sorry. I couldn’t do anything–” 

	Suddenly, Kalika turned to Homa. She flicked her wrist, snapping her blade folded again. 

	She reached out and took Homa’s clenched fist, opening her fingers. 

	Then on that cold, shaking, helpless hand, Kalika laid– 

	“Don’t make me regret this, Homa.” 

	–a firearm. 

	A light, synthestitched pistol, materially light but heavy with deadly potential. 

	She had entrusted Homa with a lethal weapon, a killing weapon, just like her own. 

	Homa stared at it and back at Kalika and felt like she would sink into the earth with shame. 

	In her mind she had done nothing to earn this. Nothing but lash out and complain. 

	But she accepted it. She felt that to do otherwise would have squandered everything. 

	With her hands still shaking, she put the gun into her coat. She said nothing. 

	She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t understand anything she was seeing and feeling. 

	“You’re not helpless anymore, Homa. I trust you will make good judgments.” 

	Kalika’s voice sounded, for the first time Homa had ever heard– openly nervous. 

	

	

	After Descent, Year 978 

	Rahima and Herta Kleyn convened alone in one of the rear storage areas of the Aachen Council’s Assembly Hall. Underneath the debate floor where policy fought for its life, the two of them stood over a disused desk in a dusty corner, their faces half-shadowed in the dim light of a sputtering LED cluster. On the desk, there was a portable computer with an open digital letter with official digital letterhead, demanding confirmation of receipt.

	From the collective body of the Rhinean Reichstag. 

	To Governor-Elect of Aachen Rahima Jašarević. 

	“Interfering in our local politics again.” Rahima grunted. 

	“I’m afraid so.” Herta said. “But this is not just a party insider squabble, Rahima. The Liberal-Proggressives and the Conservatives all passed it in the special session. Only the Nationalists abstained from the process. Our folks caved, Rahima, but so far the contents are not public. They want you to respond discretly and avoid a bigger scandal. I advise you should.” 

	Rahima closed her fists with anger, staring impotently at the filigreed letter on the screen. 

	“Why should I abide by this?” She said. 

	Herta sighed. They had worked together long enough now that she knew Rahima’s moods. 

	Still her voice remained collected and calm. 

	“Unless you resign from the governorship they will practically crawl down our throats, Rahima. They are saying they will turn up the Progressive party’s ‘ties to Kamma, piracy, communism and foreign nations’ . The Liberal-Progressives cannot afford this.” 

	“So what if they investigate? We have no such ties!” 

	“We do technically have ties to Kamma. Through you, Rahima.” 

	Rahima felt a shudder hearing the implication and shot a vicious glare at Herta. 

	“I know you are not seeing her. I know! I trust you. But the Reichstag will not care.” 

	“Kamma is just an NGO! They distribute lunchboxes and blankets! They aren’t radicals!” 

	Herta shut her eyes and shook her head. 

	“Rahima, you know as well as any of us that the substance of this threat does not matter. It does not matter whether they can turn up anything. It does not matter whether you fight it. You are not getting a fair trial here. By making the threat, they are implicitly saying they will turn up something– they will put on a show to damage our credibility. Your credibility and that of the main party. Right now, the Progressive-Liberal coalition is facing a hard fight against the Conservatives and Nationalists in the upcoming elections. The Heidemman bloc supported this motion in order to appeal to moderates and to seem reasonable.” 

	There was nothing Rahima could say in return because what she wanted to do was scream. 

	For years– years!– she had fought in the Council, debated and defeated Imbrians on the merits. She had passed successful bills, and not just her projects for the Shimii. She had fought like hell for a Progressive agenda. She had compromised, she had toed the lines. 

	All of the Aachen Liberal Party had gotten behind her for the Governorship. 

	Aachen’s people cast their votes! She had won the Liberals an important governorship! 

	Rahima had won them the Shimii! She was turning them into Liberal voters! 

	None of it mattered. Her local successes were nothing to the Reichstag Liberals. 

	They were focused solely on the presidential battle next year and nothing else. 

	On those two Imbrian men whom the nation now revolved around. Not any Shimii. 

	Sacrificing her to look more moderate and serious. To show they were not radicals. 

	“There is still a shot, Rahima. You don’t have to give up your dreams.” Herta said. 

	“And what is our shot, Herta.” Rahima replied, her voice turning slowly into a growl. 

	Herta started staring directly at Rahima’s darkening expression with a wan little smile of her own. “The motion specified the Governor-Electship– we can comply and still retain your Council seat. I will replace you as Governor, and we will salvage our local slate. After Ossof Heidemman is elected next year, things will calm down. You’ll be able to run again.” 

	Rahima looked at Herta dead in the eyes. She could hardly believe this naivety from her. 

	“What happens if Adam Lehner defeats Ossof Heidemman?” She said gravely. 

	Herta’s expression grew concerned. “That won’t happen Rahima. I know we’ll win.” 

	Rahima grunted. Who was this ‘we’? Was Rahima now included in Heidemman’s circle? 

	“Herta, look at how dirty they are playing me– do you think Adam Lehner is above that?” 

	Herta turned around and paced toward the opposite wall with a heavy breath. 

	As if she did not want to meet Rahima’s eyes while speaking her next words. 

	“Rahima, I am truly sorry. But you are still here and have responsibilities. Don’t squander what we have built. I taught you to be pragmatic. You have decades in politics still. You’ve opened a path for other Shimii to follow. You must remain in the council, for them.” 

	Rahima threw her hands up in fury. “So, what–? I was only a path for others to follow?!” 

	She gritted her teeth. What about the path she had been treading so tirelessly all this time?! 

	How could it be that after all this struggle she was relegated to holding open a door?! 

	What did this say to the Shimii? 

	You can become a local councilwoman who will tidy up things in your ghetto and that is it? You will never even reach the height of these pitiful confines? All of these games that she played, not even able to get her kin out of the fucking ground– and no amount of polite words saved her when the hatchets came out. The Liberals simply abandoned her. 

	Was all of that for nothing? All of her sacrifice? All of her pain? 

	Herta had no answer. Nobody did.

	So one more time, Rahima toed the line and compromised for the Liberal-Progressives.

	As if she had anything left to compromise.

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979 

	On the morning after the attack, Homa stood with several dozen Shimii around the stage. 

	Ears folded and tails down, examing from afar what remained of the intricate display. 

	Smashed pieces in a heap, colorful debris only recognizeable if one saw the complete thing. 

	Enough of it remained to mourn over the whole. 

	There were several villagers with their heads hung low or shaking, covering their mouths, crying for the smashed Tazia. They looked from afar, helpless. There were a few older men, but most of the people coming out of the shabby little houses and the few bigger business buildings to look, were women and kids, and the kids looked to be mainly girls. 

	Baran had been right– Homa wondered if the men last night were– 

	She immediately stopped her train of thought. She felt so angry about everything. 

	In her coat, the pistol Kalika had given her weighed down her pocket like a stone. 

	Suddenly the villagers turned to face the masjid. 

	Out from it, Baran, Sareh and an older, slightly more formidable man walked out. 

	Homa noticed immediately that Baran was walking with a stick to support herself. 

	Upon seeing this, several of the women stepped forward to her, stroked her hair and her shoulders. Many of the women started crying fresh tears over her injury, the heavily bruised and bloodied ankle quite visible through Baran’s sandals. They copiously recited Fusha prayers for her and begged God’s mercy and safety and for God to seek answers from the criminals for this. That seemed to be the prevailing question among the villagers– 

	why inflict such pointless cruelty? 

	Even though they all knew the answer, deep down in their hearts, but nobody wanted it. 

	That answer which was too painful to consider and too impossible for them to resolve. 

	Homa considered it and turned it over so thoroughly it lit her heart ablaze with wrath. 

	“Homa! Are you alright?” 

	Baran called out to her and walked out from between all the aunties and teen girls. 

	Knowing how she felt when she was using crutches, Homa did not try to tell Baran to slow down or not to come forward. Such little kindnesses just bothered Homa and made her feel inept when she was the one who could not move well. She stood where she was, suddenly the center of attention in the middle of everyone in the village. It felt like there were not just a few dozen people around now but thousands in the pitted streets. 

	“Everyone, this is Homa Messhud! She helped me last night! Please pray for her too!” 

	Baran stood by Homa and put a hand on her shoulder, with a big smile. 

	Confused eyes turned to warm smiles at Homa, in an instant. Baran’s word was all it took. 

	They really loved her– Homa felt like everyone in the village cared about Baran a lot. 

	Homa felt she had not done anything deserving of praise but did not deny Baran. 

	Even though they were all heaping praise and prayers on a fake surname. 

	There was no helping it– it’s what Homa had to endure for her mission.

	Compared to what the villagers had to go through this was nothing.

	After that declaration, Sareh also walked up. She reached out to Homa. 

	They shook hands together, and Sarah also patted Homa on the shoulder. 

	“Homa, thank you, truly. Baran could have been killed– I’m sorry I wasn’t any help.” 

	“Don’t beat yourself up, Sareh. Please.” Baran said gently, squeezing Sareh’s hand. 

	“I know. I’ll try not to.” Sareh said. “Where is Kalika, Homa? She was incredible.” 

	“Asleep.” Homa said. “I didn’t want to wake her– that situation was really rough on her.” 

	After they drove off the attackers the night before, everyone slowly dispersed. 

	It was as if they were caught in a delirium, and nobody knew what to do in the moment. 

	Sareh took Baran into her home. She must have administered first-aid. 

	Homa knew that Kalika had not gotten any sleep. She had remained on-guard all night. 

	“Homa, let me introduce you– this is Imam Saman al-Qoms.” Baran said. 

	From behind the girls, the man who had walked out with them approached Homa. 

	He stopped several steps short of her and put his hand on his chest with a smile. 

	“As-Salamu Alaykum. God sees all praiseworthy deeds. Thank you dearly, Homa Messhud.” 

	Imam al-Qoms was a sturdy older man, definitely older than Leija would have been. He dressed perhaps the most appropriately, to the typical picture of a Shimii man, than anyone Homa had seen around Aachen so far. He had a blue Tagiyah cap, with holes for his ears, and very short hair. He had a simple, long, covering and loose robe the same blue as the cap and wore glasses and sandals. A simple man, like a Shimii educator and prayer leader ought to be. 

	After the introductions, the Imam, Baran and Sareh walked up to the stage. Sareh and Homa helped Baran make the short hop up onto the stage. But Baran surprised them by immediately and without assistance dropping down beside the shattered remains of the Tazia, flinching from the pain in her ankle as she sat beside it, and collected the pieces. 

	Despite everything she still smiled. 

	“Baran, please–” 

	“Sareh, we can put it back together! Most of the pieces are pretty big. We’ll repaint it too!” 

	Sareh looked down at her partner on the ground, sighed, and sat down next to her. 

	Quietly, Imam al-Qoms also sat opposite the girls, collecting more pieces of the Tazia. 

	Homa stood off to the side. She was a stranger to all of this; it held no significance for her. 

	Everyone in town seemed invested in this presentation and the traditions behind it. 

	All Homa could focus on was the fact that someone violated their safety to destroy it. 

	She did not hold the dearness they all had for this– she could not. 

	To her this was just a thing– but it was a thing that inspired brutality against them. 

	She wished she could understand. Both their love for it; and the hatred that it drew. 

	Maybe if she could understand she would have an answer for herself, that she could bear. 

	But she did not– in that moment she felt more like an Imbrian than she ever had. 

	Just some fool watching from the sidelines, shamefully able to leave if things got too ugly. 

	Why did this have to happen? Homa felt that anger swelling in her heart again. 

	All of them were thrown in a hole out of sight of the Imbrians in the Core Station. 

	And their response was to recreate all the violence of their past, but here, in the hole?

	It was so senseless she wanted to scream.

	“Homa,” 

	A gloved hand laid upon her shoulder, heavy and a little cold, but familiar. 

	Without turning around, Homa laid her own hand over Kalika’s.

	“Are you okay?” Kalika asked, standing on the stage beside Homa. 

	Behind them, the villagers had begun to return to their homes and businesses. 

	All of the younger girls followed some of the aunties into the masjid. 

	Homa looked around for a moment before giving her answer. “Kind of not.” She said. 

	They spoke together in whispers at the edge of the stage. 

	“Is it your heart or your head?” Kalika asked.

	“I’m not hurt or anything. It’s just depressing. I don’t know why they would do this.” 

	“Because it’s what they are steeped in– it is their value system.” Kalika said. “Out in the town, our friendly little villagers, and their customs, are seen as dangerous to the–” 

	Homa sighed bitterly. “I– I don’t need you to answer, Kalika. Or– well– not like that.” 

	“I understand.” Kalika said gently. “Keep a keen eye out and decide for yourself then.” 

	She patted Homa on the shoulder and walked past her to Baran and Sareh. 

	Sareh helped Baran to stand up from the floor so they could greet Kalika. 

	“You saved my life, Kalika Loukia. I can’t thank you enough.” Baran said. 

	Baran offered her hands and Kalika held them. Sareh then offered her a handshake. 

	“Yes, thank you. I styled myself as the protector of this village– and I–” Sareh began– 

	“You saved Homa and I, remember? You’re doing what you can.” Kalika reassured her. 

	“I don’t feel like you needed my saving.” Sareh said. Still ashamed of herself. 

	“No, for you and I, fighting is completely different.” Kalika said. “It is easier to stand in front of someone and fight when you are not tied down to anything. That requires no conviction. It is more difficult to fight when you might be endangering yourself or your kin. Most people would choose to keep their heads down in that situation. You had the courage not to.” 

	“Thank you. I’ll try to remind myself of that.” Sareh said. Baran comforted her. 

	“If you need any crafts supplies, I might be able to help with that too.” Kalika said. “I’ll be contacting my friends soon to get things moving. Homa is here to help if you need a body.” 

	Homa bristled slightly at being referred to ‘for her body.’ 

	“You’ve done so much; I don’t want to ask for even more. Please understand.” Baran said. “We can put this back together. We’ll glue it and then repaint it in a way that can make the cracks stand out less. I’m sure we can do that. For things like this I would prefer we work with what we have. It is part of the story of the festival now, for better or worse.” 

	Homa thought in that moment, Baran sounded very wise, as sad as it was.

	“But. There is something else that troubles me.” Baran said.

	“I think I know what you mean.” Sareh said, looking down at Baran’s ankle. 

	“Go on. I want to help.” Kalika said. 

	Baran suddenly turned from Kalika to Homa, who was caught off guard by the attention. 

	“Homa, do you know how to dance? Did your mother ever teach you?” Baran asked. 

	“Huh? Dancing?” Homa’s nerves instantly fried. “No way, no– I’m too clumsy!” 

	She waved her hands defensively. If she had to go up on stage she would die.

	Plus she imagined the kind of outfit dancers wore– flashing back to Madame Arabie–

	Baran slumped, clearly disheartened. “Your body looked like you might’ve been a dancer.” 

	“Really?” Now Homa was suddenly interested again. “I guess I look pretty athletic huh?” 

	Sighing, Kalika waved her hands between Baran and Homa. “Leave her be– I’ll do it.” 

	“Oh!” “Huh?” “REALLY?” 

	Baran, Sareh and Homa responded at once, wagging their ears with surprise at Kalika. 

	“I spent years living with Shimii.” Kalika said. “Those folks had their own local festivities, but I learned all kinds of traditional arts including dances. With Baran’s help I can absolutely learn the moves she was meant to perform for the festival. That’s the issue, right?” 

	“Yes, ever since I was a teenager I danced whenever we could hold Tishtar.” Baran said. “Everybody in the village looks forward to it! Sareh plays the music and I dance.”

	Sareh put her hands behind her head and acted casual, as if she did not want recognition.

	“We’ll find time for you to coach me.” Kalika said. “Then I’ll dance on the big day.” 

	It was an idea that captured Homa completely and immediately.

	There were a dozen things put into her head. She wondered whether Kalika might be perceived as too old to dance in Baran’s place, but she did not voice this dangerous rumination, for fear of making an eternal enemy out of her most cherished ally. Another dangerous thought that came to her unbidden was that it might have been thought of as silly for a Katarran to perform traditional Shimii dance at a Mahdist festival. That one, too, had to be shelved very quickly. However, one observation of value did arise– Homa felt she finally understood Kalika’s real and unspoken motivation for helping the villagers.

	Perhaps she was getting a rare taste of that feeling she so cherished– community. 

	With that in mind, Homa finally put on as much of a smile as she could muster. 

	That– and her third dangerous thought. Seeing Kalika in a traditional dancing garb. 

	Such outfits varied greatly– but what if Kalika wore something as sexy as Madame Arabie?

	Those outfits were embellished versions of traditional Shimii wear– for sex appeal.

	In a sense, they were even more lewd than having seen Kalika in the nude before–

	“You’re finally smiling Homa. I don’t dare ask what has come over you.” Kalika said. 

	Homa visibly snapped out of her reverie and put her hands in her coat’s outer pockets. 

	Averting her gaze and not answering the question. But still grinning a little bit. 

	Baran meanwhile was also smiling wider and brighter and more openly than ever. 

	“Kalika, Homa, you are life savers! This will be the greatest Tishtar ever, I promise you!” 

	“I can’t wait.” Kalika said. She seemed to be soaking in the girls’ enthusiasm. 

	“I’m glad to see everyone in good spirits. But Shaykhah, it seems you have company.” 

	Imam al-Qoms spoke up again– Shaykhah must have been in reference to Baran. 

	He pointed to the gate, where a woman walked in with small wheeled drone following her. 

	Homa could tell from her pointy, long ears and her very pale and shiny blue hair that she was an elf; such vibrant hair colors difficult to find naturally in anyone but an elf. Her figure was thin and she was pretty short in stature, with fair skin that had a very, very slightly golden tone. Her hair was collected into two tails dropping down her back. She dressed in an open white blazer coat with what looked like a striking blue tasseled bra top underneath, cut off above the belly, and bell-bottomed pants. Homa hardly ever saw anyone dress so flashy.

	Everyone was watching as the woman calmly crossed into the village. There was a small flag hoisted from a pole on the back of the drone’s boxy chassis. The drone seemed like it might have contained cargo, its insides rattling a bit. The flag had a half-white, half-black, vaguely diamond-like emblem made up of knotted lines over a bright blue background. 

	All of the village onlookers seemed excited by the new arrival.

	Homa saw them looking at the flag. Did they recognize it? 

	“Oh, she’s from the NGO! What excellent timing– let’s go greet her!” Baran said. 

	As the elven woman approached the stage, she waved at the group with a carefree smile. 

	“Hello, hello! Is this a bad time? I’m Conny Lettiere. I’m with the NGO Kamma.” 

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979 

	On the table laid a portable computer with a digital letterhead begging confirmation. 

	Beside the portable was an unopened plastic box. Lit only by the screen of the portable. 

	And in a dark corner behind the desk was Rahima Jašarević. Legs curled against her chest. 

	No longer weeping– she had not wept for a very long time. For years now she had been smothering the softness deep in her soul and trying to forge it into steel. Nevertheless, whenever she needed to think, she found hiding behind the desk helped her do so. As long as nobody saw her in this childish circumstance she could find comfort in it. 

	It made her feel less– surveilled. 

	Ever since that night, where she spent hours and hours seething behind her desk. 

	On that night, she ceased to be able to cope in the ways she had done before. 

	Sometimes she thought back to that night, and to the nights preceding it. 

	When she arrived at Aachen she was barely an adult. So much time had passed. 

	In her mind she remembered the things the immigration officer told her and laughed. 

	Look at what I’ve become, would you think I am decent now or just a lowlife? 

	She remembered the sailor, too, who brought her to Aachen.

	Would he regret it? Had she done something stupid and indecent now, in his mind?

	Going into politics; giving all her spirit to budge the status quo even a centimeter.

	What did they all think now? Was she upstanding now? Was she respectable?

	She had always been young for politics. She had liked to think that gave her an edge. 

	That youth had its own vibrancy and power. Perhaps it did once. 

	Now, however, it was completely lost. 

	Having nothing but her experience of time and in that sense youth relative to the mean was worthless, and relative to itself even more so. She was alone. Simultaneously too old for assistance and too young for pity. No mentors she could trust to ask for counsel. No peers to stand beside her during her tribulations. She was the mentor, and without peer. As she grew older, the more and more people she left behind and replaced with only herself. It was so unfair– she had never wanted to abandon anyone nor for anyone to abandon her. 

	Uniquely positioned; uniquely alone. The only Shimii councilwoman.

	Once, the only Shimii governor.

	Now–

	Since she arrived at Aachen, she gained so much, and yet lost so much. 

	She did not know where the scales came to rest in the end. 

	All she knew is that when she needed someone, now, there was no one around her. 

	Was this her punishment? Had she done wrong? 

	Was it hubris to ever have any hope? Was it heresy to follow her dreams?

	At first all she wanted was to help Conny– then she slowly found her own dreams.

	Those dreams, her pursuit of something, anything, for her kin living beneath her.

	So no one else would have to lose their whole families and homes. 

	So no one else would have to bear the slow destruction they were subjected to.

	No more name changes, no more deportations, no more deprivation–

	Was that paradigm so hopelessly ordained? Was even God against them?

	That pursuit of power and those grand intentions for it had destroyed everything she held personally dear– and for what? Shimii could cast their ballots for a slate of Imbrians and Rahima to judge their lives from on high. Again, and again, but now from the masjid in the Wohnbezirk. Never from anywhere else. Even Rahima, symbollically, voted there. 

	They always voted for her. She was all that they had now. That was all that changed.

	Was it her fault? That she became a tool of their callous power? 

	Her heart tightened with a growing anger. 

	No– she was just doing what she could. She was doing what one woman could do.

	It was the Imbrians, at each turn. It was them. It was their fault!

	So deathly afraid of being the equals of anyone. They fought her at every step. 

	That was the cruelest irony of everything. They raised her up, they broke her down– 

	–and they would face the rip-current, thrashing in the waters they themselves filled. 

	In that instant there was only one foreseeable thing that she could do.

	Only one Destiny.

	Rahima shot to a stand with a sudden fervor, raising her arms and practically clawing the desk on her way to her feet. She took up the portable from the desk and without thinking it, without feeling, with her breath in her chest and her heart motionless, skin tingling, face sweating. Her finger struck the confirmation, the knife she would plunge into Aachen.

	There was an instant of recognition. The portable slipped from her fingers back onto her desk. Her heart started thundering. Ragged, rasping breaths of a woman choking. 

	Tears welled up in her eyes. She slumped over the desk, the moment of fury passed. 

	Hands raised over her face, brushing salt from her eyes that only drew more tears. 

	She wanted to scream, but no one would hear her.

	She wanted to beg for mercy she ill deserved. 

	On the desk, the box taunted her. 

	You are the one, it jeered, who will be judged for your wickedness now. 

	You are the one who has crossed the line now.

	Rahima picked it up, overturned it. The lid fell off, and inside were a pair of armbands. 

	For a moment, she stared at them. Then she affixed them to her arm. 

	Black Sun. Hooked Cross. Red, white, black.

	Her discarded portable lit up again, blue light crossing the desk. Rahima righted the object. 

	There was a call– she routed it to audio and tried to calm her voice. 

	“We have received the confirmation. I assume you are ready and willing?” 

	A woman’s voice, courteous, and perhaps, even excited for what was to come. 

	“Yes. I will prepare the lists. Doubtless you’ll have additions.” Rahima said. 

	Her voice left her lips as it always did. Commanding, confident. Like on the debate floor. 

	She knew what she had to do. She knew what she agreed to.

	“You have the lay of the land here– we will trust and support you.” 

	There was a request to turn the audio call to a visual call. Rahima denied it on her screen. 

	“We will need to be thorough. Hold your hand until your preparations are ironclad.” 

	“Indeed. Do not fear. The Special Detachment will protect you with our lives.” 

	There was room for neither shouting nor tears. She had cried for herself all that she could. 

	Rahima had exhausted all of the means at her disposal. She had tried to work righteously. 

	Every way that one woman could hold on her shoulders this mountain of human agonies.

	She had tried. She had tried everything. Done all the right things, the kind things.

	All of the rational arguments, the statements in even tone, the logical, respectful pleadings. 

	Signing her name as if in blood, her gut wrenched with shame.

	But the fingers that made the final confirmation brimmed with electricity. 

	For the first time in her life, Rahima felt real, actionable power in her grasp. 

	And that, one way or another, the Shimii would carry out their vengeance.

	“Based on the fuhrerprinzip, you are to follow my orders without deviation. Correct?” 

	“You have done your reading– yes, unless you are contradicted by the Reichskommissar.” 

	“Good. Let me know if you need any access. I’ll make sure you have it.” Rahima said. 

	There was a girlish titter on the line.

	“You know– you sound so formidable– I look forward to meeting you in the flesh.” 

	That voice was almost lascivious in its tone. Rahima could not be bothered by it anymore.

	It was the last of her concerns now.

	That armband on her bicep felt like a wound that had been ripped open in her. 

	Rahima laid her hand upon it. It had to bleed then. There was only the bleeding left. 

	Whispering in her mind an apology to Conny Lettiere– 

	and to everything she had once stood for. 

	“I will get to work then, Rahima Jašarević. I look forward to serving, Herr Gauleiter.” 

	

	

	Unjust Depths

	Episode Thirteen

	THE PAST WILL COME BACK AS A TIDAL WAVE

	

	

	 


13.2

	Violet Lehner was a radical even among national socialists, but even she had to accept that in her system, money held a primacy that even influence could not always overcome. 

	Dealing with finances was the most unpleasant aspect of her management of the Reichskommissariat and going through the balance sheets, revenues, costs, was her most despised activity. It was unfortunately necessary, as the Reichkommissariat’s finances would be the final proof of her success or failure. Not her labor policy, not her purging of the corrupt liberals or returning order and stability: only cold and hard revenue numbers.

	Kreuzung had gone through a prolonged period of waste, abuse and fraud that left much of its earning potential unrealized. Money had been thrown into pits like the ever-ballooning salaries of the K.P.S.D’s officers, cushy bureaucratic jobs for politician’s sons, and endless renovations to parks, thoroughfares and sports fields. While still crown jewel of Eisental, the layer of dust would take much effort to clean off Kreuzung. The K.P.S.D was shuttered; a variety of liberal politicians and their beneficiaries were parted with their wealth and scheduled to undergo public trials and execution; and several budgetary elements that were not useful to Violet’s aims were liquidated. In a few days Violet had secured tens of millions of reichsmarks in Kreuzung property and funds. But it was not enough to staunch bleeding; Violet needed to show she could improve the health of the patient. 

	That, in fact, she had the only real cure for the illness.

	For this she needed real, recurring revenues. Key to her policies toward Rhineametalle and other corporations was financial subsidy. Violet conceded that she would help offset the demands of the labor union scheme through direct subsidies. All of the Rhinean corporations had enjoyed many years of aggressively stagnating wages and rising prices until their kettles boiled over and risked blowing up. Despite this many of them had balked at Violet’s solutions to the labor unrest. Many believed she had given up too much to the workers. This truculence could not be overcome with just influence; it had to be overcome with money. 

	She needed to prove that she was a better steward of the nation’s capital than the liberals were, by securing the revenue to placate the corporations and labor both, at least temporarily, so she could build up her power without either interfering. This meant she had to be careful to introduce measures that balanced both fortunes– an utter annoyance.

	“When we take the rest of Eisental’s stations, there will be more expropriations anyway.” Magdalena suggested, clearly bored with talking about balance sheets. “There are liberals living cushy degenerate lives in Aachen and Stralsund whose wealth is already earmarked for confiscation. If we need more money, we could always sell or lease the properties forward to the corporations or to wealthy investors rather than keeping it for ourselves.” 

	Spoken like a discredited heiress to a major family. She knew something about money. 

	Not enough but something.

	Violet glanced at Magdalena as if surprised she could do more than bark like an angry dog. 

	“Expropriations are a marker of instability. We can’t keep resorting to banditry forever.” 

	Nasser, seated at Magdalena’s side, crossed her arms and reiterated the actual reality. 

	None of the liberals had an endless amount of reichsmarks stashed away anywhere. 

	There was a finite capacity to armed robbery. Station politics did not make every liberal as rich as in Kreuzung, so there were diminishing returns on expropriation; and even for the most detestable liberals nobody would miss, there was always a trade of legitimacy and stability for every victim, no matter how small. Magdalena found it too easy to ignore this due to her origins. Violet and the Reichkommissariat had to transition to a semblance of order, and the sooner, the better, to get money moving hands once again.

	“Nasser is correct. Right now, everyone in Rhinea is watching us like hawks to see if we fail; and because of our rhetoric we need to deliver security and economic stability. We have seized enough money to begin funding the National Socialist Labor Union scheme, which will be essential. That has bought us enough time for more reforms– but we will still need the reforms. Things have to change here.” Violet said. “It is not possible to keep running Kreuzung like a mafia den, whether the boss is Werner or whether it is us. We need order and normality; we need to increase production; and for both we need more money.” 

	“I have an idea for a somewhat unpleasant new investor.” Nasser said, crossing her arms. 

	“Oh, this ought to be good, if even you consider it unpleasant.” Magdalena said, grinning. 

	“I’m listening.” Violet replied simply, while looking down at her portable full of data. 

	Nasser tossed a hand through her hair slightly and smiled as if amused at herself. 

	“We should ask the Esoteric Order for direct investment. In fact, if the Esoteric Order could move its entire operations from Munich to Kreuzung, leasing expropriated property from us in the process, while also investing in personnel and bringing their fleet– it would solve a lot of problems. I understand this is not a simple task– but do we have anything to lose?” 

	Violet blinked, staring at Nasser. This was something of a surprise to her. 

	It had not occurred to her to further involve the Esoteric Order. 

	She was, in fact, de facto one of the leaders of the Esoteric Order now. 

	Based on the fuhrerprinzip, as a regional Reichskommissar, it was the Chairwoman of the Esoteric Order who had to listen to her and not the other way. But it was difficult to throw that weight around– Violet had made herself Reichskommissar and everyone else was for now just following along because she had resolved the ongoing crises. Trying to strong-arm the Esoteric Order now could just as easily result in them balking at her insolence. 

	“Magdalena, you were once part of the Blood Bund, right?” Nasser asked. 

	“Come now, that was a long time ago. My views have modernized.” Magdalena said. 

	“I am not calling you a racist– you have a unique perspective on our movement’s nature.” 

	Magdalena grinned as if her ego had been suitably flattered. “Ah, yes– there is a lot of friction and competition between people like the Blood Bund and the Esoteric Order. The Blood Bund, Neotribals, Traditional Fatherhood Front, those groups have the most simple and accessible ideas. They easily recruit young men by putting forward a narrative with simple enemies and outcomes– the Esoteric Order’s message is much stranger. You have to read to be attracted to the Esoteric Order, not just sate your wicked gut feelings.” 

	“But the Blood Bund and Traditional Fatherhood Front are not here.” Nasser said. “We are.” 

	“I understand.” Violet said. “We could sell it as opening Eisental up as an Esoteric front.” 

	“Indeed. The Esoteric Order has a lot of money, materiel and human capital.” Nasser said. 

	“True! We are its most powerful branch! Their resources should go to us!” Magdalena said. 

	An influence play with the Esoteric Order– if it succeeded, Violet would suddenly find her forces injected with a lot of money, additional manpower, technical and bureaucratic talent, and perhaps even some tidy additions to her fleet. It all depended on the pitch and whether the Chairwoman would accept her position. They had rarely spoken, she could count the times in her hands– Violet shared the ideology and the Esoteric Order explicitly supported her, but she didn’t need to show up for meetings to make use of their support. She had her own forces and acted on her own initiative while wearing the symbols, like a mascot. 

	The Esoteric Order was a tool that gave her legitimacy among a subset of fascists.

	Access to militia, friendly logistical corridors, help with greasing palms and recruitment. 

	Because of who she was and who her sympathizers were, the Esoteric Order was the only faction that would support her. They in essence had done the preamble to the work she intended to finish– gathering fascist sympathizers outside the traditional demographics, in enough mass that the Blood Bund and other exclusive groups were forced to tolerate it.

	Now, however, Violet had made a great leap– a branch of the Order ruling an entire region.

	Could she dare to dream, even, of taking over the Esoteric Order completely at this stage? 

	“The Chairwoman was interested in helping organize the Zabaniyah. We might see eye to eye with each other more than we know.” Nasser said. “I would not make this suggestion if I did not think it would work– as much as I hate to share the glory with that bunch.” 

	Violet nodded her approval. “I’ll speak with the Chairwoman. We’ll see what happens.” 

	Magdalena raised hands behind her head and yawned, a bored expression on her black lips. 

	“In my opinion we should also see how much we get from the next round of expropriations. Where even are Hatta and Waldeck at right now? Where is Hadžić? Are any of them ready?” 

	“All of them are underway.” Nasser said. “We can’t expect results overnight.” 

	“I’m not.” Magdalena pouted. “I feel as though you think I’m an idiot.” 

	“Not at all. You are valuable for your abilities and in your capacity.” Nasser said calmly. 

	“She thinks I’m an idiot.” Magdalena turned a childish expression on Violet. 

	“Then show us all your learning and refinement and go organize the ORPOs.” Violet said, practically hissing disdain at Magdalena’s constant whining and pointing sharply at the door. “Bored of sitting around? We are preparing a sweep of the underground and you have experience with such things. Do note that you do not have carte blanche to slaughter all the homeless camps down there– just make sure the ORPOs don’t turn and run if their own shadows in the dark look too intimidating. I want an assessment on my desk tomorrow.” 

	Magdalena turned a sour look on Violet and then on Nasser as if expecting any sympathy. 

	Nasser shrugged at her with a particularly smug and cat-like expression. 

	Sighing, Magdalena stood up from her chair and left Violet’s office, looking rather gloomy. 

	“Vesna, are you threatened by her?” Violet asked. In front of her desk, Nasser grinned. 

	“Not at all. In fact, I do think she has become less racist. I should be asking you though.” 

	Violet smiled a little at that. “Don’t worry, my virtue will remain only yours to sully.” 

	With a preliminary plan for the next few days, Violet laid down her portable on the desk. 

	“I’ll be meeting with Volwitz, Rhineametalle and with the Esoteric Order.” She said. 

	She slumped back on her chair and sighed. Nothing was ever easy. 

	Nothing going forward would get any easier than it was even now. It would only get worse. 

	Through tired eyes, growing hazy, Violet looked on at the world around her. 

	That haze, tinged red like all the blood spilled and all the blood left to be spilled– 

	“Feeling the weight?” Nasser asked. 

	“I can handle it.” Violet replied, snapping out of her distraction. She sat up straight. 

	“I know you can. You’ve been through worse. But you are incredibly resilient.” 

	Violet felt her heavy heart eased ever so slightly by Nasser’s words. 

	Ever since she was a teenager, Vesna Nasser had been a supportive presence in Violet’s life. Nasser herself had been young when they met, albeit certainly older than Violet. Nasser was the one kindness that her father had ever afforded to Violet– a protector and keeper who could turn away her enemies, who managed her household, who found her opportunity in the world. Someone to strangle her to death should it become necessary– however, over time, the likelihood of being killed by Nasser grew fainter. Not because her father’s prerogatives ever changed but because Nasser herself would just not do it even if ordered. 

	Castaways in the world, their families destroyed, their futures compromised. 

	Until a fateful day, where a young Violet, a powerless captive without a name, said, 

	“Nasser, I want to be like you.” 

	Such was the pull of Destiny on the tiny, windswept candle flicker of a soul she had left. 

	I want to be strong like you. 

	I want to remake myself like you did. 

	I want to be feared like you are. 

	I want to be able to kill all of those who have wronged me. 

	Like you did. 

	She fell in love with Nasser; and her affection was returned.

	From that painful past would spring the beautiful maelstrom of their future.

	“Nasser, have I become like you?” Violet asked suddenly. 

	Nasser held her hand and answered with seemingly little time to ponder. 

	“I have nothing left to teach you, and now, I am always learning from you.” She said. 

	Violet felt gratified by the answer and relished holding the hand of her beloved. 

	She was not a scared child anymore.

	Now, she was strong, feared, and had a power that would polish Imbria to a bloody sheen. 

	

	

	Several days after the Brigand’s departure from Kreuzung, the significance of which none of the Zabaniyah knew at the time; the Ritter-class Greater Imbria, the manta ray-like cruiser Mrudah, and a few supporting ships from the militia set off from Kreuzung. While the Mrudah was mysterious and eye-catching in design, and the Greater Imbria an already storied ship of a fine class, the militia vessels were boxy converted civilian designs. 

	One was a former container ship now carrying several dozen divers entombed within pods on its back, awaiting deployment; another an old refueler ship that served as a home base and supply vessel for the militia pilots; the third a mid-size passenger craft equipped with dozens of gas gun pods acting as a makeshift destroyer to intercept munitions on the fleet.

	Underway to the destination in Aachen, the commander of the fleet, Standartenführer Imani Hadžić, ordered a review of the militias. Joining her in this task would be Sturmbannführer Heidelinde Sawyer, the star of the militia, and her adjutant, Rue Skalbeck. Sawyer underwent this inspection aware that she had received reinforcements who were on the young side; she had been told as much. The militia had been reluctant to spend its best men to assist Violet Lehner, who was not aligned with the factions that financially supported the militia.

	However, what she saw when she stepped into the hall of the refueler ship shocked her. 

	Arrayed in neat rows before her, dressed immaculately in their uniforms, as if for parade. 

	Were a hundred or so teenage boys whose ages Sawyer could not have begun to guess. 

	All were shorter than her and only a few were formidable in their stature. 

	They knew how to stand all along the corridor of a ship in a disciplined formation. 

	Did they know how to fight, however? Sawyer’s heart was skipping beats.

	Was she meant to preside over the slaughter of all these lambs?

	When she asked for warriors to take up the crusade alongside her? 

	“Hmph. How interesting.” A cruel laugh.

	Imani Hadžić walked out in front of the boys with an expression devoid of sympathy. 

	Standing beside her, Sawyer thought her eyes looked– hollow. 

	Mentally, Sawyer compared her to the only other Shimii she knew, Victoria– 

	And there was no comparison. 

	Victoria was a horrible little gnat, but there was no question that she had a warm heart in her chest. They had fought all the time, she had wanted to turn her into paste more than once, but that was feeling, they shared some kind of emotion. Hell– Sawyer might have even considered her almost like a friend, once upon a very long time. Maybe even more than friends– No— nothing like that of course– Sawyer was not like that at all–

	Imani’s face however was so frighteningly devoid of even a bit of warmth. 

	When she grinned at the boys it was the cruelest expression Sawyer had ever seen. 

	Was she enjoying having all these kids in front of her? What would she do?

	The two women in their uniforms stood quite formidable in front of these teenagers. 

	But in Sawyer’s mind this was nothing to savor. How would these kids be of any use? 

	“Heil. I am Standartenführer Imani Hadžić, your commanding officer. Congratulations: you must all be excited for a chance to contribute to the nation’s victory. If you are not, that is a pity– you will be thrown into the fire whether you object or whether you yearn for it. I suggest that you get used to two things in the sea: privation and death. Let me see all of you– ha ha, so small, but you can all pull on a stick right? You can press buttons?” 

	Imani made a gesture with her fingers as if highlight how diminutive she found the boys.

	Though she herself was not so tall, in her position she may as well have towered over them.

	She paced in front of the boys, tracing the length of their formation, hands behind her back. 

	Sawyer stood stone-faced, trying not to let her discomfort and disgust show. 

	Rue Skalbeck was silent a step behind and beside Sawyer, holding a portable computer. 

	What was the point of this? She hated these idiotic displays of rank.

	Sawyer scanned across the faces of those assembled. Most had no expressions at all.

	As Imani began to pace back from the other side of the assembled boys, however– 

	Sawyer caught one of the boys in the front putting on a face, averting his gaze. 

	Just as she did, Imani must have also. Her pacing sped until she stopped in front of him. 

	“Do you have anything to offer the class?” Imani said mockingly. “Or are you bored?” 

	For a moment the boy made eye contact with her. He broke eye contact quickly. 

	He scoffed at her, audibly, directly. 

	Maybe he fancied his chances. He was a bigger boy, heavier set than others.

	Leaner, a bit taller, buzzed blond hair. He stood out just slightly from the others. 

	Like all the rest, however– he bled vividly red. 

	Without warning, Imani drew her truncheon and beat the boy beside the head. 

	One swift strike turned his legs to jelly and overturned the rest of him.

	Hard enough that the crack of the impact reverberated across the hall. 

	Flecks of blood marred an adjacent boy who visibly struggled not to lose his composure. 

	In the second row, the boys backed up enough to allow the struck-down kid room to fall. 

	He came to settle on the floor, disoriented, making a motion as if lying down to bed. 

	Twitching as his eyes closed. Sawyer watched the scene play out with muted horror. 

	“Does anyone else have any objections? Anyone else want to be so brave? Are you against being commanded by a woman? Or by a Shimii perhaps? Are you against serving a faction of the Esoteric Order?” Imani looked around. Nobody replied. After the attack the boys restored their formation with a gap for their fallen comrade. Everything was silent for a moment save for breathing and the mechanical buzzing as Imani activated the vibration mechanism inside the truncheon, increasing its potential for internal injury. “You will find that the only thing that matters here is power. Whether or not you have a weapon, I can assuredly kill everyone in this room. None of you are old enough to gauge my power but rest assured, I am the deadliest soldier you have ever seen. That power of violence hangs over all of you. Let that be what drives you forward. Prove to me that you are good for anything, and perhaps your neanderthal parents will see you return a decorated soldier.” 

	Imani pointed her truncheon at one of the boys, whose eyes drew wide at the attention. 

	He said nothing and broke out into a nervous salute upon being acknowledged. 

	“You, boy– take your comrade to the infirmary. Whether or not he survives, you will be promoted from Kadet to Schütze from now on and have a semblance of command over this miserable lot. However, if he survives, you will be promoted one more time to Sturmmann, and he will be your adjutant. Do you have any objections?” Imani grinned again. 

	“N-N-no ma’am. I will do as you command unquestioningly and see to his recovery. Sieg Heil!” The boy saluted, and then dropped to the ground and lifted his fallen ally up as quickly as he could. It was clearly difficult for him to manage the wounded boy alone. Around him, the other boys very briefly stared at him but then returned their eyes forward. 

	Imani smiled as she watched him struggle. She turned to the rest.

	“There are forty Sturmvolkers and a hundred of you.” Imani said. “Or I should say, there are thirty-nine available now. Be good little boys for me, and you will earn those combat spots and show the Blood Bund and Traditional Fatherhood Front that you are the big strong alpha men you were taught you would be. Show this Shimii woman that you can stand on your own. While the rest of you can support the brave warriors among you; not so glorious, but beta men are also necessary. As for me– remember well that this is a matriarchy. I do not need any of you but you need my good graces to survive. Learn to live under my heel.” 

	Laughing raucously, Imani turned her back on the boys and waved dismissively. 

	Sawyer could hardly stand the theatrics any longer and followed after Imani. 

	Stopping her near the bulkhead into the chute connecting the ships. 

	“Hadžić– Standartenführer, what are you doing? They are teenagers!” 

	Imani looked at her over her shoulder with narrowed, inexpressive eyes. 

	“Do you want a beating as well, Heidelinde?” She said in a tired monotone.

	Sawyer tried to control herself. She thought of laying hands on Imani–

	–but even she in her most wildest rage could see there was something in Imani.

	An immense pressure that crushed whatever will to fight she could muster.

	And left her paralyzed with– fear. It was fear. Unfathomable, sudden, intense fear.

	That Shimii became as if a black– no– green–? a radiating icon of despair–

	“Ma’am– with all due respect– this is not– we cannot–” 

	She could hardly finish a fraction of a sentence before Imani interrupted her. 

	“You are a member of the militia too– you know how things work, don’t you? Or maybe you are not cut out for politics. Of course, we were never going to get Rhinea’s finest. The Militia is being opportunistic– the reason we got these boys is as punishment to them, and leverage against their families. We are all being used. If you care about them then it is up to you to whip them into shape. You have a few days. Don’t let them disrespect you. All that they have known, all their lives, is that the one who beats them owns them. Do what you must.” 

	Without a word more and without letting a word in edgewise, Imani crossed the bulkhead. 

	Leaving Sawyer behind on the militia ship, her heart sinking with apprehension. 

	Whoever beats them, owns them. 

	Traditional Fatherhood Front– Blood Bund– Sawyer knew what it was like. 

	Not that her parents were ever part of those factions– but they acted like it. 

	She closed her fist, gripping so tight that she thought she might burst her own hand. 

	That crack from Imani’s baton as sharp in her mind now as the sounds of the beatings she herself had received, as a child, in school, in the military, all throughout her life. That first option taken to control her until it was taken near exclusively. She thought that the idea that she was now in the position of beating children as she was beaten was absurd and cruel and disgusting, and even worse that the children would be her main troops in this campaign. 

	However, she also knew, in the deepest, most helpless parts of her soul, that this was the tradition that she was fighting for. This is what she stood up for, this was the source of her power. It was a dark but inexorable part of the glory and triumph that the Volkisch Movement promised. Without this she had nothing. She would be nobody again.

	Nothing but a speck in the shadow of all-mighty beasts like Imani Hadžić.

	At her back, Rue Skalbeck drew close. She stood behind Sawyer and very close to her. 

	She could not show sympathy in front of the boys. But Sawyer appreciated her presence. 

	“It will be what it will be.” Sawyer said, feeling trapped. Cursing everything internally. 

	Was this truly the power she had struggled so hard to achieve?

	

	

	One day after the Brigand’s arrival at Aachen– 

	In a dark cargo loading dock in Stockheim, a certain lieutenant shut her eyes with agitation. 

	Her fists clenched tight. Feeling a shudder across her skin. “Chief Petty Officer–” 

	At her side, a sprightly Loup woman lifted a finger and wagged from side to side. 

	“No, master! Rottenführer. Remember?” Her tail wagged twice as fast as her finger. 

	“Rottenführer.” The Lieutenant– or in this parlance, the Obersturmführer— felt her mouth turning sour saying that wicked word. She sighed. “I don’t think this uniform fits me.” 

	“Ah, but master, it is very close to your size! And it’s been meticulously prepared!” 

	She ran her hand over the collar, and pulled her tie, which felt like they might strangle her. 

	And the armbands, cutting her limb in half with their vile symbols. 

	“No– I mean– ideologically, it does not fit.” Her tone grew even more uncomfortable. 

	“Of course. I, too, am not a fascist. But I know you will agree to its operational usefulness.” 

	Unfortunately, yes– she had to agree that it would be exceedingly useful to the operation. 

	That is, if they could pull off the plan without being caught and throwing the whole thing. 

	Aatto Jarvi-Stormyweather paused and adjusted Murati Nakara’s tie with a smile. 

	“That severe expression will do you good. Few Obersturmführer have reasons to smile.” 

	“Aatto– This had better be worth it, or I– I will put you on leave for a week.” 

	“On leave–? No–! Master, it will absolutely be worth it.” 

	Owing to the fact that Valeriya and Illya had a much more dangerous area to infiltrate, the mission to reconnoiter the Volkisch Gau office in Aachen was given to Murati and her too-loyal adjutant. Their stated objective was simply to ascertain the level of readiness and defenses of the Gau and whether they were making any overt combat preparations. Aatto had more ambitious plans, but Murati was dubious about the prospects. Initially she was worried they might be disqualified for such a mission immediately by their race. 

	North Bosporans were rare and dispersed within the Empire after the ethnic mass deportations that followed the failed General Strike. However, the Volkisch in Eisental were apparently an eclectic bunch with Shimii leadership. Aatto herself assured the Volksarmee that among the broader Volkisch movement, outside of factions like the Blood Bund, it was not impossible for there to be Loup, Volgian, Bosporan and even Eloim membership. Aatto and Murati would not stick out just because of race if they wore the uniform. 

	“I worked for the Rhinean Navy and transitioned seamlessly to the Volkisch, master.” 

	“Great. Good for you. Now– stop calling me ‘master’ already.” 

	Race was only the most basic and surface level worry Murati had about the mission. 

	In her mind, they had agreed to walk into a fortress of the enemy. 

	No– not merely a fortress. A charnel house; a torture chamber. In Murati’s mind the Gau office must have been like hell itself, a vile shelter where all the most unspeakable crimes against humanity and dignity were being carried out. Bestial people without logic or compunction would be there and they would see through Murati’s ruse immediately. 

	She was a person with correct and righteous thoughts and bearing. 

	They would see that she was not a participant in their bacchanalia. 

	“Master, this is an unprecedented opportunity for us.” Aatto assured her. “While this Gau remains new and understaffed, it is vulnerable. We could snag the details of their plans for the station government and even the local logistics picture without incurring too much risk!” 

	“Too much risk relative to what? Risk of burning if I spark a lighter while doused in oil?” 

	“I understand your caution– you are of course, a highly observant and deliberate person.” 

	“Ugh. Quit flattering me. Don’t act so disgusting when we’re in public.” 

	To avoid being seen walking out of the ships dressed in Volkisch Uniforms, the Brigand discretely requested the assistance of sympathetic (and entrepreneurial) Stockheim sailors to smuggle them out. To all the world, they walked out of the Brigand in their ordinary uniforms, went down a corridor into Stockheim, and that was that. Instead, however, they were led to a cargo elevator, a popular entryway for smuggling. They changed clothes into the captured uniforms by the dim light of an LED panel and pretended to be coming in for an inspection, after which, they simply left Stockheim as anyone else would. 

	And then entered Aachen as a pair of Volkisch officers, with forged IDs to boot. 

	“Aren’t they authentic? Being an intelligence officer has many perks, master.” 

	Aatto had been indispensible. This mission would not have happened without her. 

	When she suggested the idea, the captain initially balked and the commissar accused Aatto of wanting to set a trap– however, Aatto had made so many preparations up front that the idea felt genuine. She had written up detailed materials on Volkisch conduct within the Gau offices, typical shift compositions, and even printed several items and modified others using a stitcher machine; sans certain specific security implementations on the items which not even Aatto could replicate. She had done everything to make the mission viable.

	“The Aachen Gau office has been a token administration with a skeleton crew for months. Violet Lehner will likely accelerate its expansion now. We have a narrow window to exploit.” 

	Framed in that way, and with all the preparations she made, and the more that she was capable of, the Captain and Premier overruled the Commissar’s concerns and allowed the mission to go forward. While they were busy preparing for the United Front talks, several members of the crew were running away missions, and Murati would be no different. 

	“Aatto– did you spend so much effort to authentically modify this uniform because–” 

	“Master, my motivation is to impress my new officers and prove my worthiness.” 

	Not because she wanted to see how Murati looked in the black uniform? 

	Murati glared at her but ultimately sighed and accepted things.

	None of the uniforms they had captured were higher ranking than Rotteführer. 

	Aatto had somehow freestitched correct markings on a captured uniform to identify as an Obersturmführer, roughly translated to Murati’s senior Lieutenant role. Both Kalika Loukia and Khadija al-Shajara, who were resident experts in clothing design, thought Aatto’s embellishment looked extremely authentic to the intelligence photography they had previously collected of various Volkisch uniforms. The garments passed a visual predictor scan from Zachikova– even the colors were matching hues to a typical uniform. 

	Aatto must have committed all of these small details to memory. She was incredibly sharp. 

	Her labors meant they had the intelligence, equipment and means to carry out their mission. 

	When Murati looked at her, she did feel that Aatto was being sincere in her behavior. 

	Against her better judgment, she would trust her new adjutant and pursue this task. 

	“Aatto, you did not use any tricks to convince the captain, did you?” Murati asked. 

	“Hmm? Master, the Captain is immune to volshebtsvo.” Aatto said, smiling gently. 

	Murati sighed deeply. She ran her hands over her face with exasperation. 

	“We will scout the place and leave at the first sign of trouble.” She said, resigning herself. 

	“Of course. I will follow your orders to the letter. You will see my professionalism at work.” 

	Thus– the course of fate brought them into the City of Currents dressed all in black. 

	And wearing some unsavory armbands and uniform decorations. 

	Murati took her first steps into Aachen in the guise of the Obersturmführer. She had come up with the name Ami Ravana for her assumed identity, while Aatto took on the identity of Ilma Suomi-Fertilefield. Their cards were real as far as they had the correct template for a Volkisch ID and included pictures and false personal data. They had chips in them too, taken from the cards of the soldiers Murati killed, but the data in those chips would be recorded as the men who once held them, so it would be easy for anyone to look at the records after the fact and realize the infiltration. As soon as they saw a door that required swiping their IDs they would need to consider the risks before doing so and escape shortly thereafter.

	“Aatto– I mean, Ilma. Is it just me or are people staring?” Murati whispered. 

	“No, they are staring. You’ll get used to it.” Aatto confirmed. 

	Under the massive atrium at the base of the Aachen central cylinder, a crowd of people shot passing glances at Murati and Aatto as they entered the station from Stockheim. When Murati met anyone’s eyes in passing they would immediately tear their gaze from her. That uniform, the black jacket, the armbands, the jackboots– it was a symbol that inspired terror in everyone around them. Murati felt something that she was very unfamiliar with. 

	In the Union her uniform was something that was common and ignored, most of the time, but there were a few people for whom the uniform was something to admire and respect. Particularly among very young people and very old people, Murati would occasionally get a smile or a wave or even a cheer as she went about her days in Thassal. 

	There was no such cheer in Aachen. 

	All of the staring, at her uniform and the peaked cap, was critical, nervous, and fearful. They walked through the crowds like a knife plunged in skin, a deepening wound. Nobody would even dare come close, minding at least half an arm’s distance from the pair. Everyone was aware of them. Murati had never felt more seen by the people around her than donning this uniform. She had to steady her breathing and make herself remain calm. Some part of her, inexperienced with such clear animosity all around her, wanted to panic and flee. 

	When such feelings struck her– she adjusted her cap, marked with an iron eagle in front. 

	For something to do with unsteady fingers. It dispelled some of the stress. 

	Aachen was a very beautiful station. The Atrium area reminded Murati of the Bubble in Thassal but many, many times larger and more spacious and much more lavishly designed. Its beautiful centerpiece and the sweeping paths around it to the various platforms containing shops and businesses; Murati had to admit it was stunning, almost otherworldly in its intricacy, like a planetarium filled with commercial spaces– but it was also undoubtedly a waste of space. There had to be an allowance for some beauty, for some creativity, in designing homes and workplaces, but this was too much. Building Aachen this way precluded the possibility to allow in so many thousands of people, maybe hundreds of thousands. A more enclosed and simpler tiered space could retain some of the beauty and color but allow for more people to live and work and have a place in the station. 

	Murati had seen a few different locations in the Imbrian Empire now. 

	Each time she felt, in the sight of the grandiose architecture, 

	–that the Empire’s rulers loved metal more than they could ever love people. 

	That the aesthetics of the metal was much more a concern than its use by human beings. 

	Turning her head down from the high-rising atrium, Murati led Aatto to the elevators. 

	Their destination was in the second tier of the cylinder, above this particular atrium. The Core Station of Aachen had a massive vertical commercial district as its base, and above it, there was a shorter, smaller tier that contained facilities, a park and the access points for maintenance work. Above that central tier there was a second, smaller commercial district that played host to its own centerpiece atrium, and at the highest tier, was an exclusive high-class residential area that also housed several government facilities. Much like Kreuzung, this highest tier also had its own small seaport for luxury vessels like yachts. 

	Below the Aachen cylinder there was also an underground area, but that was not Murati’s concern for now. She touched the button on the elevator’s control panel corresponding to the central tier and joined the dozens of other elevators moving up and down the chutes from one level to the next. Inside the elevator, Aatto set her back against the wall and wagged her tail gently. The two of them let themselves breathe now. There was no surveillance inside the public elevators so they had a moment to relax. 

	“What’s on your mind?” Murati said to her. Mainly to try to get out of her own mind. 

	She expected Aatto would respond with something frivolous and headache-inducing– 

	And found herself a bit surprised at how candid her adjutant became. 

	“I was thinking about this uniform.” Aatto said, pulling on her collar patch. “When I started working, I was inducted into the Rhinean Navy. They trained me well and I’d never have to go home again so it felt like a good deal. I had a talent for intelligence work. Then the Volkisch took over. So, I worked for them, in the same office, doing the same things as before. Tagging CCTV footage, reviewing computer logs, chasing down sources, assisting arrests. It never meant much to me. Back then I told myself it was all the same thing.” 

	“At some point you decided to rebel against the Volkisch, didn’t you?” Murati asked. 

	“On a whim– I think more than anything I just wanted to see things change. I was not a good person like you, master.” Aatto said. “For so long everything has been the same for me. Whatever abuses I suffered or even any I inflicted had already been circularly carried out untold millions of times already. I wanted to overturn things. To cause chaos. I thought the liberals would have such fury for the Volkisch that they would shake the earth. In the end nothing happened, and I gave up the hope– and you captured me after that.” 

	Murati laughed a bit, both at Aatto’s almost whimsical selfishness, but also at the very idea. 

	Liberals never fought for anything– but when they did it was some form of status quo. 

	“You picked the wrong group for chaos. Did they ask you for some chaos donations to their chaos campaign? How has chaos polled recently? Did it perform well at the election debate?” 

	She had some sympathy for Aatto, but to her, it read as a foolishly uninformed fantasy. 

	Aatto shared a little laugh with Murati as the elevator ride wound on. 

	“Yes– I see my errors from the reading I am doing now. Truth be told I hardly understood the nuances separating liberals and communists. All I saw were symbols and slogans. I am glad to have met you master. I wear this uniform again as part of a rebellion that matters.” 

	Aatto smiled at Murati and Murati felt that it was the return of her pointless flattery again. 

	Murati was not upset with Aatto, but rather, she suddenly felt uncomfortable about her role. 

	Here was a somewhat unformed being who wanted so badly to be shaped by someone. She had been abandoned by the world. Had it not been Murati, would Aatto have made herself the perfect servant of a far more horrible ‘king’? Was there something inherently wrong about someone being so malleable; was it an overreach of Murati’s to take this ‘pure’ vessel and allow it to be influenced so thoroughly by her own thoughts? Should she not attempt to make Aatto an individual again, rather than trying to shape her like this? 

	Individual– that was a loaded word in leftist politics, but teaching Aatto and trying to right her course, made Murati challenge her own thinking more. It was easy to speak to her own convictions with the implicit knowledge that someone would push back. Being accepted uncritically made her feel as though she was transgressing in some way. 

	As if she was violating Aatto with her certitude. 

	It made Murati wonder if she was truly fit for her own military and political ambitions. 

	At times she wondered whether what she was doing really constituted good communist thought and praxis. She once attacked the world with unyielding conviction that she was the most correct. Now that she was responsible for those ideas and their expression in someone else, it made her second-guess herself. Was she teaching Aatto ‘right’? 

	Should she be the teacher? 

	In her mind, Aatto was like a pupal insect being dipped in Murati’s red ink. 

	Could Murati bear the sight of the crimson butterfly that might emerge from that cocoon? 

	What if she went astray? Would that condemn Murati and her beliefs? 

	What if Aatto’s wings, heavy with the ink forced on her, suddenly dropped her to oblivion? 

	It was different from the mecha pilots– they had come to Murati with formed convictions. 

	Giving orders to soldiers was different from teaching someone how to view the world. 

	Far, afar above the rank of Lieutenant on a ship, there was the rank of a Leader, writ large. 

	Had Murati ever been on some level the same as Aatto now was? She wondered that too. 

	Murati had devoured the writings of her own leaders studiously– their words formed her. 

	How did Daksha Kansal or Bhavani Jayasankar bear raising whole nations in this manner? 

	Could Murati take the place of those righteous predecessors who were responsible for her? 

	“Master– I mean, Obersturmführer. We have arrived. The Gau won’t be too far from here.” 

	Aatto’s voice and the opening of the elevator doors shook Murati out of her brooding. 

	There was no time to resolve that now– it could not be resolved so instantly. 

	She had to trust in herself, and in Aatto as well. Aatto did have some conviction. 

	After all, she had chosen to follow Murati.

	There was only so much worrying she could let herself do on someone’s behalf. 

	Regardless of the philosophy and the hypotheticals– 

	At that moment Murati could only put one foot before the other and carry out her mission. 

	Her hands reached up to her peaked cap and adjusted it once again. 

	“Aatto, I just wanted to say that I am sorry.” 

	“Hmm? For what, master?” 

	“I thought of you as a thing– an object, in the abstract. It wasn’t right of me.” 

	“Um. I am not sure I–” 

	“Don’t worry. Let’s get going. Just– you’re doing good so far. Keep it up.” 

	Murati stepped out of the elevator, trying to keep up the black-iron bearing of a fascist. 

	Aatto followed behind her, with initially hesitant steps. 

	But she caught up quickly, and then, she kept the pace silently and seriously. 

	From the elevator banks, they exited out onto the main thoroughfare through the park. It was the biggest shock of bright green color Murati ever had in her life; she did not know where in the Union she might see something like this outside of a paint mill. There were several trees planted in dirt and media plots that were being chemically maintained. They were tall, bushy, and bright. Signs on the tree plots warned the passersby to stay off the dirt or be fined. There were so many trees and the design of the tier, with a lower ceiling, more sunlight LED clusters and stronger climate controls and air circulation, meant that they did not need to be sealed in individual bubbles and could stand out amid the paths. 

	There were benches where people could sit, some of which were located under the branches of the bigger and older trees. Surprisingly few people took advantage of this. Perhaps to them, the trees were such a normal sight now that the modest crowd merely glanced at them as they walked the paths. Murati had to pretend not to be stunned. With the park as a starting point the structures of the tier fanned out from it. Murati saw container parks and garages in the distance, fenced off. There were office buildings and their workers seemed to make up most of the foot traffic, on their way to and from lunch in the lower district. 

	At the far end of the park, Murati spotted the fascist flag marking their destination. 

	Stepping out of the shade of the trees, into the shadow of the Aachen Gau office. 

	Save for the flag, the building was nothing so terrifying, just a metal and plastic rectangle, two stories high and blending into the walls of Aachen’s middle tier. It was an office building, like any other office building save perhaps for the deeds it sheltered inside of it. Six steps from the ground level took the entrant to the lobby door; there was also a plastic ramp. Long, inscrutable glass windows and the darkened glass doors allowed those in the Gau to see out to the world but no one outside to look back at them. 

	It was the silence and lack of activity that made the Gau office look particularly eerie. Unlike the nearby offices, nobody had come in or out of the building since Murati and Aatto began to approach it, and nobody was sitting on the steps or meandering outside it. Whether this spoke to its lack of occupants or the discipline of those inside Murati did not know and Aatto could only guess. Perhaps that vile flag served to ward ordinary people away from the place as well. Murati felt her heart pounding. Would it be too conspicuous for them to try to visit the office now? What if it was almost abandoned, or even closed off entirely?

	“Aatto, should we just step in? Do they even take visitors?” Murati asked. 

	Aatto nodded her head. “It’s a government office, master– they are supposed to handle permits and IDs and such. In Aachen, there’s still the liberal government providing services for now– but still, even in a complicated situation the Gau must maintain the pretense that it is the legitimate government of the station. We should be able to just walk inside.” 

	“Alright. I’ll lead the way– but you better be right, you know that?” Murati whispered. 

	“Something wrong? Can I assist you, officers?” 

	From behind both of them, a woman’s voice rose up suddenly. 

	Murati froze up for an instant. At her side, Aatto glanced at Murati for a brief moment. 

	Expected to play the part of leader, Murati made herself turned around quick but calm. 

	Coming face to face with a seemingly formidable character all of a sudden. 

	“Obersturmführer, and Rotteführer– I’m Rahima Jašarević. Pleased to meet you, herr–?” 

	“Ami Ravana. This is my assistant Suomi-Fertilefield. It is our pleasure, milord.” 

	Despite the suddenness of the intrusion and Murati’s initial reaction to it, she found that her voice was not failing her when it came time to address the woman, and that her hands were not trembling when they shook Rahima’s. Maintaining outward composure despite the drumming in her chest, hoping the deep pulses did not transfer through the black gloves on her hands. On the steps to the Gau Murati held the gaze and hand of an important guest. 

	There was no turning back now.

	Rahima Jašarević– a tall woman, her uniform was tailored to an exacting standard, fitting her frame perfectly and Murati guessed it was even natural fibers. All in black, the double-breasted coat buttoned over a white collared shirt with black pants and high boots. Pinned to her ample chest was a gold medal with a black hooked cross and a red and white tassel. A gold chain over her chest connected to a patched-in silver shield badge with a sword and moon sigil, situated on the side of the forearm close to the shoulder. She wore two armbands, one with the hooked cross and the second with the black sonnenrad. 

	Her manner was initially imperious, but when she met Murati’s eyes she smiled a bit. 

	Despite the fascist implements Murati had to admit that she was a comely woman, her light-brown skin unblemished, a hint of shadow and eyeliner on an otherwise unmanicured expression, with a long, sleek nose. She was tall and broad-shouldered, and her hair fell over her shoulders, swept away from her eyes on one side and with orderly bangs on the other. Some of it was collected into a braid on the side with the swept-up bangs. Her ears were tall and straight and trimmed with a fluffy tuft of fur on the tips, and her tail was bushy. 

	Murati had the immediate impression that she was shaking the hands of someone powerful. 

	However, the armbands, the medals, the arm shield, these said nothing about her rank. 

	There were no pips on her collar, nor lines on her lapel or shoulderboards to indicate rank. 

	That impression of power came from her demeanor and presence as Murati observed it. 

	She thought of trying to ask Aatto telepathically what rank this woman supposedly had. 

	However, Rahima was staring straight into her eyes. What if she saw the red rings? 

	Because she had been caught off-guard, she had not yet chanced to study Rahima’s aura. 

	“Forgive me, I had gone on a walk to clear my head.” Rahima said. “Did I happen to miss an appointment?” She let go of Murati’s hand and then quickly shook hands with Aatto instead. 

	“Not at all, mein herr. We just happened to arrive now.” Murati said. 

	“Indeed, herr Gauleiter, you are right on time.” Aatto said. 

	She gave Murati the briefest glance as she spoke. 

	Now Murati knew the rank. 

	In front of them stood the highest political leader of the Volkisch locally within Aachen. Their Gauleiter, an old High Imbrian rank revived by the reactionary intelligentsia that literally meant land leader. Each Gau was ruled over by a Gauleiter as their fiefdom. 

	Not only that– but she was also a Shimii Gauleiter. They put a Shimii in charge here. 

	Something unprecendented as far as Murati knew. The Zabaniyah’s agenda at work. 

	Aatto recognized her rank. Aatto had informed them of the Zabaniyah. Did she know her? 

	Murati felt a fresh shock work its way through her system, suppressing it with all her will. 

	Rahima Jašarević was a seriously and extremely dangerous person to have met. 

	However, they had shaken hands and breached the matter of their acquaintance. 

	Regardless of how Murati felt the game was on. Their uniforms had passed muster. 

	“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Ravana, Suomi-Fertilefield. Unless something has come up while I was away, my schedule should be clear. While I intended to work at my leisure, I am at your disposal. We could talk inside or out. Whichever you prefer.” Rahima said. 

	From what Murati could make out, Rahima did not seem to be armed. 

	Murati and Aatto were not armed either. They were not masquerading as combat troops. 

	Right now, they had an opportunity.

	Rahima could lead them inside and give them an ironclad excuse into the depths of the building. Depending on the layout of the Gau office and where Rahima took them, they might be able to get access to useful records. Murati had already come up with a decent cover story. However, this was also their last chance to run away without obstacle. Once they followed Rahima inside, escaping her grasp would become a messy affair. 

	So far, she had neither balked at their races, nor at the state of their disguises. 

	Nothing ventured; nothing gained. 

	“We have walked a ways already– given the choice, I’d prefer inside, herr Gauleiter.” 

	Aatto nodded along to Murati’s suggestion. Rahima nodded at them. 

	“This way, please. Follow me.” Rahima said. 

	She walked past Murati and Aatto and through the double doors, tail swaying gently. 

	Past the doors, there was a small lobby, sparsely decorated, with an impression of brown wallpaper, a false wooden counter, and a green carpet on the floor. Chairs on one side, for those waiting. It was a lobby that seemed to presume few people would ever visit the building. There were vacant spots on the walls that were clearly empty holographic picture frames projected onto them. There was a fake plastic plant with white flowers. 

	Behind the counter there was a bored-looking teenage girl. 

	When she caught sight of the Gauleiter she put down a small portable slate and sat upright. 

	“Milord! Welcome back! I hope you had a really awesome walk!” She said. 

	By her voice and stature Murati thought the receptionist had to be underage. 

	“It was lovely, Wiebke.” Rahima said. “No one came in while I was out, I presume?” 

	Behind the glass shield on the counter, Wiebke shook her head vigorously. 

	“Nope! Uh! If I saw someone I would obvies let you know!” She said.

	Her little black beret with its black sonnenrad badge nearly fell off her head. 

	“Very well. Keep up the good work.” Rahima said. Another little smile on her lips. 

	Rahima stepped up to the door out of the lobby and pressed her hand on the wall. 

	Easily as that, the door opened, leading into a dark brown hallway. 

	“When you leave, remind Wiebke to lock it behind you.” Rahima said gently. 

	Murati could hardly believe how casually the Gauleiter had allowed them inside. 

	Without so much as a glance askance Murati followed behind Rahima, Aatto alongside. 

	Behind them the door shut again. 

	From the lobby, a hallway with a few closed doors opened up into a broader room. There were a dozen cubicles in the room under yellow-and-white sunlamp LEDs, with the fake brown wallpaper a continuing aesthetic theme. The cubicles were divided by cheap white plastic dividers enclosing each space. There were plastic stick-notes put up everywhere on those plastic dividers. All manner of hand-written chicken scratch had been laid thickly upon each and Murati could not understand them. In the Union there was almost never cause to read someone’s handwriting in a work setting. Beyond the cubicles there were two other hallways, and a small nook with a coffee machine and a snack table. 

	“Where were you stationed before, Obersturmfuhrer?” Rahima asked. 

	An easy question to foresee that Murati and Aatto already worked out answers to. 

	“My tasks have required me to remain on the move, milord.” Murati said. 

	“I see. In your travels, have you seen a smaller Gau office?” Rahima asked. 

	By her tone Murati figured she was making small talk. She did not sound too serious. 

	“I’m afraid I’ve hardly seen Gau offices of any size, milord.” Murati said. 

	“Understood. This one is barely established– that’s my job now.” Rahima said. “I am wondering– were you sent here to assist us in expanding operations? Most of my subordinates are recruits. I assume I would have heard of you being assigned here.” 

	Her tone was still not confrontational, but the choice of words caused a spike in anxiety. 

	“I’m afraid I am still only passing, milord, and will not be remaining here.” Murati said. 

	“We are part of an oceanographic survey, milord.” Aatto added. “For the logistics corps.” 

	Rahima held a long pause. Murati dared not look at her face while their words settled. 

	Then there was a sound of sliding plastic from one of the cubicles that interrupted them. 

	From around a corner that they were about to turn, a young woman stepped out in front. 

	“Forgive me, lord Gauleiter! I– can I– may I request your assistance in a certain matter?” 

	She was another Shimii, a skinny girl with short, curly blond-hair and very fluffy golden ears between which she wore a garrison cap. Of course, emblazoned with a hideous sonnenrad like the rest. Compared to Rahima, she was a diminutive girl, and her demure posture in front of the Gauleiter served to accentuate the differences even more strongly. She could well have been another teenager, but Murati read her as someone of age, perhaps only barely. It led her to wonder why so many young people were wrapped up in this. 

	“Let me take a look.” Rahima said, beckoning the girl. 

	From the girl’s dainty hands, she took a portable computer. 

	On the screen there was a form with several fields and a lot of numbers. 

	Something to do with finance or inventory– Murati did not want to appear too interested. 

	“I’m– I’m not able to get it through the computer’s error correction–” the girl began. 

	“It’s not passing error correction because it’s wrong.” Rahima said. “Did you double check that you applied the correct formulas? Or you might have plugged in the wrong set from the databases into the final form. I don’t have time for this right now; but I can look later.” 

	Rahima handed back the portable to the girl. She spoke calmly; she did not appear upset. 

	Nevertheless, the girl bowed her head and apologized– 

	“Shimii do not bow their heads. Don’t bow to me or anyone.” Rahima said sternly. 

	She reached out and with her fingers gently lifted the girl’s chin, so their eyes met again. 

	“Yes– I’m so sorry lord Gauleiter– I just feel so– after I got this nice job–” 

	Rahima looked upon the stuttering girl with great pity, as the girl looked back in terror. 

	“It’s fine. We can work on the numbers later. We have all the time in the world.” 

	“Yes. I’m so sorry. Thank you for your great kindness.” 

	Despite Rahima’s attempts, when the girl scurried back to her cubicle, she was still shaking. 

	Murati watched the whole scene silently. 

	Turning over Rahima’s words in her head– and everything she knew about the situation. 

	How did they have ‘all the time in the world’ to get the Gau’s paperwork straight? 

	Why did Rahima so casually endure these young and incompetent subordinates? 

	Wasn’t the operation of a Gau more important than this? Wasn’t it more urgent and dire? 

	Hadn’t she just earlier said that her task was to see to the expansion of this Gau? 

	She was unsure of whether this was owed to Rahima’s character– or that of the Gau itself. 

	“Forgive her. She’s a– provincial girl. But she is a fast learner.” Rahima told Murati. 

	Murati nodded silently. The Gauleiter led them past the cubicles down another short hall. 

	Briefly, Murati glanced back at Aatto. 

	Her adjutant looked stoic and professional, following behind without expression. 

	When she met Murati’s eyes, she put on a very small and very quick smile. 

	Murati furtively returned her eyes to the Gauleiter’s back. 

	“This is my office. We can discuss matters here without anybody listening.” Rahima said. 

	Laying her hand on a panel near the door, Rahima opened it and welcomed them in. 

	Her office was only a bit more furnished and decorated than other rooms they had seen, false green wallpaper and projected tapestries with fascist symbols on the walls. 

	Amid the falsity, Murati’s eyes were drawn to a shelf of physical books. Recent treatises on demand-side economics; fundamentals of the liberal enlightenment written in the 800s After Descent, during the crisis of the Late Nocht dynasty and the economic decline of the Dukes; pop science about the late Surface era crisis and the source of the corruption, likely all junk; more than anything there was a variety of Shimii clerical work both Rashidun and Mahdist. Nestled among all these works, and sticking out slightly, was Adam Lehner’s own book, “The Art of Struggle in the Enlightened Age.” When Murati arrived in Kreuzung, among the many little things she read once she had access to Imperial networks and time with which to read, were various pieces of Volkisch ideology. This risible volume by the so-called Fuhrer was the largest and most influential collection of fascist bilge. 

	“Admiring my bookshelves? Are you a reader yourself Obersturmfuhrer?” Rahima asked. 

	“Yes. I’m curious whether anyone would object to your ‘collection.’” Murati asked. 

	“Because of the liberal books in it? Well, it’s important to understand everything I can.” 

	“Really? Would you put Mordecai on that shelf too?” Murati asked suddenly. 

	Shuddering under her skin. Aatto averted her gaze. Had she had gone too far now? 

	But a fellow fascist would question this, surely? All the liberalism on display? 

	Rahima simply smiled as if amused. 

	“I’m afraid I have not had the opportunity to read Mordecai, but that is not to say I am not interested. Obersturmfuhrer Ravana, being open-minded will give you insight into anyone whom you must defeat, or anyone whom you must befriend. You can still keep your goal, and your prey, in sight, while learning from them. Remember this well.” 

	She reached out and poked Murati in the chest, before taking her place behind her desk. 

	It was a fake wooden desk, upon which there was a tidy plastic divider with a few folders of stonepaper sheets– so much pulpwork for a computerized operation. In the middle of her desk, she kept a fold-out portable computer with its own screen, likely because the fake wood desk was not equipped with a touchscreen capable of serving as a thin client display.

	“Now then, how can I assist you two? What is this survey about?” Rahima asked. 

	“We apologize that we could not communicate preemptively.” Aatto said, speaking up. 

	“I am afraid this is common enough not to be worth apologizing for. I’ve received little communication from Kreuzung on all manner of things so I can just add your situation the pile. They are busier with show trials than giving direction to their upstart Gau.” Rahima said. 

	“Then the situation has little changed since we last got on a boat. Pity that.” Murati said. 

	Since Rahima was being aggrieved she would pretend to be similarly aggrieved. 

	Both of them could be put-upon civil servants of the fascist bureaucracy together. 

	“Before I joined the movement I was an oceanographer.” Murati said, speaking with ease her rehearsed excuses. “Since then, I have been working with the logistics corps. We are very few in number– me and my adjutant have been running around in a great haste. We specialize in testing the agarthic salt levels and pseudo-ion reactivity in the water. Both are very important to the wear and tear on jets and piping in ships. Skilled water management, and the right data, can extend the lifespan of a supply ship by as much as twenty percent and dramatically improve maintenance efficiency. And we need every pfennig we can get.” 

	Murati did not have to wait long for the reaction to her pitch. 

	Rahima was clearly a good listener, and thus a quick responder to speech. 

	“Too true. Is my input required for this? If you need any access, I’ll see what I can do.” 

	“We were hoping to take a quick look at your environmental records before we started in the hopes that the data is current. With oceanography nobody takes it seriously enough, but I am hoping Aachen at least ran a survey every five years. As you may know, pseudophysical data is released by request for commercial bodies but not public.” Murati said. 

	It helped that Murati was married to an oceanographer and heard similar spiels from her. 

	“I’m unfamiliar with such things, but my staff can help you fetch any data.” Rahima said. 

	“Many thanks.” Murati said. “We also of course visit here today as a measure of respect.” 

	“I appreciate it, but I don’t mind having my toes stepped on. I’ve been in your situation.” 

	“For us, we need to make sure to request permission rather than forgiveness.” Murati said. 

	“Ah yes– the fuhrerprinzip. Well, you have my permission, Ravana.” Rahima said. 

	So far, so good. But the office was in such disarray that the bounty might be minimal. 

	Even if they got access to some unsecured computers, or ran off with a box of files, would anything be worth the trouble? How much data was being kept in this office versus some server in Kreuzung? Would they even have anything useful for a war, like intelligence sources or planned logistics routes or force dispositions? Nevertheless, the gambit had not been for nothing– Murati felt she had some much more valuable questions and answers about the Volkisch in Aachen now. She answered the basic question of their current posture.

	“It’s interesting that the Reichkomissar would allocate resources for this.” Rahima said. 

	“The Reichskommissar is very data driven.” Murati said, a quick and vague excuse. 

	Her blood started to run hot again. As it did whenever Rahima seemed to contradict her. 

	“True! You know, I actually had the exact same impression when I first spoke to her.” Rahima said. “She already had thoughts about the local economy in Aachen and the situation with organized labor in Stockheim. Threw around a lot of numbers as she spoke. I was quite impressed– I suppose that this survey is just another part of her meticulousness.” 

	Once again, the tension in her chest lifted one it was clear Rahima was not too skeptical. 

	Rahima opened up her computer and began to type into the integrated keyboard. 

	After booting it up, she typed a bit more, then sat back, shut her eyes and sighed. 

	Aatto and Murati respectfully observed her silence for a few minutes. 

	Murati hoped dearly to be dismissed and allowed near some data to steal, but– 

	–instead, Rahima lifted her gaze again and fixed Murati a strong look. 

	“Ami Ravana– would you have time for a bit of small talk?” She said. 

	“Of course, milord.” 

	She just had to internalize what it meant to be a fascist and she could easily keep up a chat. 

	From her own readings, and from Aatto, Murati had learned a lot about the Volkisch. 

	By now she knew enough about them that she could distill it through her own personality. 

	As she made a good communist student, she could pretend to be a good fascist student. 

	“Why did you choose to join the Volkisch Movement, Ravana? You, a North Bosporan?” 

	In an instant, it was as if Rahima had stricken with a hammer the glass of Murati’s façade. 

	Her mind raced to procure any semblance of a respponse. 

	That was the question, the ultimate question anyone would have asked– and to be asked by of all people a Shimii, who joined the Volkisch Movement herself despite everything that had happened to her people. It was a question Murati had little answer for, a question that puzzled her. What could possibly be fascism’s attraction to the minorities that had spent hundreds of years under the heels of the Imbrian Empire? How was it that they saw fascism, led by Imbrians, in solidarity with brain-dead racists like the Blood Bund, and thought that not only would they be welcome, but that they would be helped? To Murati it was self-evident that it was an incoherent set of excuses for convenient mass violence. 

	How was the party-state different from the Imbrian Empire? How was the fuhrerprinzip any different from the divine right of a king? Could they not see the empty promise of a One Volk? Furthermore, how was it that Shimii were now part of the so-called Volk? 

	How could Rahima become a Gauleiter? 

	In that room in that instant Murati was not going to decipher any of these questions. 

	Reaching deep inside of her heart, she thought, genuinely, about her own position. 

	Why would she ever become a fascist? What would it take to drive her to that? 

	“National Socialism presented the only way I could overcome my powerlessness.” 

	She was vague in her words– but there was a painful history behind them. 

	In the Union it was easy not to think of herself as a racial subject, vulnerable to depredation. 

	However, over twenty years ago, in the living memory of many people and even herself as a small child, the Imbrian Empire decided the vast majority of North Bosporans had to be lifted from their namesake place in the north of Bosporus to the far southern colonies. They were already a small people, in the grand scheme of Aer’s races, not very fecund, and heavily concentrated. In an instant they were made slaves almost to the very last man, woman and child. Only those who were connected and wealthy and exceedingly loyal, the collaborators, the snitches, the compradors, only they were spared and remained in Imbria.

	North Bosporans, as a mass culture, now existed largely only in the Union. 

	Aatto had told her that the Volkisch would allow a North Bosporan into their ranks. 

	Much as they had allowed her, a Loup, to continue working for them. 

	And as they recruited Rahima to a supposedly high position of power in their organization. 

	Murati found her dishearteningly evil and honest answer in the midst of those facts. 

	It seemed that the Volkisch Movement answered exclusively to nakedly wielded power. 

	So, to avoid being erased from the world; for the power to resist her own destruction. 

	That was the sole, filthy reason she would have ever worn this horrible uniform. 

	A reason that must have presupposed communism not to exist– that was the only way. 

	She could not air that thought. In this situation, she was wearing the black uniform already. 

	“Good answer.” Rahima said. “I can sympathize with it. And so does the Reichskommissar. She asked me that same question, you see. So, I was curious what others like me would answer.” 

	I am nothing like you. Murati said in her mind what her lips could never allow to escape. 

	However, she was surprised that the Reichkomissar, Violet Lehner, had brought it up first. 

	That woman was exceedingly politically dangerous. She was nothing like Adam Lehner. 

	“Very well then, Ami Ravana and Ilma Suomi-Fertilefield. It was a pleasure to meet you.” 

	Murati and Aatto moved to exchange farewells with the Gauleiter, their tensions easing– 

	Until suddenly, behind them, the door to Rahima’s office opened as if of its own volition. 

	That sound of sliding metal sent shivers across Murati’s back and electricity into her limbs. 

	Someone casually unlocked a door which few people should have had access to. 

	“Herr Gauleiter, I apologize for making you wait before and then dropping in suddenly.” 

	A smooth and slightly accented voice; that of a confident woman, almost playful in tone. 

	Murati and Aatto both turned their heads, trying to hide the tension they suddenly felt. 

	For Murati, because any intrusion was a complication in a plan that was going well, but– 

	There was a brief flash of panic in Aatto’s eyes that caused Murati’s heart to sink. 

	She did not understand the meaning of it, but the contrast to her previous calm was enough. 

	“No apology necessary. I was the one who threw your plans into disarray after all.” 

	Rahima stood to meet with the woman who had arrived and introduce her. 

	Aatto had managed to hide her expression, and Murati held herself steady; the woman who interrupted them had an eerie air to her presence. Like them, she was dressed all in black, with a military coat worn over a white shirt, along with a skirt and leggings. Her peaked cap had a badge bearing a silver skull and crossed bones, rather than the more common hooked crosses, sonnenrads or iron eagles they had seen other fascists wearing. Her armbands had a black sonnenrad and hooked cross, however, same as others. Her shoulderboards were present, but entirely blank, and the patches on her collar were also present, but also blank. On her sleeves, there were patches depicting an eagle with a hooked cross. 

	Her cap and the lighting of the room partially shadowed her blue eyes which then moved between Rahima to linger on Murati and Aatto. As a woman Murati found no fault in her qualities. Like many of the other fascists she tended her appearance well. Glossy red heart-shaped lips with a slight pout, on a very fair face with a short nose and a soft contour to her cheeks. Her wavy, beige-blond hair was tidy and voluminous and worn long. She was just shy of Rahima and Murati’s height and had a curvy figure flattered by the sleek cut of the uniform. There was a fruity but also oddly chemical scent around her, perhaps a perfume. 

	As Murati scrutinized the woman, she suddenly heard Aatto’s voice in her head. 

	Master, this woman is a member of the Volkisch special forces! That skull indicates the “special detachments.” We must be very careful what we say to her! She may not be easy to fool. 

	It was not so much hearing a voice speaking in real time, as it was that Murati understood the information Aatto communicated in a few seconds and associated that information as being delivered by her voice. In a blink of her eyes, faster than she could fear anew, she came to fully understand the danger that they were in. But she could not break eye contact with the newcomer lest she appear suspicious; Murati held firm and hid her anxiety as best she could. 

	Absentmindedly, she fixed her cap, and then just as absentmindedly, she saluted. 

	Aatto saw Murati salute and joined her a second later. Had she done right? 

	There was an excruciating instant of silence while the woman looked them up and down. 

	“At ease, Obersturmführer, Rottenführer.” The woman finally said, with a haughty drawl. 

	“The Obersturmführer is a very proper officer.” Rahima said, backing Murati up. 

	The woman grinned. 

	“Not hard for me to believe. I have found it is often the case that the unconventional folk are the ones most disciplined and adherent to the rules. They are the ones with something to prove to the rest. But Obersturmführer, you have nothing to prove to me right now.” 

	She reached out to Murati’s saluting hand and with a gentle grip– 

	And pulled it down into her own two hands, patting it condescendingly. 

	With a sudden air of menace and a hint of cruel delight as she continued speaking. 

	“Or do you? After all– I don’t recall a meeting with an Obersturmführer in the itinerary.” 

	To hold Murati’s hand, she stepped closer into her space until they were face to face. 

	Those bright red lips and that grim, enshadowed glare locked directly onto Murati’s eyes. 

	That hand which was holding her might as well have been a gun aimed at her stomach. 

	Those eyes like knives driving through her, cutting the skin of her and exposing blood. 

	Murati felt her teeth wanting to clench and the cold, stale air in her unblinking eyes. 

	As if her life depended on it, she held the gaze of the skull-bearing fascist without flinching. 

	Trying to convince herself that she had not been seen through so easily– 

	“I was as surprised as you about their visit, Bernie, but– only surprised, nothing more.” 

	Rahima stepped in and held the woman’s shoulders, as if guiding a misbehaving child. 

	“You and I have better things to do than an impromptu inspection right now.” She said, massaging the woman’s shoulders. For a moment the woman looked puzzled about the touch but silently allowed it to continue. “Obersturmführer, this is Hauptsturmführer Bernadette Sattler. She is my new bodyguard and head of security for the Gau. As you can see she takes her job very seriously, so I urge you not to cross her.” Rahima winked. “At any rate, she and I have important business which must necessarily interrupt your own. I welcome you to make use of the Gau office as you need for your tasks, I have already sent a message to my staff about your visit and what you are clear to access from them.” 

	“As you command, Gauleiter.” Sattler said, still fixing a curious gaze on Murati. 

	“Thank you kindly, herr Gauleiter.” Murati said. 

	Without betraying a hint of the overwhelming gratitude and relief that she felt right then. 

	After some perfunctory goodbyes, and an exhortation to lock up after herself, it was over. 

	Rahima led Sattler out of the office and continued with her business unseen. 

	Like a storm that evil woman had come, and she had gone without sinking them. 

	For a few minutes they waited around just to make sure she would not come back. 

	Soon, to their own nervous and elated bewilderment, they felt it was all but confirmed. 

	Murati and Aatto had been left in the silence of Rahima’s office without any supervision. 

	Immediately both of them turned to Rahima’s portable computer. 

	“Master, I memorized the typing she did! I think I know what the password is!” 

	“Aatto, you are some kind of genius. Get that computer unlocked.” 

	From the interior pocket of her coat, Murati produced a small green board. 

	On one end there was an antennae, on the other a serial port, and between, were set the nanometer die chips that made up the board. It had some internal storage, as well as hardware encryption. This gadget had been modified by Braya Zachikova, the Brigand’s resident computer and electronic warfare wizard. Murati looked for a serial port and stuck the board to the computer. 

	Aatto sat on the desk, cracked her fingers, and tentatively set them on the keys. 

	Murati stood between Aatto and the sight from the door, keeping her eyes fixed on it. 

	Her heart was racing, but she was grinning like a fiend. 

	She had a mad and bloodthirsty satisfaction. Those fools, those complete morons. 

	Within moments, Aatto’s face was lit up by Rahima’s monitor, now past the login prompt. 

	“Ah, master, the cute little antennaes girl is on the screen now.” Aatto said. 

	A surly voice responded. “Huh? I don’t want to talk to you. Where is your ‘master’?” 

	Murati beckoned for Aatto to stand and take her position relative to the door. 

	She sat behind the desk and looked into Rahima’s computer. 

	On the screen, a tiny Zachikova could be seen pacing up and down the desktop. 

	“There you are. So Aatto did not betray you. Confirm the encrypted connection.” She said. 

	“Done.” Murati said, flicking her finger at a notification on Rahima’s screen. 

	“The transfer will take a bit to bounce through back to us. Are you sure you’re safe?” 

	“We are safe, don’t worry. Just focus on covering your own tracks.” Murati replied. 

	“Alright. You’re dead to us if that pervert does give you up to the Volkisch, be-tee-dubs.” 

	Murati felt a twinge of annoyance. “Stop berating my adjutant and do your job, Ensign.” 

	“Suit yourself.” Said the Mini-Zachikova, her last words before the transfer began. 

	On the screen, a progress bar showed a Mini-Zachikova and a crab digging in the sand. 

	“Master– you stood up for me.” Aatto said. When Murati glanced up from the computer screen, Aatto leaned towards her, smiling, ears wiggling, tail fiercely wagging and fanning air. 

	“Turn back around and be quiet.” Murati grumbled, wanting to entertain none of that. 

	Aatto did as instructed promptly and without complaint. Her tail thumped against the desk. 

	Judging by the progress, it would be several minutes before they transferred everything. 

	Hopefully Rahima was the kind of person to keep her encryption keys in a saved text file. 

	Sitting in the Gauleiter’s chair with time to spare, Murati began to rummage through her effects, being careful as possible to return anything to its place and cause minimal disturbance. From the plastic divider she picked out a folder and rifled through the papers inside. They were office planning documents. A list of open positions needing to be filled, a current office roster with hand-scribbled pronounciations of each worker’s names, photos and floorplans of suitable locations for a potential new and bigger Gau office than this one, costs for various supplies and what vendors might fulfill the orders. 

	There was an impromptu office survey where Rahima apparently asked everyone for their favorite snacks and put down the results for each person. She had underlined halwa and the name of the person who had suggested it, a certain Yasmin Bahram, rank Anwärter. Putting down that folder and picking up a second one, Murati found herself thumbing through what appeared to be a sketchbook. Incredulous, she flipped through the pages. Some were full of doodles, but there were a few busts drawn from life, full of detail including their clothes. There were cheerful Shimii girls wearing intricately shaded hijab; an Imbrian woman with heavy brows in a uniform, her hair in a bun partially visible behind a cap; a man with a strong jaw in a military officer uniform, with no Volkisch symbols in sight. And– 

	Violet Lehner. Partially looking over her shoulder as if incidentally glancing at the viewer. 

	Murati recognized her face from recent public broadcasts from Kreuzung. 

	Her hair was slightly swept as if she was in motion, but her face had a pensive expression. 

	Like a disdainful high-society girl, a princess, staring back at the paupers.

	“Waste of stone-paper.” She murmured to herself, closing the book on the young woman. 

	Murati put the folder back where she had found it. She checked the transfer on the screen. 

	Not even close to the halfway point. She sighed, tension mounting in her. 

	Next, Murati checked the drawers on the desk. 

	She found basic supplies– paper, graphite, reusable tissues, a cleaning spray bottle. Another drawer had a box of jerky sticks, a bag of hard ginger candies, and three pouches of caffeinated vitamin drink, the Gauleiter’s own snack hoard. The next one she opened was a small drawer near the top, at the right-hand side. There she found an object she did not understand at first because it was deliberately overturned. When she picked it up, she found that it was a digital picture frame laid face-down. Deeper into the drawer behind it– was a compact synthestitched pistol, entirely non-metallic and concealable. 

	No point in touching it, and Murati did not dare move a piece so deliberately hidden. 

	On the picture frame, there was a beautiful elven woman with very pale blue hair. 

	Murati set the picture frame face down in the drawer and closed it. She checked the screen. 

	Almost halfway through– 

	and then a knocking on the door that caused her back to stiffen and her hands to freeze. 

	Her mind fogged– the world felt like it was moving in slow motion. 

	Each round of knocking felt loud enough that it pounded the insides of her chest. 

	The longer they went without answering, that knocking remained steadfast–

	“Lord Gauleiter? May I come in? I think I got the papers corrected now!” 

	Aatto turned back around to Murati. 

	Silently as she could, Murati stood and slid the chair she left closer to the desk. She stood beside Aatto, both of them covering up the portable computer and the device stuck to it with their bodies. Murati thought she recognized the feminine voice that was speaking into the room, even muffled as it was through the door. She gestured for Aatto to get the door and Aatto looked back at her as if for further confirmation before she carried out the task. 

	When the door opened, a young Shimii woman in a pristine uniform walked through. 

	In her shaking hands was a portable computer she proudly wanted to show. 

	It was the girl from before, who had interrupted them in the cubicles. 

	Finding Aatto and Murati in the room and not Rahima, she stopped in her tracks. 

	“Oh! I’m– I’m very s-s-orry. I thought the G-g-gauleiter was in her office.” She said with a stammer. “My name is Yasmin Bahram. I work in data entry. Do you know– where she–?” 

	“She left on an errand. We’re looking after the office momentarily.” Aatto interrupted. 

	“An errand? I– I had no idea she would be leaving– did I read the itinerary wrong–?” 

	This typist was so skittish, Murati felt like she was on the verge of screaming at any second. 

	Her heart was still pumping fast. She might have been as nervous as the girl was. 

	“It was sudden. Bernadette Sattler had some business with her.” Aatto continued. 

	“Oh! Ms. Sattler– yes, I completely understand now–!” Yasmin replied, still stammering. 

	Her eyes broke contact with Aatto. Murati felt relieved. Just a credulous and silly girl. 

	“I’m afraid we don’t know when she will be back.” Aatto said. 

	“Ah, I see– I’m sorry– thank you. I’m– I’m really sorry to have bothered you both.” 

	Yasmin hugged the portable to her chest and bowed her head to the two of them. 

	With a grunt, Murati stepped forward of the desk, beckoning Aatto to take her place– 

	And tipped the girl’s head up again, much to her surprise. Her tail shot upright. 

	“What did the Gauleiter tell you? Shimii do not bow their heads to anyone.” Murati said. 

	For a moment, she questioned what had overcome her. She was playing the part, but– 

	It was also annoying for this girl to put on such undue deference toward fascists. 

	For her to be such a pathetic enemy after holding their lives in her hands for an instant. 

	“I’m sorry, Obersturmfuhrer!” She said. “It’s just– this job is so important– I don’t want to screw up. I send remittances to my family. Someday, I think, if it’s Councilwoman Rahima– I mean, Gauleiter Rahima– we’ll all be able to live up here instead of just me. I really appreciate the opportunity. Ah– oh no, I’m saying these unnecessary things– forgive me–” 

	“Stop apologizing.” Murati said. “This– this behavior ill befits a member–” 

	She hardly knew how to finish the sentence. It was too ridiculous to say any more. 

	What was she even trying to say to this girl? Be more like a fascist? It was pure nonsense. 

	However, Yasmin seemed to catch on to Murati’s meaning, even in its half-finished state. 

	After a moment’s reflection, she straightened, looked up, took her portable under her arm. 

	And raised her hand with the fingers joined and outstretched, in the fascists’ salute. 

	“Yes ma’am! I will conduct myself with the dignity of this office! Sieg heil!” 

	Murati raised her hand to cover her eyes. A murmured, anguished little breath left her lips. 

	Yasmin put her arm down, confused. “Did I do something wrong again?” 

	Behind Murati, Aatto spoke up. “You raised the wrong arm. But it’s the spirit that counts.” 

	Nowhere near what bothered Murati about the whole situation– but it was a nice save. 

	With a cheerful demeanor, Aatto encouraged the girl and warded her off from the office. Murati watched her and wondered how many times Aatto must have acted as the office big-sister to some no-name fascist idiot– she looked too natural and spoke with too much ease to have just been acting. Aatto had worked in offices like this before, no-name no-place offices where there were no gallows and no torture chambers. She was an intelligence officer– but this did not mean what was in Murati’s brain, the red mist of bloody murders, the black breaths of excoriated bodies. Just bedraggled office workers and stacks of bureaucratic minutia that any organization needed to account for to function.

	Some part of her was angry about it. 

	This was not a fortress– Murati had not stormed a castle full of braying demons. 

	It should not have been this mundane. 

	Her pragmatic voice told her that it was useful information to know. 

	But her ideological side was embittered by what she saw. 

	When Aatto shut the door anew, careful not to cross it herself, she returned to Murati. 

	“Master, check the progress. I’ll keep watch. You’ve done splendidly so far.” 

	Murati did not reply. She turned to the desk and walked back around it. 

	Sitting on the chair, she found the Mini-Zachikova and the crab had both found something. 

	“Transfer complete. I reset the device logs. Get out of there now.” Zachikova said. 

	Murati pulled the exfiltration device from the computer and back into her inner coat pocket. 

	“We are leaving.” Murati said. 

	Aatto nodded her head back at Murati. They closed Rahima’s laptop. 

	Her desk looked undisturbed to casual inspection. It would have to be enough. 

	It was impossible to know what to expect, as easy as it had been to enter. 

	They had been lucky to chance upon Rahima, but would it be the same on the way out? They exited out of the office onto the cubicle room, where there was lively chatter. Yasmin waved at them from the snack table. They waved back. Crossing the cubicles, there were no more interruptions. Down the hall, out the door and back into the lobby. 

	Aatto walked up to Wiebke’s front desk and explained the situation. 

	Obediently, Wiebke locked the door behind them, and bid them a good day. 

	Indeed– it was as easy to leave without Rahima as it was to enter with her good grace. 

	At first, upon crossing the double doors, and finding herself under the green again– 

	Murati felt a creeping paranoia. 

	There had to be something– someone trailing them, something on to them or after them. 

	She stopped under the shadow of a tall green tree with a broad crown. 

	Looking over her shoulder, there was no one. 

	Not the demonic grin of Bernadette Sattler with a gun to Murati’s lower back. 

	Neither a disappointed Rahima, ashamed of having been fooled. 

	There were not even the workers coming and going from before. It was past lunch now. 

	Stopped in the middle of the street, Murati breathed in and adjusted her peaked cap. 

	“Mission accomplished, Master.” Aatto whispered close to her. 

	Murati looked down at her boots. She crossed her arms, catching sight of her armbands. 

	“Right. We won’t know whether we got anything of value until we return.” She said. 

	She started walking before Aatto could say anything else. Her adjutant dutifully followed. 

	They made it to the elevators without being intercepted. Murati let herself believe now. 

	Home free– they had infiltrated the Volkisch Gau office. In and out cleanly. 

	For all the good it had done– hopefully Zachikova would find something useful. 

	It felt like she shaved a few years off her life from anxiety for little gain. 

	At least they knew how weak the Aachen Gau was now.

	“Master, I have a question for you.” Aatto said, as the elevator rode down. 

	“Aatto, after all of this, you’ve earned one question.” Murati said, half-jokingly. 

	Aatto had been fantastic. There would have been no mission without her. 

	There was a concern that Aatto would orchestrate all this to feed Murati to the Volkisch. 

	But she had remained sincere throughout– she was really and truly loyal to her ‘king’. 

	On some level Murati had already known this. Now, however, she believed it. 

	“Master, does desperation and destitution disqualify a person from commiting injustice?” 

	Aatto fixed Murati with a serious gaze as she delivered that question. 

	There was hardly time for the air to settle between them– 

	“Of course it doesn’t.” Murati answered. Immediately and without any doubt. 

	Her voice was far more certain than her heart, but ultimately, that was what she believed. 

	She was human– of course she had conflicting feelings about things from time to time. Despite everyone’s belief that she was some kind of communist automaton, Murati had a heart and feelings, and she could be moved. She was so angry at everything she saw that she almost wanted to weep but she would not. It was injustice in itself. All the sensational torture that Gau did not commit, it instead committed a mundane torture. 

	And someday, it would even go on to do both. 

	Murati knew; as much as she pitied lowly workers, her resolve was clear and necessary. 

	“I’ve always known, academically, that I might have to confront ‘ordinary’ people in this mission. Teachers, typists, couriers, what have you– there are all kinds of non-combatants participating in agendas of horrid violence without lifting a weapon. I’ve known this and now I’ve seen it. Yes, I am sorry for Yasmin Bahram if that is something you’re after hearing, and I wish she and her family could live peacefully– but they have chosen to assist the monsters oppressing Eisental for their own benefit. There are many more destitute, desperate people who will be deprived of lasting, meaningful freedom for the remittances she needs. All she does is mess up typing reports from databases. But she’s still a direct participant within fascism. She’s still my enemy– is that what you were getting at, Aatto?” 

	Though she spoke confrontationally, Aatto only smiled upon receiving that response. 

	“The resolve of a King I can admire. Had you faltered– I would have abandoned you.” 

	“Go on then, abandon me. You’re already in uniform and everything.” Murati shot back. 

	Aatto’s ears and tail instantly stood on end. “Ah– it was a joke master– merely a joke–” 

	She almost looked like she had tears in her eyes. Murati sighed and patted her shoulder. 

	For someone who had showed such a strong side of herself sometimes, she was very fragile. 

	“I was also joking. You did good, Aatto. I don’t want to lose you. Let’s go home now.” 

	She held Aatto’s shoulder in a friendly gesture, and pulled her closer, smiling.

	Aatto beamed brightly at her. “Yes, master! Back home!” She cheered.

	

	

	Violet’s meeting with the Volwitz representatives had gone about as well as it could. 

	Passions flared and tensions rose, but in the end, the food conglomerate had few choices. 

	Volwitz was under a lot of pressure. 

	The Heidemmann family once had the major share of Volwitz, a megacorporation that grew to absorb a majority of food production, processing and distribution in Rhinea, as landed nobles declined against the rising noveau riche. Ossof Heidemann went into politics, and eventually became the patriarch of the family and thus, de facto in control of Volwitz, with clashing interests. A liberal who argued for individual personal freedom and economic stimulus to fund education and opportunity for all– except for the Shimii, Loup and Južni communities who constituted most of his farm labor. Liberals, ever the hypocrites. 

	Then, Heidemmann lost the election and suffered the petty retribution of Adam Lehner for daring to oppose him. Agents of the Volkisch Militia under Lehner’s orders made Ossof disappear and launched reprisals on many other members of the Heidemann family. Their time was over– the members that survived went into hiding and their properties and funds were expropriated. Officially, the family was tried and sentenced for corruption.

	However, Volwitz was still the king of food in Rhinea even after this chaos. 

	Everything that the Heidemanns owned of the megacorporation reverted back to the main legal-economic body of the company and the shares were quickly snapped up by other wealthy claimants who had been waiting for an opportunity. The Rhinea National-Socialist Republic could keep boasting it had completed a ‘Revolution of National Awakening’ but the fact of the matter was that the system of capitalism remained intact. There would be no nationalization of Volwitz, as much as Adam Lehner despised the company. 

	Much like the other megacorporations like Rhineametalle, if there was sufficient disruption of Volwitz’s operations, there would in turn be significant disruption of critical supplies to Adam Lehner’s hasty war with the Royal Alliance. Volwitz owned the farms that grew the food, the plants that packaged it, and the supply vessels that distributed it to stations. Adam Lehner could make all the threats he wanted, he could accuse the megacorporations of sabotaging him, he could rage on television and deliver any number of big speeches– there was no plan in place for the expropriation of Volwitz for the foreseeable future.

	Not with the Volkisch tied up in a stalemate of a war. 

	Violet herself was in the exact bind with them as her idiot father. 

	Her revolution necessitated that the Shimii now working for Volwitz saw their lot in life improve enough to earn their loyalty and incorporation into Nasser’s Zabaniyah forces and the bureacracy of the Reichkomissariat. For Nasser to ‘free the ummah’ it was necessary that Violet bring Volwitz to heel, but Volwitz was ready to pull out the card of shortages and disruptions and price fluctuations. She ultimately forced them to accept the National Socialist Labor Union scheme on primarily Shimii work farms, in exchange for not extending it to primarily Južni sites. Violet was not interested in the plight of the Južni minority; and the Shimii represented the majority of farm laborers anyway, so it was still a win. 

	In addition, she committed to subsidizing more food preservation and long-term storage in Eisental order to combat “shortages and fluctuations.” These reserves would have to be produced, processed and then sold by Volwitz, and then the storage itself would be managed directly by the Reichkommissariat and the National Socialist Labor Union. For Volwitz it was a very lucrative contract in a time of great uncertainty for them.

	They had no sensible reason to turn it down; and with reichmarks in their eyes, they agreed. 

	Short term, those new facilities would be good, national socialist union jobs for Shimii. 

	Long-term, this would completely blunt the nature of Volwitz’s threats and leverage. 

	She was not a fan of food processing– but she would tolerate it for her ultimate goal. 

	Once she had enough food stockpiled and was ready to begin her crusade, Violet could start by eliminating Volwitz and seizing their considerable assets in the Reichkommissariat, riding out the death throes of the corporation through the use of the very reserve that they would help her construct. Then the farms would be completely national socialist, owned by the Shimii as part of Violet’s volksgemeinschaft. After Volwitz– the other megacorporations, as well as her father’s decrepit little fiefdom in the core Rhinean territory. Once her close enemies were returned to the marine fog, her farther enemies would be next.

	Until her Party-State spanned the Imbrium and became the new order of the world. 

	Endsieg. 

	For now, such things were only lofty dreams, however. 

	She looked down at her desk and swiped on her portable to put away the Volwitz meeting notes and minutes. She brought up the notes she had prepared for her meeting with Rhineametalle. Not quite knowing what to expect; this meeting was arranged very suddenly after she had already talked to various other representatives of the firm’s interests. If it would be about the National Socialist Labor Unions, she was ready for that. She and her office had been crunching numbers all week. She could talk about whether any taxes or duties would be introduced, or about new procurement contracts. 

	Then, at the appointed hour, Maxine Kramer walked in through the door. 

	Spokeswoman for Rhineametalle– she and Violet had a strong working relationship. 

	They were meeting at Werner’s office, where Violet hosted any important guests. 

	Though she preferred quieter side offices for real work, she had to keep up appearances. 

	“Heil, Reichskommissar. May I clear some space on your desk?” 

	Violet blinked. She gestured to the desk, wondering what this was about. 

	Maxine had a portable computer with her which she brought to the desk and propped up. 

	With the monitor facing Violet, she switched it on. 

	“It is my honor and pleasure to introduce, our CEO, Edmund Schmitz.” 

	On the monitor, appeared the face of a man with a thick plastic breathing mask. 

	He sat on a very plush-looking red chair, surrounded by a variety of partially out-of-view medical instruments, like a heart monitor and pumping machines. Though he was evidently dressed in a fine suit, which was mostly offscreen, Violet could see that there were tubes going into his chest a bit conspicuously. What she could see of his face outside the mask had spotted, sallow skin and heavily sagging brows, almost entirely hairless. 

	When he spoke, there was barely sound at first, then a machine replicated what he said. 

	“Violet Lehner. Pleasure to meet you at last, a real pleasure. You are so much more colorful and beautiful up close. I am one of your biggest fans, you know? I wanted to congratulate you in person, for your fantastic work in resolving the Kreuzung crisis, and for your great plans to steer the ship right from now on. National Socialism is the missing link that Rhinean businesses have been needing for so long. Doubtless our offices will have disagreements in the coming months but know that we are aligned in the end. I have told your father as much– I will resist any attempt to stifle your disruptive innovation in Eisental!” 

	At first Violet was disarmed by all of this. The CEO of Rhineametalle, indeed. 

	Maxine had brought out a dying old man to deliver contentless platitudes. 

	She supposed this was how such an urgent meeting was thrown on her calendar suddenly. 

	Though Maxine was partially owned by Violet she was wholly owned by the CEO. 

	“For such an esteemed businessman to share this support with me, it truly makes me want to redouble my efforts. Thank you kindly, Mr. Schmitz.” Violet said, managing to smile a little. 

	Once more, the mechanical-sounding voice synthesizer delivered the man’s lines audibly. 

	“Ah, you truly have the vibrancy of youth, Ms. Lehner. Exactly what the Eisental economy has been needing, new blood, new ideas! Such an exciting time! I know it may sound hypocritical as an old man hanging on for dear life, but we needed to be giving more to the youth– someday, God forbid, but I will die, and I need to know our work won’t be squandered. I can sleep more soundly knowing we have a new generation of young people with a real entrepeneurial spirit. It is a shame about old Werner, but I know Kreuzung is in good hands. And National Socialism is what is going to supercharge our youth. I tell you, I’ve been hearing your speeches, and it’s so electric my dear. It reminds me of when the Emperor retreated from politics. That energy is good for business. It gets people spending, it gets the shares trading. Optimism, vibrancy, stability, momentum– that’s how we make money.” 

	Violet always felt a little strange talking to the heads of the major corporations because for the most part they only spoke in vague platitudes, whereas Violet wanted to talk to anyone about hard numbers and real concrete policy agendas. She had gone to school for the hard numbers behind all of these vague statements and what she discovered was that the vague statements were often where all the thinking stopped. Violet had certainly made some contribution to Rhineametalle’s stock prices, but it was pointless to mention something so incidental. It was hard, complex policy that would change Eisental’s fortunes. 

	Regardless, she had to put up with this semi-mummified geriatric for now. 

	“I am flattered, Mr. Schmitz. I hope we can continue to cooperate in this endeavor.” 

	“We certainly will. Well, Ms. Lehner, thank you for your time. I have the utmost confidence in you. Feel free to ask Maxine for anything, but I must be going now. I’m sure you know, running an organization is a 24/7 job– when I’m not talking about the business, or organizing the business, or reading about the business, then I have to be thinking about the business. That’s where I’m headed off to next. You take care now, alright Ms. Lehner?” 

	Smiling, Maxine switched off the portable computer, closed it, and took it in her arms. 

	“I apologize, Reichskommissar. I understand you might have found that a bit annoying.” 

	“It’s fine. All in a day’s work. Better than my talks with Volwitz.” Violet said. 

	Maxine bowed her head and took her leave, waving goodbye to Violet as she went. 

	Once the door closed, Violet sighed, shook her head, and swiped away her notes again. 

	“Ridiculous. The day I exterminate all those gerontocrats can’t come soon enough.” 

	Her last important meeting of the day was also the one most dire and necessary. 

	Using a monitor suspended on an arm on the desk, Violet connected to Munich station in north central Rhinea, the home of the Esoteric Order and one of the founding sites of fascism. On the screen, appeared an older woman in a lavish black dress with intricate synthetic lacework, wearing a headress that almost seemed like a mourning veil. Long, wavy brown hair fell down her back a great length, and she had a large brooch on her chest resembling Violet’s black sun disc symbols. She wore a lot of dark red makeup on her eyes, lips, cheeks, partially covering the signs of her aging and giving her an almost gothic appearance. Lieselotte van Westarp; the surviving founder of the Esoteric Order. 

	“Greetings, Violet. I am so pleased to see you. You truly are as beautiful as a doll.” 

	“I am flattered, madam van Westarp.” Violet said, setting aside the banality of those words. 

	As her name suggested, Lieselotte van Westarp was a demoted member of an influential aristocratic family, however, she was also the only influential Westarp left. Her family suffered many tragedies which ultimately left her in command of its fortune, which she used for the benefit of the Order. Whether she engineered these events herself, Violet suspected but would never be able to prove. Behind that sweet motherly charm was a schemer.

	“I have been keeping abreast of developments in Eisental. The Esoteric Order counts many brave souls among its ranks, many warriors, many who have sacrificed for the development of the True Order, but none have fought so valiantly nor reached such great heights as you. During the Revolution of National Awakening, we were sidelined. Though we fell into line and recognized the Fuhrer for the greater good, I must admit, seeing the esoteric symbols flying in Kreuzung has lifted my spirits immeasurably. And for it to have been the secret daughter of the Fuhrer that secured this future– of course, it can only be the hand of Destiny at work here. Hearing your speeches in Kreuzung has given me chills.” 

	“Thank you. Your assistance was invaluable, madam van Westarp.” Violet said. 

	“Your intentions seemed so mundane at the time. But I never should have doubted you.” 

	For madam van Westarp to think that establishing a fascist Shimii militia was a ‘mundane’ intention within the Volkisch said something about the odd depths to which her thinking ran. The Esoteric Order was populist, collectivist, occult, millennerian; a pastiche of betrayed ideas that found succor in the form of an all-powerful nation to bring about quasi-religious transformation. These ideas failed to secure a place in the world after the election. Adam Lehner represented a pastiche of various groups but with very little of the Order.

	Now Violet was the closest they had come to their great dream– the True Order that would unite all peoples under one state, one ideology, one identity and one community. A purifying transformation that would bring peace and prosperity between humanity, the natural world, and civilization, creating a New Fascist Man out of myriad individuals. An ubermensch not as one person but as a corporation of all humans under perfect guidance. A collective of one, a constellation of the singular, the many turned few, so much they could all share one name.

	Gobbledegook, as far as Violet was concerned. But some of the rhetoric was useful.

	At least it let her pursue a non-insane economic agenda and gather up untapped forces.

	For now though she had to play at being something of a believer at least.

	“Ma’am. I would like to discuss with you the deepening of that assistance.” Violet said. 

	Van Westarp smiled, as she had when Violet proposed forming the Zabaniyah years ago. 

	As then– they talked. About money, about people, about the future, about Destiny.

	

	

	“Milord Gauleiter, I don’t know how you can tolerate the present state of the Gau office.” 

	“It confers a certain advantage– you’ll soon see Bernie. I am not unprepared.” 

	Despite Bernadette’s initial confusion, Rahima pressed on with confidence, assuring her that once they arrived at their destination she would understand what the new Gauleiter had in the cards for Aachen. Rahima hurried Bernadette through the central tier, down to the commercial area and below the atrium, through the outer rings– to Rahima’s own apartment, a lux double-wide that was quite tidy and looked moderately lived-in. She opened the door, and with a gentlemanly wave, ushered Bernadette through the door inside.

	Bernadette stood at the door, looked at Rahima, and smirked, crossing her arms. 

	“Ahh. Well, well, Gauleiter, I do not object. Whether man or woman, power is attractive.” 

	Rahima laughed. “Let’s talk inside. I’m not completely against that but– it is not my aim.” 

	Back when she was part of the Rhinea Feminist Party, Rahima had saved up money for years to acquire a double-wide apartment about a twenty minute walk from the office. It was not only convenient, it was a symbol of her success. After Conny disbanded the party, Rahima soon became a Progressive Party councilwoman and was furnished with accommodations in the higher tiers, closer to the Aachen Legislative Council building. She retained her old double-wide however, since it was such a hassle to acquire any property in the core station. It came in handy to own a second home after her abortive bid for the governorship. 

	When she left the Progressive Party altogether, she wound up living down here again. 

	“Make yourself at home. I’ll be right back. Trust me– you’ll know when you see it.” 

	True to its name, a double-wide apartment was essentially two ordinary one-room spaces connected into one, rather than separated and sold or rented individually. From the front door, the apartment had a small space with a pair of couches, a set of shelves, a tea table with adjustable legs, and a kitchenette in the back containing a combination oven and a refrigerator. Through the door, was Rahima’s bedroom and bathroom. 

	She bid Bernadette to wait on one of the living room couches. 

	Bernadette did not really make herself at home. She sat on the couch and waited. 

	Before long, Rahima came back out of the room carrying a thick green case by its handle. 

	She set it on the tea table in front of Bernadette, who was surprised to see it. Two latches kept it shut tight, and the design had thick corners and spaced pieces of rubber padding that could soften impacts. It was waterproof, EM-proof, dustproof, had an integrated agarthic battery– when Rahima opened it up, Bernadette seemed to realize immediately what it was. An isolated computer with a ruggedized design. Unlike a thin client, this system was its own full computer that was not managed by the station supercomputer. 

	It was a backup device designed for emergency use. 

	After a few strokes of the keys, Rahima booted into a green-text, basic filesystem view. 

	“Don’t be fooled, it just boots into this. You can bring up quite a few handy programs.” 

	“Milord, where did you get this?” Bernadette asked, excitedly taking the keys. 

	Navigating the system, Bernadette would quickly uncover all the data already loaded in. 

	“Official records from the Aachen Legislative Council?” She said, clearly bewildered. 

	Rahima grinned a bit smugly. She had been waiting to unveil this for a good while now. 

	“During my tenure as Councilwoman I co-sponsored a measure to harden the station in case of disaster, one part of which was purchasing a ruggedized, isolated backup mainframe. State of the art and custom-made by Rhineametalle. This isn’t a thin client– it’s the size of a suitcase because it has full, self-contained hardware. Weaker than a station supercomputer, obviously, but good enough to help get a supercomputer back online after an issue. When I was deposed as governor, initially I just snuck in and stole it as petty revenge. I saw a chance and took it, and nobody stopped me. Nobody has even noticed that it is gone, so far.” 

	Rahima sat next to Bernadette on the couch and took control of the device. 

	She demonstrated that her credentials when she was Councilwoman were still logged. 

	Having never been wiped, the device was fully accessible to Rahima. 

	And it contained a trove of information about the station. 

	“It was last updated a year ago, just before my governorship, but it’s good enough.” 

	Bernadette turned to Rahima with a suddenly admiring look. 

	For a brief moment her face looked flushed. She composed herself quite quickly. 

	“I must apologize, milord. I assessed your strengths quite short of their true mark.” 

	“That’s fine. I like being underestimated. People being wrong is an advantage I can use.” 

	Rahima turned to the computer. With a few keystrokes, appeared a schematic of the station. 

	On that kitchen table, in front of the soft couches, the instrument of Rahima’s vengeance. 

	“Obviously, we weren’t going to get anything important done in that undercooked Gau office. Not only are the people there inexperienced, as much heart as they have– but the more people that are introduced into a plot the more points of failure. No; only you and I are needed for this work.” She patted her hand on the computer and on Bernadette’s shoulder. “We have access to heaps of data right here, and any new intelligence will also go here, into this device, and it will not be put down anywhere else. Are we clear? Maps, orders, lists, everything, it only goes into here. We will punch in to work at the Gau office each day, and perhaps visit another location to keep up the appearance of work and play– then we will spend the rest of the day here. Because of my race and rhetoric and my political positions I have been something of a tabloid darling. There is gossip about my nymphomania, and I assume this will continue– so most people will make wrong assumptions about us.” 

	She smiled, as if a bit proud of that sordid reputation. Bernadette grinned back at her. 

	Her initial skepticism was completely erased. She looked quite eager and pleased.

	“Milord, in this endeavor, consider me your instrument. I will follow.” Bernadette said. 

	“Splendid. Then, as you once said to me over audio call– let us get to work, mein dame.” 

	Her long knife was still concealed, but the hand upon its sheath was set into dire motion. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


13.3

	Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick tock.

	Norn von Fueller reached up under her blond hair, to her ear. 

	She pressed her hand against it.

	“Something wrong?” asked Adelheid van Meuller.

	“Do you hear a clock going off?” Norn asked, feeling just a bit ridiculous for doing so.

	Adelheid smiled with apparent enthusiasm. 

	“Yes, indeed I do, Norn. It is the biological clock of a young and fertile noblewoman, whose body yearns to bear many children to continue her lineage.” She looked at Norn with a mock aggrieved expression. “Unfortunately, such a future is not for me– I have been abducted and corrupted and no longer serve my naturally-ordained function.”

	“Shut up.” Norn said, in a low, dangerous voice.

	“Hmph!” Adelheid playfully turned her cheek with a mischievous smile.

	Norn lifted her hand from her ear and found the ticking to have stopped.

	She tried to put it out of her mind.

	Her eyes wandered over to Adelheid was they walked.

	“Despite your tongue, you look lovely.” Norn said.

	“I know.” Adelheid replied. “You look handsome. Of course, you must, I dressed you.”

	“Your handiwork is acceptable.”

	“Weak praise.” Adelheid said. She pouted.

	“Earn more. Be a good girl for me.” Norn said, her register lowering as she said the last.

	Norn could practically see the thrill go down Adelheid’s spine in reaction.

	“I’ll show you.” Adelheid mustered the will to speak before averting her gaze, a bit huffy.

	They both had social calls to make with the station’s high society, but as ever, Adelheid showcased the sheer excellence she was forced to cultivate as the upper crust of Imbrian nobility. Her outfit was simple in its silhouette, with a figure-hugging, sleeveless red dress and a matching red, long-sleeved half-jacket without buttons. However, the finer details added immensity– her dress had a line of clear vinyl running a tasteful arc down the synthetic fiber exposing her flank, a bit of her stomach and hip, some leg; her jacket had a diamond-shaped back window that exposed a similarly cut-out portion of her dress, thereby revealing her upper back; her accessories, like her heels, bracelets, and the lurid red collar she insisted on wearing, were all rather expensive pieces.

	Her fair skin was tastefully flushed with makeup, a gentle red shadow applied precisely around her eyes, dark red lipstick with just enough gloss. Her red hair was partially tied up in a deliberately messy low bun that drew attention to her collar and nape, affixed with pleats. She wore on her hair a golden ornament in the shape of a whale’s tail.

	She was ravishing, exquisite, a divine beauty, Norn’s flawless red ruby.

	Of course, instead of saying all that, her praise amounted to saying she was, ‘lovely’.

	Holding back made it mean more when Adelheid was broken down begging for it.

	It was much harder for Norn to evaluate her own self– because she hated herself, but she also loved herself, or least, she required herself. She was her own greatest tool and greatest obstacle, a harrow personal complex. So she remarked that Adelheid had done an ‘acceptable’ job, but Adelheid had been enthusiastic, so Norn figured she must have looked well. Her own hair was styled simple as ever, into a ponytail with a slight arch from the back. But she wore it with a gear-shaped ornament with a ribbon in the Fueller colors, which Adelheid designed by her own hand and had printed out special for the occasion.

	Her manner of dress was typical of herself, somewhat plain with a long-sleeved shirt with a slight plunge to the neck, and a pair of dress pants and shoes. However the quality of each of these articles, from the materials to the trim, was exquisite. She wore a half-cape based on the banner of the Fuellers, with embossing meant to evoke a silicon chip and computer board etchings, over the green and blue Fueller colors. Adelheid had done a bit of makeup for her, a tasteful bit of lip gloss, a touch of eyeliner, and brushed and treated her hair personally. It was hard for Norn to concede that her countenance was beautiful, but she was assured that she looked attractive and she was thus confident in herself.

	“Remind me, who are you meeting with up there?” Norn asked.

	“Herta Kleyn’s son’s bride-to-be, Mia Weingarten.” Adelheid said. “And another friend.”

	“Ah, I have heard of her. A pop singer I think– you knew her in school I presume?”

	“Luxembourg School for Girls; incubating life-long friendships.” Adelheid mocked.

	“Are they getting married soon?” Norn asked, more interested in those particulars.

	“Well, we’re living in pretty uncertain times aren’t we Norn? So, maybe?”

	There was a sense of trepidation as the Antenora began its official business in Aachen. Much like Aachen itself, their status was in-between states and awaiting its total resolution.

	Officially, Norn was the head of the House of Fueller, the ruling family of the former Imbrian Empire– what this meant after Konstantin’s death and the unofficial dissolution of the Empire was anyone’s guess. Aside from Norn’s own personal capacity for violence, there was little official consequence for attacking her or subjecting her to rendition outside of the Palatine, the only area in which the Fuellers still had total military control.

	However, Norn was also not keen to return to the Palatine. 

	She wanted to give Frederich Urning time to tussle with Erich and learn the outcome from afar. And she needed to keep Selene away from Yangtze the Ninth.

	So her next destination would most likely be Trelleborg instead.

	Meanwhile, Aachen was now one of the last game pieces that the Volkisch Movement had spilled from the board when it upset the order of things in Rhinea. The local, elected liberal ruling class in Aachen must have known this could not last forever, and that the Volkisch would come to pick things up from the floor one day. They had to have any kind of plan to preserve their own lives. But throughout the station, Norn saw nothing but business as usual. Shops were selling guff to untroubled consumers, office workers went to their jobs, finances were diligently tracked, and everyone stared when they saw a black military uniform moving in the crowd as though it was still an anomaly. Did they all know something she did not, or were they all, truly, stupid enough to just sit and do nothing?

	In Kreuzung, Violet Lehner made her views on liberals quite plain, and on public channels.

	Norn had accepted an invitation to meet with the current governor of Aachen, Herta Kleyn.

	Partially to see whether the Kleyn family had anything to offer.

	But also out of personal curiosity to see whether they had any kind of future plans.

	To think of throwing a wedding under these circumstances seemed rather ludicrous.

	If time was ticking for anybody– it was for Herta Kleyn’s liberal government.

	With this destination, and these shadows looming over, Adelheid and Norn journeyed up.

	Dressed their best for their individual social calls.

	At the utter peak of Aachen’s core station, despite the government’s progressive bonafides the top of the tower held the same thing as the top of every other tower in the Imbrium Ocean– the palatial estate belonging to the station’s governor. The elevator banks dropped the pair at the outermost part of a concentric ringed layout, like a strange and enormous orrery, in the center of which was a three-story villa, painted a near-white shade of periwinkle with an angular black roof. Offset square doors and windows, all made of obscured glass, dominated the façade; but the most prominent feature were a trio of large balconies, one just off-center at the peak of the façade, and two others opposite each other. There were two walls separating the outer parts of the rings with the interior, which contained the house and its gardens. These walls had checkpoints with guards.

	Norn could not help but notice as she approached that the guards were all Katarrans.

	Or at least, all of those that she could see at the checkpoint.

	Though she hid this fact, she was of course a Katarran herself and could spot her kind.

	In this case the spotting wasn’t difficult. 

	Tucked under their caps, the guards all had white, or blue or purple hair– common Katarran dye-jobs. Their skin colors were also starkly different from those of Imbrians, with grey-blue, cartoonishly pink and even a mottled red among them. All of them wore a standardized uniform with a jacket, vest, pants and a cap, but no gloves, so she saw that some of them had webbed fingers. Others had fin-like ears or vestigial gill openings.

	None of them had guns– that she could see.

	Norn and Adelheid approached the checkpoint and identified themselves.

	“The Lady of the House is expecting you. Come in, please.” Said a burly guard.

	That tacked-on ‘please’ seemed almost sarcastic.

	These were still salt-of-the-earth Katarran mercenaries, just dressed up fancy.

	No glory to a job like this; but Norn was sure that it must have paid quite well.

	Otherwise they wouldn’t even have bothered to memorize any kind of script of any length.

	“Hmph. They were leering the whole time.” Adelheid grumbled.

	Norn laughed.

	“We dressed to be looked at, didn’t we? I’ll kill anyone who touches, don’t worry.”

	Through the checkpoint, between the walls of brick and spearpoints, there was more grass.

	When they finally entered the inner ring with the house, they were flanked by bright red flowering begonias. Following a short, tiled path, they reached the door to the house, which opened before they could even reach for the handle. Awaiting them inside was a tall young man in a green vest and a white shirt, beckoning them with a very small smile, his heart clearly quite elsewhere but going through the checklist of pleasantries.

	“Welcome, Lord von Fueller, Lady van Mueller. I’m Isaiah Kleyn. My mother wanted me to greet you– she is upstairs. As is Mia, Lady van Mueller. She is excited to see you.”

	He greeted them warmly but somewhat distantly. 

	His eyes had a certain intensity to them, and he had a brooding look, with long hair and a soft jaw, the sort of boy who was a product of this liberated time period. Norn had been surrounded by military men her whole life who looked down on such appearances– and yet never realized that the powerful men of the world were not the grizzled bearded navy men but the pretty boys like Konstantin scheming behind their backs.

	Norn’s lips curled into a grin. “Pleased to make the acquaintance of the lucky bridegroom!”

	She shook Isaiah’s hand and watched him wilt under the attention, avoiding her gaze.

	“Thank you, milord.” He said sheepishly.

	“We would be so interested in attending!” Norn said. “It’s such an opportune time for a wedding– occasions of joy and unity are most impactful when held in dark times. The bond between lovers is a triumph of the human spirit against the crushing despair of the world!”

	“The date is– yet to be determined.” Isaiah had to think on that for a second.

	“Well! I understand.” Norn said, her tone so indulgent Adelheid started to roll her eyes.

	“Norn let’s not keep him. I’m sure he has his own business.” Adelheid said.

	She took Norn’s arm, the intimacy surprising Isaiah, and led her to the stairs.

	Norn allowed Adelheid to pull her away and just considered it something to pay back later.

	From a surprisingly small and cozy foyer, a set of spiraling steps took the pair all the way to the third story, where they would each depart for opposite sides of the villa. Despite the exterior, the interiors were fairly simple. There were several flower vases, and a few pieces of art, but the false wooden floors and periwinkle walls were mostly barren. Perhaps Herta Kleyn had not had the time to add her own flair to the presidential palace– 

	or perhaps she had no flair to add.

	“Norn, don’t bother them too much.” Adelheid pleaded, before they parted ways.

	“I can’t guarantee that.” Norn said, before brushing her fingers across Adelheid’s cheek.

	

	

	On the eastern balcony, a trio of very different young women shared a white tea table.

	Beyond the balcony’s balustrade, there was a projection of a beautiful, shockingly verdant garden below and around the structure, with enclosed rivulets and ornate pillared fences. This illusion was generated by a set of mirrors, speakers and a diffuser; piping in gentle music, the sounds of water flowing from hanging aquaponics down to earth-grown trees, and the smell of herbs, leaves and flowers and the moistened plots of soil.

	Adelheid thought the last smell resembled, vaguely, like when Norn ejaculated on her face.

	She tried to keep this thought out of her mind as she pretended to be impressed.

	“It’s quite a beautifully set scene, Mia!” Adelheid said. “And the spread, my oh my.”

	“Ah, thank you, thank you. I really wanted this to be special.” Mia Weingarten said.

	Seated with her back to the balustrade, and therefore to the projection, Mia Weingarten almost looked like part of the cozy but extravagant fantasy surrounding them. Her slender body covered in a sweeping white dress as if the wind itself had wrapped around her, with an angled skirt, diaphanous material over the shoulders, bell sleeves and pure white leggings. Her hair, once naturally black, was bleached and dyed a pale blue for appeal, and tied in a ponytail that curled slightly on its ends. Her face had an incredibly youthful beauty to it. Adelheid, with her lurid mind, wanted to say that she had an extremely virginal appeal– but she kept this strictly to herself as well. Mia was not a lurid girl at all.

	Her eyes kept lingering momentarily on the collar Adelheid wore.

	But she, too, said nothing about it.

	“It’s not often I get to dine so fancy and so free! Can I dig in, please?” abruptly asked the third woman on the table, Hannah Schach, clapping her hands together and smiling rapturously at the snacks arrayed before her. With Mia opposite them on the table, Adelheid and Hannah on the other end were seated closer than Adelheid would have liked. 

	Particularly due to Hannah’s new and unfortunate predilections.

	“Oh! Yes, please, help yourselves.” Mia said, extending a hand to gesture at the food.

	Between the girls there were a few wooden boards with snacks. One had a tiny cup filled with a spiced sweet syrup, and another with cucumber dressing, along with cheese, tiny pancakes, fruits, honeycomb and sausage. By far the most eyecatching board had thin slices of bright red, fatty beef, cooked rare and drizzled with an olive oil fragrant enough to be a dominating scent. Another board had small cups of expensive fresh vegetables, including luxurious pink radicchio, brightly green spinach, thin-sliced cucumber and accompanying purple turnip slices. Dressings were served separately to keep the greens crisp.

	Finally, in the center of the table, there was a three-tiered array of dessert platters.

	Macarons, fluffy cheesecake, tiny bundts on small saucers, caramel-topped puddings.

	And of course, there was tea, richly sweet, fagrant dark tea with cinnamon and cardamom.

	Hannah quickly struck a piece of meat and savored it, having a near orgasmic response.

	“Oh! Ohh! Mmm! You can practically taste the money!” She said, wriggling in her seat.

	“I’m glad you like it.” Mia said, looking slightly nervous.

	Adelheid stared as if she could psychically beam some shame into Hannah Schach.

	She raised her teacup to her lips to prevent herself saying anything.

	And so the first formalities passed– and the rest of the tea party formalities began.

	“I am so thankful that we were all able to meet again.” Mia said.

	“I was pleasantly surprised to receive an invitation.” Adelheid said.

	“Me too!” Hannah added, chewing on some cheese. “I didn’t think any of my old friends even knew about my new job or anything! I got on the next ship from Stralsund when I got it!”

	“I guess it’s no secret for me– I’ve had public appearances with Norn.” Adelheid said.

	A little careless to speak on a first-name basis with Lord von Fueller– but it didn’t matter.

	Mia was too meek to question it anyway. “Yes! I learned you were serving aboard the Fueller flagship, and then I heard from Madam Kleyn that the Antenora had docked in Aachen.”

	Adelheid was not so fond of how easily their arrival was known.

	But there was nothing she could do about it– and it was not tea-appropriate to say.

	“Hah, is that the kind of gossip a pop megastar has access to? Scary, scary!” Hannah said.

	“No, just me specifically I think.” Mia said, laughing. “A perk of being part of the family.”

	For a few minutes, all of them made small talk and caught up.

	“This might sound conceited, but um, have either you heard any of my songs?”

	Mia looked a little bashful around her old friends as she asked this question.

	Hannah laughed as she smeared a macaron in the spiced syrup.

	“Are you kidding? Of course– ‘Angel in the Deep Abyss’ was inescapable last year.”

	“Right. That got used for Raylight commercials and stuff like that.” Mia said, smiling.

	Adelheid hardly needed an introduction to Mia Weingarten’s life after school. It was all over the magazines that she kept up with. She was a cover girl, she was interior material, she was on the top 50 charts– and the subject of gossip. Mia’s kind of optimistic, romantic pop was a light in the darkness of the Imbrium for a lot of people, particularly other young girls with big feelings to process. She was hugely popular. The Weingartens were a minor moneyed family, but their connections were enough for Mia to get a push. Most people probably did not know that she loved to play instruments and used to write little love poems in high school– but Adelheid also did not know whether that mattered now either.

	How much of the current Mia was herself or a fabrication, Adelheid did not know.

	Politely, she simply went along with the assumption that this music belonged to Mia.

	That the Mia in front of her was a personal construction, and not a studio efigy.

	Hannah Schach seemed to love Mia’s music– but only the songs that played in ads.

	Again, the polite curtain over the mouths of the girls prevented any comment on this.

	After Mia, Adelheid spoke discreetly about her life as an adjutant aboard the Antenora.

	She talked vaguely and at much shorter length about her life: about how dull the bridge was, about how the crew were impersonal and robotic, about how bad the rations were, about getting frequently bored and reading magazines. Then she realized how lazy she must have sounded– and added that she was indispensable to Norn and had to look after her health, kept her organized and even helped her dress for this occasion.

	That seemed to finally impress her friends, much more than her lazy, bratty daily life.

	“It’s hard to believe two of my besties both joined the Navy.” Mia said.

	“Ehh, I’m just like a paper pusher, really.” Hannah said, dipping a meat slice in the syrup.

	“Serving aboard the Antenora has had its ups and downs.” Adelheid said vaguely.

	Mia smiled and reached out a hand, touching Adelheid’s own.

	“Addy, dear, you have to explain yourself further. I’m so curious.”

	“Well, the ups, are Norn von Fueller, and the downs, are Norn von Fueller.”

	Everyone laughed. Adelheid felt satisfied with her participation in the small talk.

	A noblewoman had to know exactly how much to say– and how much more to keep close.

	Then, finally, it was the third woman’s turn to speak–

	Hannah Schach had become a Volkisch officer– and remained a finance geek.

	“Now, this is not financial advice,” Hannah said, putting down her teacup, clapping her hands together and rapidly blinking her egregious eyes– modified with novelty pupils shaped like hooked crosses in wreathes, to resemble the hideous back symbol of the new Volkisch Reichsmark, “but I will say, I have been investing a tidy percentage into the civilian software market the past few years and into very specifically financial technologies. There are a few companies, small right now, but worth watching, who are looking to take us into the future, and I assisted one in particular in securing funding– I cannot say which, lest I be accused of things. You know how it is. Nevertheless– I believe the very fact that we still print and use polymer bank notes is ludicrous, caveman-like, and physical bankchips are not much better. To me, and this is only my opinion, but the future of all money-handling is purely digital, hands-off transactions. But not just transactions– it is also in the digitalization of all potential assets as exchangeable value stores that can appreciate over time!”

	She broke out into a laugh, and it was so loud that Mia must have felt pressured to join her.

	Adelheid did not laugh with them, and instead sipped her tea for plausible deniability.

	She had never liked Hannah Schach, but they could have been said to be friends in the sense that they could be seen to share company. That was the way of the things for Imbrian noblewomen with high expectations placed upon them. Influential and rich women stuck together, as much as their family rivalries allowed, for they had no one else. However, looking at Sturmbannführer Hannah Schach across the tea table, with her, Adelheid felt that she wanted to stick her to plastic explosive and detonate her from a safe distance.

	Dressed in a black uniform with a rather brazen and eyecatching cut; a figure-hugging short skirt, high boots squishing her thighs to a remarkable degree, and her large breasts nearly bursting from her shirt and jacket. Her shoulder-length blond hair had a perfunctory brushing, but still looked a bit messy, punctuated by the thin, golden crown-like ornament she wore atop her head, with three gold bits that looked like fins or swept ears. There was a lot of gold decorating her, in chains and pins and rings and bracelets and a gold choker, all of it probably unauthorized for a military officer, not that any Volkisch thug would ever care. Her face was conventionally pretty, but her expressions were so often ridiculous and exaggerated that she lacked the dignified beauty required of a noblewoman.

	Across from Mia, the two looked like a dainty angel and a cackling demon sharing a table.

	These were the “friends” Adelheid had climbed the tower to meet up with.

	“Um, I’ll keep it in mind, Hannah. Can I ask how you ended up in your– current position?”

	Mia gestured toward Hannah, but Adelheid thought she was gesturing toward the uniform.

	“Well, after Luxembourg I applied to a technical college and graduated top of my cohort in Financial Management– and was registered as a stockbroker by the Imperial Treasury and Finance Authority– and then I just happened to meet Luciana Waldeck.” Hannah said, pausing to nibble on some of the charcuterie, “Back then I was kinda sympathetic to the Libertarians, and even applied to their party, but I worshiped the ground Luciana Waldeck walked on! She made crazy returns investing her inheritance with super-risky moves on emerging companies and leveraged assets, it’s like she was psychic or something! She totally took me under her wing– and then I became really bullish on national socialism!”

	Luciana Waldeck did make a lot of money essentially gambling her family’s inheritance.

	Adelheid knew that Waldeck presently achieved more notoriety as the founder of the Black Sun Valkyries, an esoteric clique within the Volkisch Movement exclusive to women and girls. There they could be groomed into Waldeck’s insane divine femininity cult– and she apparently targeted other rich idiots too proud of their investment portfolios, 

	like a certain Hannah Schach.

	“Madame Waldeck and I got to know each other a bit more and we became rather close. Then she joined the forces of the Reichskommissar. Now she is going to manage the western Eisental security zone, which comprises tons of Rhineametalle holdings, as well as Agarthicite mines, steel production, consumer goods factory-stations, and even more– and she has asked me to be Finance Commissioner of the Rhine-Sieg-Kries Gau and the planned Wehrkreis Westen zone. I’m quite excited! Sooooo many of the major corporations have presences in Rhine-Sieg-Kries! I’ll be rubbing shoulders with the bigs!”

	As she spoke Hannah forked a piece of the beef and dunked it repeatedly in honey.

	So this was the caliber of the typical national socialist– greedy, venal, and in power.

	Luciana Waldeck also nearly twenty years her senior, but Adelheid was sure that she and Hannah must have been item– aside from the cult allegations, there had been plenty of gossip about Waldeck during her earlier years when she was a fashion icon and briefly an actress. And Hannah was someone more drawn to power than gendered expectation.

	Adelheid might not have had much ground to call it shameless, but she felt it still was.

	“That sounds so scary!” Mia said. “I would go nuts with worry managing a whole region!”

	“Nah, it’s super easy. I’m already doing some napkin math about it in my spare time. With Madame Waldeck there, I’m sure we can get the profit machine moving breakneck.” Hannah said. “The actual problem is like, how uppity the factory workers are, but we can fix that.”

	Well, at least Adelheid learned something that might interest Norn.

	“Enough about me though– hey, Mia, when’s the wedding happening huh? Will you get it catered? You need to have me on the guest list and order some extras!” Hannah smiled. “If this is how you throw a tea party I wouldn’t miss your wedding for the world!”

	“Right, of course I wanted to invite all of you.” Mia said. “That’s part of why I set this up.”

	“I’ll do my best to attend– present circumstances are a bit difficult.” Adelheid said.

	“I can go anywhere I want, I’m Madame Waldeck’s favorite, she’ll pay.” Hannah chortled.

	“We’re– still planning. But I did want to reconnect in light of the proposal.” Mia said.

	“Isaiah Kleyn right?” Hannah said. “Is he actually an Eloim? Candles and all that?”

	Adelheid shot her a look for her insensitivity.

	“I suppose so? The Kleyn family are not religious.” Mia said, surprised by the question.

	“Hmm, I see, I see.” Hannah said. Her hooked-cross eyes staring mischievously.

	Something snapped– Adelheid had enough of Hannah Schach.

	“Are you going to enlighten us about race science next, Hannah?” She said. “Will it be as directionless and naïve as all the magical thinking you try to pass off as financial science?”

	She couldn’t help but be snide– she had contained herself for far too long now.

	Mia turned to her with almost equal shock as she had at Hannah’s insensitive question.

	Hannah puffed up her face with indignation. “There’s the nasty-tongued Addy I remember! I was wondering when you were going to finally bite my head off! Well, if you’ve been around the finance world, it’s just a fact that Eloim have outsize influence and power. Bosporus especially is all their doing. But I’ve got nothing against them personally!”

	“Miss ‘I’ve got nothing against them’ except for a prepared essay-length tirade. You’re a caricature. I can believe you’d let yourself get roped in with these criminals, you lowlife!”

	“Noblewoman Addy still talking like she isn’t disinherited for being a walking scandal!”

	“Please stop fighting!” 

	Mia shouted over the two of them.

	Hannah and Adelheid looked at Mia, then at each other, grumbled, and sat reared back.

	“Adelheid, I’m not offended at her. Please don’t fight.” Mia pleaded.

	Adelheid could hardly believe anyone wouldn’t be offended by Hannah’s entire self now.

	Despite this, she accepted her friend’s wishes and simply remained quiet.

	“Hannah don’t egg her on anymore. We’re not kids– let’s just calm down.” Mia said.

	“I didn’t do anything. But fine.” Hannah said, crossing her arms and turning her cheek.

	After settling a truce, there was silence between the trio, the jovial atmosphere dying down.

	They sipped their tea; Hannah continued to eat; Adelheid stared into the illusory distance.

	All quiet– until Mia bowed her head and her sobbing overtook the light music.

	Sobbing that grew in intensity, that brought about tears, that made her makeup run–

	“Mia?” Adelheid said, not knowing what to say to follow this acknowledgment.

	Mia burst into tears, into ugly, full-bodied sobbing, shaking, bowed over the table.

	Holding herself with her arms, rattling the cake stand and the teacups.

	“Oh.” Hannah said, finally acknowledging the hostess’ distress.

	Head bowed against the table, her arms trying to hide herself, Mia wept with a fury.

	Adelheid stood from her seat and approached, tentatively holding her hands over the girl.

	“Mia? I’m sorry– I was out of line. Let’s relax and talk about it, okay?” She said.

	In truth, she was anxious, a rare emotion for Adelheid– she didn’t know what to do at all.

	On some level she felt this was a failure of empathy, and that it made her look bad.

	Laying hands on Mia’s shoulders she felt intense shaking, and the pounding of her heart.

	Even Selene never had a tantrum like this. Adelheid could only try to quietly comfort Mia.

	Hannah remained seated and stared at the two and tried to make herself small and scarce.

	“It’s not– It’s not you– I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” Mia said, barely raising her head.

	“Maybe we ought to just reconvene some other time so Mia can rest.” Hannah said.

	Adelheid threw her a glare that looked like it might knock her off her seat.

	“Yes– yes, let’s– let’s meet again okay?” Mia stammered out, raising herself up a bit.

	She sat back on her chair, Adelheid still holding her shoulders as if she might collapse.

	A handkerchief in her slender fingers wet and stained with running makeup and nasal fluid. Had anyone in high society seen such an overt and unsightly display of emotion– It would have been terrible for Mia. For her to show it, meant something had broken. 

	Her façade had a crack.

	Hannah left without further prompting, perhaps assuming Mia could get ahold of her.

	Adelheid remained, rubbing her shoulders gently and patting her back as she cleaned up.

	“Mia,” Adelheid leaned forward and whispered. “Let’s exchange numbers, okay?”

	When they arrived at Aachen, Norn got them all Rhinean-style portables to keep in touch.

	On the table, Adelheid laid hers, face-up and unlocked with her profile on the screen.

	Mia looked down at it, nodded her head silently, still wracked with gentler sobs.

	She added the number to her own portable, and then held Adelheid’s fingers for a moment.

	Through that touch, she shared the gratefulness that she could not speak.

	Finally, it was Adelheid’s turn to leave Mia’s side. She would have to wait for Norn a bit.

	Descending the stairs to the foyer, her portable suddenly buzzed– a message from Mia–

	“Adelheid, I had a suspicion, but I confirmed it– you’re actually really strong. You are a disgrace to a powerful family, everyone speaks ill of you behind your back, and you have to fight and be in danger– but you accepted all of that and you’re your own person now. I’m too much of a coward. I can’t make my own way; I can only do what I’m told. No matter how much I cry, I can’t escape this. My family decreed that I’m going to marry a man I don’t love, because otherwise, I will lose my comforts and status. I’m being used as a political prize. If only the emperor hadn’t died; my naivety could have simply lasted forever.”

	Staring into her portable, Adelheid sighed deeply and wondered what she could even do.

	For as strong as she might have been, Adelheid was also a very special case and very lucky. If Mia did anything as scandalous as Adelheid had done her life would have been destroyed, and she was unlikely to be ready for what that entailed. She was never as rebellious as Adelheid, never as devious, and there was no Norn waiting to safeguard her. 

	Mia was much more a noblewoman than Adelheid– 

	because Mia was someone whose life could be shattered so much more completely.

	

	

	On the opposite end of the villa from Adelheid and her friends, Norn was ushered into a covered balcony with a table. There was no embellishment of the surrounding view. Over the balustrades Norn could only see the far off limits of the steel enclosure, the security walls below, and the top of the Aachen spire overhead. There was a small table with tea and snacks, on wheels so the guests could make use of it as they needed.

	Four wooden chairs were arranged in a vague circle.

	“Duke Norn von Fueller! Perhaps the most interesting guest I’ve ever had. Have a seat!”

	At the head of the group was Herta Kleyn, the hostess.

	Her cheery attitude and smiling face– Norn couldn’t help but grin herself.

	Matriarch of the Kleyn family, once considered noveau-riche to the nobles outmaneuvered by her merchant ancestors– but in the new order of the world, she was old money. 

	For a woman in her late fifties, she was only slightly weathered with age, her brown hair interspersed gray, her eyes and lips wrinkling on the edges, her skin slightly spotting on her neck and hands. Dressed in a black coat over a long blue dress with a small cap atop her head. She looked the part of the grand stateswoman, modest and coordinated and without a hair out of place, timeless– sedate. Without a hint of either disorder– or dynamism.

	“Our other guests should not be long.” Herta said.

	Norn took her seat nearest to Madame Kleyn and helped herself to some tea.

	She was so bored she needed whatever slight hit of caffeine she might get from it.

	“Whom else shall I have the pleasure of meeting today?” Norn asked.

	“Ah, none so illustrious as yourself milord– but they should prove colorful.” Herta said. “You shall see.” She waved her hand as if blowing away Norn’s curious questioning. “I’ve been anxious to ask you, milord, if I may– how fares Syrmia of late? We were such dear friends– if only the circumstances permitted I would have loved to have her here with me now.”

	Syrmia von Fueller was Konstantin’s biological sister, and Erich and Elena’s aunt.

	In terms of the day to day affairs of the Fueller family, Syrmia did all the actual work.

	When Konstantin began to retreat from politics, she took over the running of things.

	It was then, perhaps, when she began to envision Norn as a possible successor.

	Had the Imbrium Empire not broken apart, surely Syrmia would have tried to crown her.

	She and Norn had a history that was both tender and sordid.

	Perhaps she had the same kind of history with Herta Kleyn– 

	Syrmia was certainly capable.

	“Syrmia is doing well. She is quite busy, but she is looking after her health. She misses her brother dearly, and the situation of the Imbrium weighs upon her, but she’s a stout-hearted lady. Such things cannot keep her down for long. I can let her know you asked; maybe put you in touch? She would love to hear from you. You were very dear to her.”

	Norn was not always wanton– she knew how to project the royal dignity when it mattered.

	“That would be fantastic. Thank you, milord. She was dear to me indeed.” Herta said.

	“How fares you, if I might myself ask?” Norn said. “Rhinea’s situation is quite complex.”

	“It is milord. Despite this, I fare quite well.” Herta said. Norn studied her face closely, but Herta’s expression betrayed no change in emotion. She was clearly anticipating the question. “I believe incoming administrations matter little when one has demonstrated good stewardship of their position. I have spoken with Adam Lehner, and I will speak with Violet Lehner– Mr. Lehner did not seem too interested in trouble and I think Ms. Violet Lehner will only be even more amenable to peace. I am optimistic. Do not worry about me– I would not trouble someone of your stature over these petty regional affairs.”

	Norn could have burst out laughing, she was practically screaming inside.

	This had to be a front– Herta had to have something up her sleeve somewhere.

	If this was what she actually thought, Norn was sipping tea with a corpse.

	She would not push the point. It would have been rude. 

	She already asked and answered the polite question. Now she just had to wait and see what Herta told her less illustrious guests about the situation, and how they responded. While they waited, they talked carefully about the snacks, about Aachen, about the times. Norn, as the woman of higher station, could afford to say very little, and Herta, knowing exactly where she stood, did not push. Instead, she contributed most to the conversation. Aachen was bustling, progressive– a place that was making strides in providing opportunity to everyone that lived within it. Careful language. Aachen’s people were industrious, engaged, active participants in seizing the opportunity of a better life. As for the times, of course, they were awful on the surface; nevertheless, Rhinea marched inexorably to progress.

	Progress, was opportunity– the chance for a better, more equitable life.

	If you could reach out and seize it. Such was opportunity, that snake-like word.

	“Conservative movements come and go but they don’t deliver. We have had conservative presidents before and Rhinea’s progress has marched on because it must. We know the bluster got them into power, but it cannot alone keep them there.” Herta said, when asked about the Volkisch. Norn wondered how much was encompassed in the ‘bluster’ Herta spoke of: the arrests and killings of liberal elites and intellectuals, the Blood Bund’s murders of Eloim and Juzni activists, the horrific border conflict Adam Lehner now waged? Herta moved on from elucidating on this subject quite quickly. “Violet Lehner strikes me as a keen woman who was handed a terrible situation by Thurin. Perhaps the violence that swept up Kreuzung the past week was a failure of individuals that her leadership can resolve.”

	This woman was either living in a house of delusions or she was an irreverent liar.

	Norn would have been angry, but this was so incredibly brazen she was just confused.

	Rarely did she have occasion to talk to liberals. 

	Herta Kleyn sounded insane to her.

	Konstantin’s court had always been repleted with a different strand of delusion, that of the nationalist with a hand on the hilt awaiting any crack in reality into which a sword might fit. But the delusion of the warmonger was aggressive and wanton and as such it had to actively enter into conflict with reality. Herta’s passivity, her certainty that everything was already aligning to her advantage without her lifting a finger or even striking at her most obvious political enemies– that was new and strange to a military woman like Norn.

	Norn would not get to probe Herta’s ideological matchstick house any further, however.

	Soon, their guests arrived at the entrance to the balcony.

	Immediately, Norn began to feel she was seeing into the inside of Herta Kleyn’s sleeve.

	She made a mental note that whenever it was polite, she might have to follow it up.

	From behind the glass door entered one woman first, who had no intention to sit or walk more than a few steps onto the balcony. She was a tall woman with very fair skin, and long, silvery hair that stretched below the waist. Her tall, furry ears and bushy tail of the same hair color singled her out as a Shimii– but unlike any Shimii Norn had ever seen, she had two tails which waved in the air separately. Her face had a dignified expression with blue-colored lips and eyeshadow and was quite striking. Her body was draped in a long white dress, sleeveless, shoulders bared, with a halter-neck decorated with a golden choker.

	She had a rather excellent figure and filled her dress quite exquisitely. 

	Norn cracked a grin.

	However, that grin was the first, flimsy disguise at seeing something which unsettled her.

	A sash worn by the woman, with blue, red and golden colors, clipped with,

	an emblem,

	a miniature figure-eight shield bearing an impression of a horned bull.

	“Greetings, esteemed hostess and guest. Allow me to thank you and to usher in my charges for today. My name is Raiza Sarakaeva, Akolouthos in the Varangian Guard of the Mycenaean throne. As is customary, I cross the threshold first, and give introduction, and I then depart, to provide security by the door. I ask for your understanding and a brief silence.”

	Into the drama of the age, entered the Mycenae Military Commission of Southern Katarre.

	Norn was already somewhat suspicious and disquieted by their presence alone.

	But once the woman made herself known, and as a servant then introduced her master,

	upon hearing the name spoken by the Shimii, and as the master of Mycenae entered–

	“All hail Her Exalted Majesty, Bearer of the Golden Legacy, Astra Palaiologos.”

	Norn’s chest went cold. Doubting herself, head racing, had she heard that–

	her name, undoubtably– her name? had she heard–?

	her name. she heard her name spoken and

	shadows extended before her eyes heart sinking synapses fired half-recognitions in par-frozen time breath arrested eyes dilated far past rage 

	angled toward disgust the shaking world turned before her

	shock, 

	it was shock, she was in shock–

	Norn’s whole being arrested as she experienced a hitherto unfelt terror.

	Astra Palaiologos was her own name, her name, only her name, her burden to bear.

	Her secret shame into which all her fury and horror and disgust was bound, only hers.

	And in front of her another woman, another girl, now wore that name.

	It took all her strength to prevent herself from standing and attacking like an animal.

	It took even more discipline not to freeze time to buy herself a moment to think.

	In the span of seconds she had to endure her heart shuddering, electricity under her skin.

	And swallow it all to put on a calm face and maintain her façade. 

	They couldn’t be allowed to know.

	“Welcome!” Herta clapped. “I told you, Duke von Fueller, our guests would be colorful!”

	At this remark, the “Varangian” at the door shot them a look, before departing.

	Then, out the door stepped the so-called Warlord of Mycenae: Astra Palaiologos.

	Norn had feared the most that she would see herself walking through the door and not be able to explain any of it. That they had kept something of her, of her blood or hair, some awful preserved token by which they could own her likeness forever and there would simply be a second one of her. But the inheritors of the Royal Household had made their own ruler, not entirely in her image– though, when she looked closely enough there were uncanny things, like the way she stared, her expressions, the way she moved–

	Astra Palaiologos of Mycenae was a quite slender girl, with a petite figure, and a soft but regal face that was incredibly beautiful, with remarkably sharp, red eyes that had a piercing gaze. Even a casual glance felt like she was seeing through all of them. It was that more than anything that reminded Norn of herself. The girl had quite copious, soft-textured and long white hair, fluffy and wavy, almost trailing to her feet. Within her hair there were black strands that glowed gently purple with bio-electric discharges. Thicker and girthier forms of these same strands formed a four-pronged crown behind her head, the protrusions almost horn-like, two black tips over the back of her head and two curling around the side– an expression of a non-human donor that Norn could not identify.

	Certainly, Astra had to be a Panthalassian– a Katarran pelagid created with rare DNA.

	Norn had the DNA of two recovered ancient beasts as part of her pelagis process.

	Mycenae’s ultranationalists would not have tolerated any less when creating a new ruler.

	In dress, Astra looked almost a farce, her short stature and thin body festooned with medals and clad in a garish, gold and black military uniform– or it would have been a farce, without the sheer presence which Astra effortlessly commanded in her every movement. Her long gloves and tall boots, her garrison cap, the various medals and the gold shoulder-chain, she wore them all with a quiet dignity and self-respect. There was something about her which commanded attention. She looked unerringly confident in herself.

	“Thank you for the invitation, Madame Kleyn. I am pleased to make new acquaintances.”

	Astra stepped forward, but there was another person moving in behind her.

	“Per the terms of your invitation I am traveling alongside several of my warriors.” Astra said. “I invited my mentor, Labrys Agamemnon, to join us, but she felt she would look out of place, because she is very tall and large. Instead, I brought the Merarch Odyssia with me.”

	Unlike her servant prior, Astra did not introduce Odyssia and simply took her seat.

	Once the warlord had sat down, the Merarch entered from the hallway.

	“Pleased to make your acquaintance. I love to talk. My name is Odyssia Metis.”

	The Merarch was a tall woman, long-legged, wide-shouldered, dressed in a typical military uniform– hers much darker than it was gold compared to Astra’s uniform. There was a hint of pigments to her, a pale shadow over her eyes and a hint of gloss on her lips, her skin a natural pale gray that turned glittering blue around patches of scales behind her jaw, and on her neck and ears. She wore her long, white-blue hair tied with a dark blue ribbon. 

	Her permanent expression was a self-amused grin.

	Norn immediately felt like she wanted to slap the taste of out that pretty mouth.

	After her own introduction, Odyssia sat on the remaining chair, completing the party.

	“It’s such an immense pleasure to host such illustrious people from such a distant shore.” Herta said. “Please drink and eat your fill, we can bring out more food and tea at any time. I’ve been so curious to hear about Katarre from its own people– it is so difficult to get news about the events in the warlord states, and yet, a unified territory of Katarre would be the largest and most populated country in the world. I feel that the peoples of the Imbrium should be paying much more attention to Katarre’s future.”

	Astra’s strands blinked, perhaps bristling at the question. 

	Her expression did not change.

	Her tone, also, was perfectly measured. Not emotionless, but somewhat dispassionate.

	“Mycenae has maintained some contact with its Imbrian neighbor in Veka.” Astra said. “And we have traded with Imbrian states before. But we are also cautious of our need to maintain our independence and self-sufficiency, as well as control information for our own security. We don’t want to be seen like the Republic of Rodos trying to imitate the Cogitans, or Argos practically begging for support from the Hanwans. There are no Imbrian vassalages in the Western Katarre for this reason; therefore also limited contact.”

	“Of course, I understand.” Herta said. “I am curious about this journey, that has taken you to this balcony for tea– how did it begin? And how do you feel about it, Your Majesty?”

	Properly addressed as a person of lordly stature, Astra seemed to put on a very small smile.

	“It all began with a routine transaction. We put out feelers that we were looking to buy materials for arms from Veka, who have large manufactories of gunpowder and massive ironworks. Mycenae is ever vigilant to improve its stocks– we Katarrans believe that a day called Polemos will come when all of Katarre will launch into battle to decide the final rulership of the land. We build our arsenals tirelessly for this task.”

	“I’m curious about the conditions for this grand battle– is it near or far?” Herta asked.

	Astra shook her head. “We will feel it in our blood and bones when the time comes.”

	“Oh, I see.” Herta said, blinking rapidly with confusion.

	Imbrians never understood about Katarrans how much mythopoetics played a role in their world and how they conducted themselves. Even in the expressions of Katarran culture in the mercenary diaspora, this always baffled the Imbrians. Superstitious habits, the creation of charms, respect for rituals and prayers, an obsession with achieving great deeds.

	Imbrians had seen nothing of what Katarrans were capable of in this regard, Norn knew.

	When Norn learned about psionics, a few things she knew about her people began to make more sense because of it. She felt that perhaps Katarrans implicitly understood this underlying current of the world, and this connection that they had or could have, and that their culture expressed this in superstition and cultic beliefs. The backwardness seen by Imbrians was perhaps an emotional advancement that Imbrians themselves lacked– Euphrates and company used to speculate Imbrians were less psionically capable than other cultures precisely because of their hegemonic and racist beliefs.

	Not that this explained whether the altars and rituals and warcries had actual power.

	Norn had never actually seen such things used in battle, only heard of them.

	As ever, she was a being torn in half, Katarran and Imbrian only partially, tragically.

	Astra continued her story with what Norn perceived as a hint of smugness.

	“After making our business intentions known, we were surprised to receive contact from Rhineametalle representatives, looking to beat the Vekans to an arms deal. It was a very generous offer. They wanted to give us a tour of their facilities, and to schedule a joint military demonstration, in addition to signing off on our purchases in person with their CEO. My mentor and I both believed that this was an opportunity to act on the world stage as a nation and score real legitimacy as claimants to Katarre. So we set out with a Rhinean escort. Tragically, the Empire entered its time of troubles in the middle of our journey.”

	“Right, it’s quite unfortunate.” Herta said. She sipped her tea and picked up a macaron before continuing. “Has Your Majesty given consideration to beseeching the nations to put aside their differences and allow you to pass back to Mycenae? Surely no one wants another enemy, and it might even bring about some diplomacy between us all.”

	“We have, but for now, we would like to complete our transaction with the Rhineametalle consortium.” Astra said. She paused to finally sip her own tea. “With the Union conquest of the territories south of Rhinea we may actually be dealing only with them to return to Mycenae, so we are not particularly worried about our way back home.”

	Norn was surprised to hear a Mycenaean talk about diplomacy with the Union.

	But perhaps they had much more in common than either of them realized.

	“Ah, yes. Excuse me, Your Majesty, I should introduce my other guest–” Herta began–

	“No need,” Odyssia interrupted. “I can feel it in the room. Her power and presence practically flood over us. That is Norn Tauscherer, the champion of the Imbrians, isn’t it? The Praetorian who represents the peak of Imbrian potential? Slayer of the Royal Guards of old Nocht?”

	Herta glanced at Norn with a sudden anxiety. “Merarch, I’m afraid that name is–”

	“It’s fine, Herta. I don’t expect our guests to know my change of title.” Norn said.

	She was more amused than anything. This Odyssia– she truly wanted to make her beg–

	“No, it’s not fine.” Astra suddenly said. “Odyssia, you will address her with respect.”

	Odyssia looked at Norn with a sudden pathetic little smile.

	“It’s Duke Norn von Fueller now.“ Norn said calmly, grinning back.

	“My apologies, Duke von Fueller.“ Odyssia said. She bowed her head to Norn.

	“Apology accepted. I couldn’t possibly hang this trifle over our guests.” Norn said.

	She turned to Astra, who gave a curt nod with her eyes closed in response.

	Though she was putting up a strong front, Astra still unsettled Norn. 

	There was something about seeing her move and talk that felt too familiar. There was something of herself in this girl whose circumstances she did not know, but whose provenance she was all too familiar with. Astra had been made, just like Norn had been made, meticulously bred from a primordial soup of DNA and chemicals in a mechanical, sterile womb. For her to have legitimacy, she must have had DNA from one of the previous rulers or their concubines. Such material was preserved, somewhere– but how did Mycenae happen to chance upon it within the chaos of Katarre’s fallen age?

	Or perhaps it was all in her mind– perhaps Mycenae was lying.

	Who could confirm?

	And yet–

	Intuition told her that Astra was of her kin– and she didn’t know how to feel about it.

	Was Astra at that very moment thinking the same? That Norn felt far too familiar?

	If she was considering it, her expression betrayed nothing.

	Hopefully Norn’s own expression and mannerisms were equally secure.

	For both of them, perhaps the best outcome was for nothing to be confirmed or learned.

	To meet here, go their separate ways, never thinking of what had transpired.

	Just another crossing of currents whose waters treaded their distinct, unknownable paths.

	No matter what other conflicting things Norn might have felt about the princeling girl.

	Who seemed so much like her– too much like her–

	“Odyssia, take over answering our hostesses. I’d like to enjoy the sweets.” Astra said.

	Her horns briefly glowed a bit as she spied the wheeled cart and its delicacies. A plate of colorful macarons and cake bites, a tray with long croutons to dip in steak tartare and top with vibrant salmon roe, orange-flecked spicy pickles topped with hot chutney, and the decanters of tea. Odyssia helpfully reached out and rolled the table over to her master so Her Majesty could partake of the spoils, and Herta encouraged her to eat.

	Astra gingerly picked out a macaron, looked at it, took a bite.

	That stoic expression melted, momentarily, with surprise and delight.

	Was this the first time she had tasted something so sweet and delicate?

	Norn grinned and sat back, waiting for Herta to ask another asinine question of their guests.

	“So, anything you want to know about being a real, top Katarran warrior?” Odyssia said.

	She looked delighted to be the center of attention.

	Had she been on stage Norn would have thrown something and aimed for the face.

	Herta thought about her question for a moment, and then asked, smilingly,

	“In your position, what do you tend to do for fun and levity? What do you go back to?”

	Prompting her guest to smile even wider than ever, while shrugging,

	“Well, sometimes you can just seduce one of the numeroi and have a bit of fun–”

	As soon as Odyssia was done speaking, Astra shot her a severe look.

	Odyssia stopped in her tracks.

	From an ordinary perspective this was perhaps just military authority at play.

	However, Norn’s eyes could see the black tendrils of aether snaking through the air.

	Linking Astra to Odyssia and gripping the latter with a supernatural fear of death.

	Norn’s senses had not been wrong– Astra had power.

	Not only that, but the shadow behind her, when she called upon her power–

	It was this element that was most fearsome. It did not remind Norn of herself, but rather, the otherworldly presence of someone like Arbitrator II. Someone who felt like a monster wrapped in human skin, who occupied a room with an unseen self while their flesh occupied the mere space of a single human being. That uncanny feeling of ancient, primeval strength was not merely Astra’s confidence in herself. It was the purest, rawest power.

	What had Mycenae done? What had they unearthed?

	Astra’s donor was no ordinary beast.

	And clearly, she did not just command respect, but actual power, in Mycenae.

	Summarily and invisibly beaten down, Odyssia fell immediately into compliance.

	“–well, you know, wine, fine foods, the usual stuff, we’re people just like you are!”

	Odyssia remarked, glancing askance, while Herta sipped her tea with embarrassment.

	Once her gaze turned, Norn called upon her power and tried to read Odyssia’s aura–

	hoping to see the effect Astra’s power had on her–

	–and found nothing at all to be read.

	She could feel that Odyssia had psionic power, but her aura was completely invisible.

	Astra had affected it– so Odyssia was not immune to psionic power.

	But her aura– was impossible to read–?

	Norn recalled what Selene had once reported about Sonya Shalikova, one of the pilots of the Pandora’s Box. She clearly demonstrated psionic powers, and Selene could feel the power from the enemy pilot, but it was impossible to gauge its directionality, character, texture– because the aura was simply invisible to psionic sight. This made it much more difficult for Selene, who was used to employing her psionic sight as an advantage, to read Shalikova’s movements and fight her. Ultimately, Shalikova defeated Selene in this contest.

	Now Norn found herself staring at the face of a woman whose martial power, she felt,

	was palpably enormous,

	and yet her aura was invisible, hiding her true feelings, intentions, and possibly abilities.

	The Mycenaean Military Commission was much more frightening than she had imagined.

	Did they know the kind of power they wielded? How far had their research taken them?

	Or were their abilities still explicable only through the mythology of Katarran deeds?

	Pythian black witchcraft, Mycenaean astrology, old Katarran Kingdom Mageía.

	Was that all they knew– or were they on Euphrates’ theoretical level?

	Before Herta could ask another stupid question Norn finally interceded with her own.

	“Merarch Metis, can you regale us with a tale of your greatest battle?” Norn asked.

	Moreso to prevent more boring talk about nothing than to extract information.

	Odyssia lit up, practically beaming. “There we go! I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that. Your Majesty, may I tell them about the Great Hunt launched for the Shadow of Tyrins?”

	Astra looked up from the sweets table, having just taken a cheesecake bite.

	“That was before my time– yes, I’m also interested. Go ahead.” Astra said.

	Odyssia cross one leg over the other and leaned forward, sitting rather strangely.

	Cocking a grin, practically vibrating with excitement, Odyssia began, “This was something like twenty years ago. I was still a humble numeroi serving at the pleasure of my masters,” Herta began to sip her tea with embarrassment again, reacting to the clear innuendo, much to Odyssia’s continuing amusement, “a powerful Leviathan was sighted multiple times in the Tyrins region, a very deep region with most of our mining stations at the time. It attacked two ore bearing ships, and resisted an attempt to kill it by, according to eyewitnesses, flitting away, disappearing. Miners began to claim they ran into the beast in the mine shafts and the ore processing stations. It was as if it was drawn to the Agarthicite. It was described as a great horse-like beast with long paddled legs, with a mane of fleshy strands that burst with electricity, powerful enough to disrupt even our EM equipment.”

	“To put a stop to it, the Commission deployed an entire Turma, a fleet section, with 25 ships and thousands of men. Such was the importance of this mission and slaying this beast. Our supply lines to Tyrin were crucial to our survival. I was part of the numeroi, the footsoldiers, of this Turma. This was a time when Heavy Divers had only just entered into military understanding. The Commission came to learn of Divers from the Union revolution, through news from Veka. We were beginning to make our own– by modifying the very labor hardware also used by miners. The Commission also began to test using modified hardsuits and sealed power armors instead. If you were thrown into one of those, all you had were heavy personnel-size weapons and some petroleum-fired jets.”

	Odyssia put a fist to her chest. Herta looked horrified at the prospect.

	“So there I was, with nothing but a machine gun, a diamond blade, and my hardsuit!”

	“Oh my, how frightening!” Herta said. “Could you even see at such depths?”

	“Barely anything! I only had one light on my hardsuit, and obviously no computers!”

	“Goodness!”

	Norn glanced at Herta with narrowed eyes, while the old woman clutched her heart.

	“My officers didn’t like me at all, I was too freewheeling, and a libertine and I did not respond to their advances– well, I was rebellious.” Odyssia stopped herself from another sexual remark when Astra shot her another glare. She shrugged and continued her story. “After spotting the beast, the fleet concentrated fire, but it avoided everything! So they get this bright idea to launch numeroi out to fight it in hardsuits with personal weapons. Enough troop saturation and someone would hit it! Because the hardsuits were not designed for fighting, the weapons were actually welded to it on bands so we wouldn’t drop them, and improvised triggers were placed inside the hands of the suits for us.”

	“Those weapons were worth more than your life at that time.” Astra added.

	“They probably still are!” Odyssia said, earning her a narrow-eyed stare from Her Majesty. “Anyway, so we’re all getting thrown out of a chute that’s meant for mines or drones, since we didn’t have dedicated deployment chutes back then like we do now. Of course, it’s an absolute slaughter out there, I’m seeing and hearing suits popping everywhere which means a bunch of numeroi are joining the marine fog. In the distance, all I can really see beyond my floodlight is the snaking purple streaks of the Shadow of Tyrins. One bolt of lightning from its horns and it was over for anyone there. Nobody could stand against it!”

	“How did you conquer such horrendous odds?” Herta asked, on the edge of her seat.

	“Well– first, I turned my floodlight off. Then, I kicked the numeroi in front of me in the back of the head.” Odyssia said. Herta gasped and averted her gaze. Odyssia continued, proudly, seeing nothing wrong. “Their floodlight started wiggling all over the damn place and attracted the thing’s attention. It was the size of the kind of Divers we have now, it was huge, and it cleaved right through my compatriot with its tail and popped them like a bubble. But their sacrifice was not in vain– I threw all my fuel into blasting right into it, engaged my saw, and I started chopping like you’ve never seen! Like a woman possessed! I figured out that it was avoiding the muzzle flashes and blasts, so I did not use my gun. I dug so deep into that thing’s hide I probably made a little womb in it for myself. There was gore going everywhere, my visor was caked in it, and I didn’t stop chopping at it. When I was rescued, I was so freaked out I tried to chop at my superior officer and got tied up and beaten.”

	“When all was said and done, we lost two ships, and 500 men.” Astra said. Her strands lit up a bit. “That much I knew from the official records. Anything else do with the Shadow of Tyrins is myth and legend. All commanders of the mission were sworn to secrecy and most of the numeroi saw nothing at all. At the time, it was thought to be an embarrassment. Not so much now. Truth be told I only vaguely knew of Odyssia’s involvement in the matter.”

	“Heh, well, I wouldn’t be here now if I hadn’t slain the beast. My superiors were incredibly keen on killing me or worse, but even they had to admit it was too useful to have an insane killer on their side who could tackle the danger so they wouldn’t have to.” Odyssia said. “After that, I was raised from a Numeroi to a Domestikos, as a formality, but I still basically just did dirty work and killed tough opponents– I was basically the designated hero of my Tagma and that was it. But I got better rations and I was bothered a lot less.”

	“And now, here you are,” Norn said, “have you earned some peace as a Merarch?”

	Odyssia crossed her arms and leaned back. “Nope! I still basically do the same shit.”

	Astra glanced at her and shook her head. “Manners.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” Odyssia said, shrugging again. “But you haven’t heard the end of the story yet. Nobody will believe this next part, even if they believe the rest. But I must still tell it. When I was killing the beast, soaked in its blood, I received visions. Visions of it traveling a long, lonely current, fighting and killing, eating anything it defeated, growing stronger, bigger, stranger. Painstakingly acquiring the abilities it demonstrated. And as I killed it, I felt like I became it for a moment, wandering my own path, an endless journey of battle from which I grew and learned and defeated countless opponents. A journey taking ever farther from home. I saw my own future in the spilling gore of that beast!”

	“Incredible.” Herta said, her excitement for this much more dulled than the previous events.

	“To me, the beast was saying– as long as your two feet keep moving, you’ll keep fighting. But you’ll be invincible, as long as you don’t let anyone block your path or tie you down.” Odyssia shut her eyes and seemed to contemplate her own words for a moment, 

	looking much too satisfied.

	Astra grunted. “You are tied down. You still have to answer to your orders.”

	“That doesn’t count, Your Majesty!” Odyssia replied. “That’s every Katarran ever!”

	She gave her master a big smile that seemed to mollify her.

	“Well– I’m glad you’ve found peace of mind in the midst of your service.” Astra said.

	“Thank you for the story, that was fascinating.” Herta said.

	With how much the Mycenaean talked, there was no interest in Norn’s own stories.

	So she simply got to sit and take in Odyssia’s boasting, Herta’s naivety, and Astra.

	Astra Palaiologos. That was her name. It was also Norn’s name.

	Some part of it did not sit right with Norn. It made her feel angry and helpless.

	However, she could not afford any response. She had too many troubles as it was.

	As much as she liked to sell herself as invincible, there was only so much she could do.

	Navigating the Imbrium Empire’s collapse would already take everything she had.

	To go to war with Mycenae for digging up the grave of what she was meant to be–

	Or worse– for some foolish idea that this girl needed a rescue Norn never received–

	It was not possible. She had to disabuse herself of the notion completely, and immediately.

	Sipping tea, having cakes, watching from across the room. That was all she would do.

	Hoping that this Astra Palaiologos would be less abused than the one that preceded her.

	

	

	Since their arrival in Aachen, the Brigand immediately launched a multitude of missions with most of its top personnel and that of the Rostock involved, along with some help from the John Brown, particularly Burke Zepp and Marina McKennedy. They had experience with such things; the missions would focus on reconnaissance, information gathering, and expanding their contacts in the station. Kalika and Homa established a presence in the Shimii Wohnbezirk; Illya and Valeriya scouted out the Uhlan barracks and kept an eye on the station’s security forces; several pilots were sent to scout the habitations, the commercial districts, and the office spaces as plainclothes travelers; Murati had been deployed to a somewhat dubious expedition into the Gau offices, uniformed as a fascist.

	Even the Captain and Commissar had left the ship on important business.

	This left the bridge under Alexandra Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa, who normally had nothing to do while docked and could be reasonably left in charge.

	With limited authority— except in case of a truly dire emergency.

	All of these preparations required haste, and the usual deliberations had to be skipped or abbreviated to set the pace. There was little time to be cautious, and a lot to be done. Their objectives had to be underway or accomplished before the United Front gathered– the true goal behind these various maneuvers was to hopefully achieve advantage for the National Volksarmee in the upcoming talks. Knowing the station, discovering the strength and reach of their allies and enemies, formulating a plan, all of this was crucial to not walking in blind and looking foolish in front of the Eisern Front and Reichbanner Schwarzrot.

	They did not hope to come out of the talks as the undisputed major influence of the Front.

	Certainly the Eisern anarchists would not allow this to happen, even if the demsocs did.

	However, they could not enter the room with flagging ambitions either. 

	That would have been a waste of everyone’s time. 

	There would be fiery passions flying in the United Front, and they had to be able to stand as equal partners at least. To show their resources, capabilities, and determination, the Volksarmee had to work hard in the precious time they had before the meetings. So they would comb the station, compile data, set up watches, pick up informants. It would not be wasted work even after the United Front– someday, Aachen would be a battlefield.

	Hopefully not soon; and hopefully, they would have reliable allies at their side then.

	Because most of these activities involved the officers and special guests of the Volksarmee, the sailors and some of the remaining officers remained on the ships and continued their day-to-day routines. But there was one project, in the very heart of the UNX-001 Brigand, that did involve several officers and did not involve Aachen itself. 

	Despite this it was a project of grand importance.

	“Welcome to the third ‘Project to Learn About Weird Stuff’ on the Brigand!”

	“You can’t call it the third one– the others were ‘Meetings to Discuss Weird Stuff’.”

	“Ah, whatever, I can do what I want because I’m the officer in charge of it!”

	Karuniya Maharapratham and Braya Zachikova welcomed their guests to the laboratory.

	Those guests being Arabella, or Arbitrator I; and Olga Athanasiou, or Hunter I.

	Karuniya had interacted with them several times already; and now she had access to a bevy of reports with additional information about who they actually were.

	Arabella had come aboard the ship under mysterious circumstances during the events at Goryk’s Gorge, over a month now before their arrival at Aachen. Back then, her hair was white and red and her skin complexion very pale– now she was wearing her hair in a blue color, and her horns, smooth and vascular and sprouting from under her messy bangs, also had blue tips. Her skin was a little bit ruddier than before, suggesting she had picked up or was forcing color to it. Her body was otherwise the same as before, lean and lightly muscled with gentle curves, dressed in the teal jacket and button-down shirt and skirt that made up the Treasure Box Transports uniform worn around the Brigand.

	Olga, meanwhile, had undergone no transformations since they met her. She was pretending to be an armored gurnard Katarran woman, the same kind as several other members of the Volksarmee, with curved horns coming from the back of her head that framed a plain white-haired ponytail. Her skin was very pale, and her figure was a bit fuller than Arabella’s, while her stature was a bit shorter. She wore a simple black hoodie and pants and wore an expression halfway between uncaring and annoyed at all times.

	What had changed about them was that Karuniya now knew what they really were.

	It had been easy to tell everyone they were Katarrans, and Olga successfully pretended to be Katarran in society for years– which was interesting, owing to the social position of Katarrans, this was not necessarily an advantageous identity to adopt. Regardless, what they actually were was a sentient species of hominids theoretically parallel to humanity known as the “Omenseers.” What Karuniya knew so far about the Omenseers is they were allegedly an ancient culture not necessarily of hominid origin, but which at some point, was revived through experiments on spliced hominid DNA to create the ones they knew now, using something similar to the Pelagis Process that Katarrans used to reproduce.

	A lot of the information she had access to about them was sketchy and confusing.

	Euphrates and Tigris had conjectures about the provenance of the original “Omenseers,” believing them to be a near-prehistoric race of soft-bodied fish-like organisms that might have lived in caves– nothing but a physical conjecture based on rationalizations, irrelevant to the current Omenseers who were not soft-bodied fish-like organisms living in caves, who possessed psychic abilities, and who, when asked, had no idea how this could possibly involve them in any way. Karuniya completely discarded this information, not as necessarily untrue, but as presently useless. They were not going to crack the origin of humanity here.

	Arabella apparently had genetic memories which she recently recovered and then lost again due to the traumatic experiences she underwent in Kreuzung. She was apparently created as a bioweapon by the Surface Era civilization and condemned by her former masters, whom she spoke about with semi-religious anxiety. Before acquiring these memories, she would say the Omenseers were a facsimile of an ancient culture– whether she meant a culture of the Surface Era or even before that, was anyone’s guess. 

	There had always been theories and conjectures that the Surface Era civilization was far more advanced than the After Descent civilization, but that most of their technology was lost above. These were largely crafted after the Fueller Reformation in the 930s, when thinkers like Mordecai were given space and opportunity to voice criticism on the development of the Imbrian Empire and its systemic disparities.

	Mordecai argued that the upper classes of the Pre-Descent world likely had a purely extractive relationship to the new ocean polities. Wishing to hoard their wealth on the surface, they leveraged their social control toward the retention of an imperial core above the waves, thereby limiting the total development of the ocean habitations and locking them out of potentially transformative technologies, such as the blueprints for the Base Code. They were locked into the role of consumers, until the exporter nations of the surface were completely destroyed or collapsed, orphaning the Ocean. Other less political theories were that likely many Surface technologies were useless underwater, such as higher-bandwidth forms of radio-electric communications, and yes, certain theoretical weapons and optical technologies, and therefore they were excluded from the ocean; and that the surface civilization ended suddenly before ocean-adapted technology was fully ready.

	Karuniya was deeply interested in working on these lines of reasoning– if Arabella was a surface relic, then her memories could concern much more than the Omenseers exclusively. It could mean blowing wide open several other mysteries about the world. Whether it was possible to extract this information was unknown, but she would try.

	Olga, meanwhile, had a simplistic and soldier-like view that reminded Karuniya of a certain someone that she knew– Olga did not trouble herself with scientific inquiry. She added to the collective knowledge the detail that Leviathans were able to become Omenseers, if they achieved psionic powers like the kind that Murati had disclosed. She also elucidated on the Omenseer caste system, a seemingly arbitrary social control lever devised by their supreme leader, Arbitrator II, who was apparently Arabella’s biological sister. It seemed that in the Omenseer society, function preceded form– if the Arbitrator created a ‘Hunter’ then they were leaner and lighter and quicker, but also a bit sadistic. But Olga did not know whether Arbitrator II chose and then implanted these traits, or if she found creatures that possessed these traits in some form and then set their caste based on these discoveries.

	Despite these disclosures and any implications they might have had, Olga was utterly untroubled about her origins, and did not dwell on existential questions about herself or about her species. Whether or not she was human did not matter to her; whether or not she was a created or natural being did not matter to her; her present state and the Volksarmee’s goals was everything to her and she abhorred distractions from them.

	Her own genetic memories were a thoroughly tertiary concern to her.

	However, she agreed to participate in this project in order to–

	“–I just want to make Erika happy.” Olga mumbled.

	Meanwhile, Arabella also agreed to cooperate because–

	“–I just want Braya to be happy.” Arabella declared.

	“You don’t need to make me happy! I’ll be– I’ll be fine either way.” Zachikova grumbled.

	And so, after some brief interviews and going over old information, the Project proceeded.

	At the head of the project was Karuniya Maharapratham. 

	She was required to describe herself as part of the initial history of the Project, which touched upon personnel– but what could be said about Karuniya Maharapratham, a woman that was beyond description? She was beautiful, exceedingly so, with vibrant honey-brown skin and long, silky dark hair and a soft and pretty face; she was exceptionally intelligent, the recipient of multiple aptitude certifications and holder of two degrees; she was unfailingly charismatic, with an eclectic sense of humor and a hyper-modern eye for fashion, and a sexual powerhouse able to rope in the most eligible bachelor on Solstice, Murati Nakara, into following her around the Imbrium like she was tethered on a–

	“You’re taking years to fill out a form that has like four fields on it!” Zachikova shouted.

	Assisting in the project was Braya Zachikova, a short woman of diminutive build with thin limbs, narrow hips, a flat chest and ghostly pale skin. Her tawny brown hair was tied into a silly and pretentious spiraling ponytail, and thick, angled antennae took the place of her ears. She had a negative attitude and dour bearing. Her face might have been attractive had she ever even attempted a smile, and if she got any sleep to get those black bags out from under her robot eyes, and if she went outside or stood under a–

	“Why are you filling out my part of the report?! Let me look at what you’re writing–!”

	“Leave me alone!” Karuniya cried, holding the portable away from Zachikova’s grasp.

	“I don’t have all day to stand here and watch you two bicker.” Olga grumbled.

	Once all the formalities were out of the way,

	Zachikova and Karuniya formally welcomed their guests and got to business.

	“At the Captain and the Volksarmee Premier’s request, we are going undertake a project to further study and understand Omenseer physiology. While I have a scientific interest in this, the ultimate goal of the project is a military one– if Omenseers are biological weapons, we would like to understand the ways their bodies work for the purpose of carrying out our mission.” Karuniya said, smiling brightly and holding a portable computer in her hands as she spoke. “For now, our immediate goals are exploratory, but our ultimate goal is to restore Arabella’s alleged DNA storage and to establish Omenseer-friendly logistics, create health supplementation for our Omenseers, and perhaps design Omenseer weaponry that takes into account your unique abilities for combat purposes. These are long-term ambitions– we’re nowhere near any of this, but I want to give us some goals to pursue.”

	“Thank you so much!” Arabella said. “I’m sorry for being a burden! I am in your care!”

	“You’re not a burden!” Zachikova protested. “Stop apologizing.”

	“I’m hoping this doesn’t take up too much of my time.” Olga mumbled.

	Karuniya continued explaining the purpose of the project–

	“A secondary concern is we want to understand whether Omenseer and Human physiology are compatible and in what ways they might not be. We want to avoid making any dangerous assumptions. For example, are Omenseer tissues like ours? Or do they have novel behaviors? Can Omenseers derive nutrition from our food, and what is their body’s metabolic response to it? And perhaps even uncover mysteries such as: can Omenseers have sex with humans? I’m vaguely aware of this actually happening, but I wonder if it would–”

	“You’ll wonder nothing. We are not bothering with that.” Zachikova grunted.

	She stared daggers at a Karuniya that began to wear a conspiratorial grin on her face.

	“I just think, since both of our subjects have very close human partners–”

	“That’s enough of that train of thought, Professor Pervert!” Olga shouted.

	“I’m on Mushroom Lady’s side on this issue!” Arabella also shouted.

	Karuniya’s eyes darted toward Olga and then Arabella, her face draining of color.

	“Professor Pervert?! Mushroom lady?!” She cried out in despair.

	“Can we please move on already!?” Zachikova shouted, joining the chorus.

	Once everyone’s emotions had settled, a glum Karuniya resumed productivity.

	“To begin, we’re going to have to gather an initial pool of biological materials so I can get started identifying your genetic or enzymatic properties. I will henceforth be responsible for the health of our Omenseer personnel the same way as Dr. Kappel is responsible for the health of our human personnel. I have some medical training, and she instructed me on proper collection methodology and Union regulations. I have medical supplies available that I hope can be universally useful even if your physiology is significantly different to humans. We will take several samples, establish an initial biomedical profile, and run tests.”

	Zachikova looked at the Chief Science Officer beside her with narrow-eyed skepticism.

	“Describe to them what you’re actually going to do to them!” Zachikova demanded.

	“I have lots of tests prepared.” Karuniya said. “Skin, hair, blood, bone marrow, fluids–”

	“Bone marrow? Isn’t this going a bit overboard? What is it even for?” Zachikova asked.

	“I’m going to compare everything to a template normal human, Murati.” Karuniya said.

	Zachikova narrowed her eyes ever more. “Wait– Why did you choose Murati for this?”

	“I mean, she’s a very excellent human don’t you think?” Karuniya said, smiling. “Plus I have access to her genetic material very easily. I don’t have to involve anyone else if I use hers.”

	Zachikova blinked and then crossed her arms, staring daggers at Karuniya.

	Arabella and Olga both looked unbothered by the prospect of bone marrow extractions.

	Nor by Karuniya somehow collecting and keeping Murati’s fluids.

	“I’m not doing it for funsies! I’m helping her with her health stuff!” Karuniya said.

	“You’re a sick person. I can’t believe I ever trusted you.” Zachikova replied in a low voice.

	“Why are you being so sensitive, this medical stuff is extremely routine and–”

	“Why are you so INsensitive! Ask yourself that and repent, you mad scientist!”

	Arabella raised her hand suddenly. “Braya is scared of the doctor, Miss Mushrooms–”

	“It’s Maharapratham!” Karuniya shouted just as suddenly.

	“–please be understanding of her needs if you can.” Arabella finished, unperturbed.

	“I was afraid of going to the doctor because of you, Arabella!” Zachikova said.

	Olga turned around and quietly started to walk away until Karuniya rushed to get her back.

	Once the proceedings were returned to order for the upteenth time, Karinuya retrieved a pair of wheeled tables bearing a few boxes of medical equipment, such as long hollow needles in sterile packaging for retrieving bone marrow, and smaller needles with blood collection tubes. There were swabs and scraping pads for collecting skin samples, and small containers rated for different kinds of fluids as well as for the hair and marrow samples. This gave the Omenseers in attendance a preview of what the next step in the process would look like. Karuniya retrieved a medical mask, gloves and sterilizing gel.

	“Okay! We’re going to start with Arabella, collect blood and skin, and go to Olga.”

	Karuniya gestured for Arabella to sit down on a chair she wheeled to one of the tables.

	Arabella nodded her head and took her seat. Karuniya pulled up the sleeve of her uniform and took her blood pressure, and then wrapped a band tight around Arabella’s arm to check for a good vein to draw blood from. All of these things she had been instructed on before, both at the Academy where she took a few courses on medical assistantship and nursing, and by Dr. Kappel preparing her for this new role. She had a bit of leeway as it seemed that Omenseers had the ability to recover from very ghastly wounds.

	Still– she did not want to hurt Arabella and was exactingly careful.

	“Have you ever had any shots Arabella? Or any kind of bloodwork?” Karuniya asked.

	“Braya stuck a needle in me, in Kreuzung. It filled my veins with her love.” Arabella said.

	“That was morphine.” Zachikova said, sighing.

	Karuniya warned Arabella gently that the needle was going in and began the blood draw.

	While drawing the blood into the tubes, she turned to Zachikova.

	“You know, we have no idea whether she would be affected by our medicines.” She said.

	Zachikova shrugged. “She was nearly cut in half! You would’ve done the same!”

	“I did feel a little bit woozy now that I recall.” Arabella said. “But I was also very nervous.”

	“You were also bleeding out! Being woozy is not evidence of anything.” Zachikova said.

	“Interesting. We’ll test pharmacokinetics on you some time.” Karuniya said.

	Four tubes slowly and gently filled with perfectly ordinary-looking red blood.

	Arabella received a plain bandage in return.

	Karuniya set the collected matter aside on a test tube stand labeled ‘Arabella’. She changed her gloves, cleaning her hands with antibacterial gel in between applying a new set of gloves, and withdrew the next set of tools. A package ncluding scrubbing pads and a solution to moisten and loosen skin for collection. Karuniya applied the fluid to the pad, pressed it on the skin and scraped on Arabella’s outstretched arm several times, in long, gentle up and down motions. Once she was done with one arm, she confined the scrubbing pad to prepared test tube, opened a second package, and she performed the procedure on the other arm, labeling and putting away the samples after she was done.

	She changed her gloves again, beginning to hum a little tune as she did so.

	There was something satisfying about working with people.

	She understood how Dr. Kappel had so much enthusiasm despite the gravity of her work.

	Though she was mostly qualified for what she was doing, she was not a medic by profession and hardly ever had cause to take care of anyone. While collecting samples hardly qualified as bedside manner, it made her feel fulfilled to do something so concrete for the crew. Given how hard everyone else had been working– Karuniya had felt a little bit useless before.

	Even with her newfound role as Murati’s co-pilot– it was nice to have science to do.

	More than just growing mushrooms– or killing people.

	Piloting a Diver was not anything she imagined taking pride in.

	Having a scientific project that would help them understand and care for (and make use of) the Omenseers in their crew, and advance humanity’s knowledge of another hominid, that was the kind of thing she had dreamed of doing. It was not oceanography, but she nursed a vain little hope that it would really, truly matter. And in mattering, it might perhaps make her matter a little more. Maybe her name would be remembered in the future.

	“Alright, Zachikova, I’ll have you take Arabella aside, behind that divider,” Karuniya said, pointing to a prepared space curtained off with a mobile divider, “And help her collect the fluid and hair samples. You’ll just follow this booklet, and use these tubes, they’re already labeled. Everything you need is right there.” She pointed to the table where there was another sample collection kit already prepared. “While you’re doing that, I’ll take Olga’s blood and deal with her. Tell me when you’re done.” Karuniya signaled for Olga.

	Zachikova picked up the box and took Arabella by the arm, who looked happy to be pulled.

	Olga stepped forward with her hands in her pockets, sighing.

	Karuniya repeated the skin swabbing and the blood draw with greater confidence.

	Her patient was quiet and cooperative, and responded very little to small talk questions.

	“How are things usually on the Rostock? I haven’t had a chance to board.”

	“They’re unruly as hell, but they get things done.”

	“Have you known Premier Kairos long?”

	“Yes.”

	“Are you a big communist die-hard like her?”

	“It’s whatever– I only believe in Erika being in charge.”

	“Um. Are you eating anything tasty after we’re done?”

	“No.”

	Once the blood and skin samples were collected, Olga once again tried to leave.

	Karuniya once again urged her to stay– and also lifted her portable computer again.

	She had to call someone.

	“Please hold on. I’m not done with the blood just yet.”

	Olga grumbled. “You only took four from Arabella. Why do you want even more of mine?”

	“Yours is special,” Karuniya smiled, “please just wait a moment, you’ll see.”

	Moments later, a disgruntled-looking woman entered the laboratory, carrying something.

	“Hey, wait,” Olga shouted, “what is going on here?”

	Without so much as a wave of the hand, Logia Minardo walked past Olga and stood beside Karuniya holding a plate covered with a cloche. A comely older woman with shoulder-length, dark hair, impeccable makeup, and a curvy and rugged body, Minardo, who was known for her affable and energetic personality, wore an uncharacteristically disgruntled look on her face. She stared at Olga with a particularly sharp glare that Olga definitely noticed. 

	Karuniya clapped her hands.

	“Olga Athanasiou, meet our beautiful head chef, Logia Minardo!” Karuniya said.

	“I know who she is.” Olga said. “What’s she doing here and why is she mad at me?”

	“I’m not mad at you.” Minardo said. “I’m mad at the world– and disappointed.”

	“What does that even mean?” Olga shouted, waving her hands helplessly.

	Karuniya gestured toward the plate and the cloche covering it.

	“You see Olga, I want to test to see if there may be an enzymatic difference between an Omenseer eating human meat and one who has not eaten any. I want to test this hypothesis by having you eat some human meat now and then give additional blood afterward. That way I can compare your blood when starved of human tissue; to Arabella’s blood who has recently eaten human tissue; and also to your blood after eating human tissue. It will give me more data to analyze! I know you have reservations, but I thought this might go down easier if it was prepared properly– so I received special dispensation from the captain to involve our resident expert chef, the widely beloved Logia Minardo, to cook the meat.”

	At Karuniya’s side, Minardo stared at Olga with a combination of exhaustion and disgust.

	Olga gritted her teeth and closed her fists. She glared death and violence at Karuniya.

	“…Steak, with a peppercorn cream sauce.” Minardo said, voice devoid of emotion. “Reverse seared and butter-basted, in a cast iron pan that was immediately ferricycled afterward.”

	Unveiling from beneath the fancy cloche, a finely cut steak in an unctuous-looking sauce.

	So served and so dressed, it well disguised this was cut out from a dead Volkich soldier.

	After learning more about Omenseers, the Captain and Commissar had begrudgingly decided to retain the corpses they had and preserve them just in case. Karuniya had some ideas for how she might use the remains to make Omenseer supplementation.

	For now, however, all she had was a very simple preparation– human steak.

	All smiles, she gestured toward the food almost like a presenter at a show.

	“Doesn’t it look good? Alright, eat up, and after two hours I’ll take your blood again.”

	“I have to sit around here for two more hours?” Olga whole body slumped.

	“The Premier said you have to cooperate!” Karuniya replied, with a sing-song voice.

	Zachikova soon reappeared with Arabella in tow and their fluid test kit completed.

	She glared just as violently and disrespectfully as Olga was glaring at Karuniya.

	Karuniya, meanwhile, simply shrugged her shoulders with an inassailable smile.

	They could call her whatever they wanted, but she was soaring with excitement.

	Thus, the inauspicious but important beginning of the Brigand’s Omenseer project.

	

	

	Like most stations, Aachen Station had use of the space beneath the baseplate as well as the actual towers themselves. In addition to the maintenance area, there were a few areas off-set of the baseplate and reachable by elevators. The first was the Shimii Wohnbezirk, but besides that, there was also an additional habitat about a third of the size of the Wohnbezirk. When the primary stab was dug out to insert Aachen’s core pylon, a residential and storage area for the workers was constructed offset the pylon. Once the station was completed, this area was abandoned, until a few enterprising souls claimed pieces of it and made it a seedy but lively residential and commerce area. Here, the wretched underclass of Imbrian society mingled with the Katarran underworld, both unwanted.

	“Chloe, will we actually be safe down here?”

	“Oh yeah, don’t worry– we’re not looking for trouble, and I’m pretty tough y’know!”

	Chloe Kuri flexed her unimpressive biceps while Elena Lettiere watched, unimpressed.

	As the foremost intelligence agent and chief gossip among the crew of the Rostock, Chloe Kuri had become a known figure even among the crew of the Brigand. A member of Erika Kairos’ inner circle, Chloe loved to collect and trade secrets and personal information and was in her own words also a hobbyist thief and lockpick. Her small stature and sharply practiced lightness of feet assisted her in sneaking around the station– or so she said. She was a short and curvy Katarran with silver hair and girlish features, dressed in a hooded cape over a cut-off top and shorts. Always smiling, and quite excitable.

	Elena had learned from the “gossiping aunties” of the Brigand that Chloe Kuri had helped a few people in Kreuzung during the last days of their stay. She helped purchase contraband and advertised her information services to various people, either in exchange for extra rations or equally juicy secrets to that which she could divulge. Elena sought Chloe Kuri, hoping that the petite Katarran might be able to find out any information about a certain friend of hers among the Katarran whisper networks– in exchange, Elena disclosed to Chloe her status as Princess von Fueller– which Chloe already knew about.

	“It was a funny attempt though– I appreciate it! I’ll help you out pro-bono!”

	Or rather– Chloe would help out– in exchange for being dubbed a knight.

	Elena pretended she could knight Chloe in any way that mattered, and Chloe was satisfied.

	Now, Chloe was upholding her end of the bargain. 

	But not in a way Elena had envisioned.

	“When we arrived I immediately scouted out the Katarran spots like I usually do. I heard about an informant who showed up recently but already has become legendary for the amount of information she brought to Aachen from other parts of the Imbrium. She’s really made an impression on the Katarrans around here! She’s a bit eccentric and uses a lot of code names– calls herself All-Seeing Eye. It’s worth a shot asking her!”

	When Elena voiced concerns about descending below the baseplate, Chloe smiled wide,

	“Ask for forgiveness, not permission. That’s how Katarrans get things done!”

	Elena suspected this was less a Katarran thing and more of a Chloe thing.

	Nevertheless, she snuck out with Chloe with such ease that at first it felt like a setup.

	In a corner of the Stockheim dock station, they found a cramped cargo lift used for small loads and found that it had been modified to withstand the weight of human beings. Nervous, but willing to go to some lengths for information about her friend, Elena followed Chloe’s instructions, and the two of them shared a cramped lift all the way down below the baseplate. They arrived at a landing with a half-closed shutter, and Chloe easily squeezed through. Even for a skinny girl like Elena, it was a tight fit– she couldn’t imagine any ordinary Katarrans fitting through that way. This was definitely another Chloe special.

	“Chloe, are you sure this is the right way down? This seems dangerous.”

	“This is Chloe’s way down– there’s probably other ones, but this is the one I know.”

	They had only been here two days and she already had ramshackle shortcuts?

	Nevertheless, following a few turns around maintenance tunnels, they exited out onto–

	“Haaren,” the parallel world of Katarrans and crime beneath Aachen station.

	According to Chloe, it was derisively named after a former hunting ground of the Nocht Dynasty– contrasting the exorbitant luxury and waste of a place built entirely for kingly sporting pursuits with a habitat of depressing limitations occupied exclusively by self-described lowlives. Underground Haaren was rather vertical– each small block containing a handful buildings that straddled a ramp down to the next level, with the highest level seeing the rock ceiling held up by pillar supports, and the rest seeing in their too-near sky only the plate that held up the tier above. In total there were maybe thirty buildings, but there were more dwellings and businesses in the form of street kiosks and tents pitched in alleyways and corners. There were snaking paths through the space that were improsived around whatever was erected in their way, navigable only because Elena could see ahead of herself where people were going, and thus, where she was allowed to go.

	Grimy streets, slick with droplets of water that leaked in through the firmaments, and lit by dim neon signage, LCD screens enticing the street wanderers to drink, gamble and fuck, and small torches, running out of battery, rigged up to poles. There was an immense press of human bodies slipping into the alleys, standing before the kiosks, sitting miserably on the streets, and going into and out of the bars, shops, brothels and inns. There was a soup kitchen being run by a group called “Kamma,” along with a few bunkhouses that looked to be managed by religious people. Most of the people around the illicit businesses were Katarrans while most of the sad and bedraggled folk were Imbrians, Loup and Shimii, a strange inversion from the social positions that Elena imagined. Not that there weren’t poor Katarrans– almost everywhere, there was a Katarran being roughed up.

	“Stay close to me and be careful.” Chloe said as they walked in from the elevator bank.

	Avoiding a fight that had broken out between two Katarrans outside a bar.

	Elena had been given a hooded cloak to wear, covering up her features. She had freshly dyed her hair black, and with her face covered, she hoped nobody would realize she was a pretty young girl and try to do anything– between her and Chloe, they were the smallest people around on the streets. She grew increasingly nervous as they walked. 

	Around them, the shops had all kinds of things available. Most sold snacks or handmade textiles, mainly fried or dried foods and squares of synthetic cloth. Some promoted military parts of dubious provenance for sale, including Imperial transponders and communications systems that purported the ability to fool patrols or supply ships, as well as “military-grade” weapons. Others had uncooked food in various conditions, mainly fish.

	“Chloe?”

	“Yeah?”

	While they walked, Elena leaned over Chloe’s shoulder to whisper.

	“Are there places like this everywhere?” She asked.

	“There’s a lot of ‘em!” Chloe said. “Every station has some abandoned areas and some less-traveled ones. A lot are remnants of the shafts dug by workers who were setting down the Core Pylon and building out around it. When people can’t afford to live in the core station, they don’t just disappear, they have to go somewhere. There’s nothing but the station and the ocean, so they go wherever the law doesn’t follow. I think most stations would rather they just eat each other down here than take up even more prison cells.”

	“I see.” Elena said, her voice trembling a bit. She was so shocked to see all of this.

	She knew, intellectually, that places like this were bound to exist.

	Because space in a core station was at a premium, and you had to pay for lodging.

	Therefore, it had to follow– those who were not able to pay had to go somewhere.

	In Kreuzung, she heard that homeless people were beaten on the street.

	So clearly, they had to go somewhere that nobody was looking at.

	Everything Chloe said made complete sense– but seeing it was another matter.

	Elena felt so deeply foolish walking through the crowds of hard-done folks.

	What if she had inherited the crown– could she have ever turned this around?

	No– that was a foolish thought too. Because the crown would have blinded her.

	These people would have just remained invisible to her. 

	Only a proletarian could see them and maybe even understand them.

	Now that she could see them, see the dirty choked-up streets and the tents and the overflowing alleyways and the fact that these people had nothing here but a red light district and some charity, everything ruled over by the huge neon signs advertising booze and sex– the idea of an underworld was made manifest before her. It was not a lurid fantasy anymore. Even though these people had some measure of freedom to do what they pleased, they were visibly hurting, deeply hurting. Elena could not help but to feel a mixture of the seedy underworld fantasy but also a measure of regret and perhaps even pity.

	“Don’t pity them too much.” Chloe said, perhaps realizing what Elena’s silence might have meant. “They wouldn’t want you to. More than your pity, what they would want is your help. But if you give them money, it will only tide them over for a moment. To truly help, just support the Premier and the mission. Remember we’re down here for a reason.”

	“Right.” Elena said, trying to cast eyes away from any faces in the crowd.

	“Besides, it might sound cruel, but these places can be really convenient for us.”

	Elena did not think it was cruel– because she thought of Chloe as a member of this place.

	Someone who moved beneath the eyes of the Imbrians living peacefully in the station.

	Of course it was convenient for her. It was what she knew, it was part of her strength.

	If she were a leviathan, this was the ocean she swam through.

	Regardless, they were, indeed, down in Haaren for a specific goal.

	“Thank you, Chloe, for everything.”

	“Don’t mention it. No more talking for now, okay?”

	Chloe led Elena down several tiers of the Haaren substructure. 

	In each, they saw more of the same, though the lower tiers had more habitations and less crowded streets, as if all the action was focused more on the higher tiers. Even below ground, the peak was the economic center, and the very bottom was the remnants and cast-offs. But the very bottom was where Chloe led Elena. There was much less construction on the last tier, and many more tents and makeshift dwellings for the poor.

	In the back of the bottom tier, there was an enormous, out of commission pipe.

	“This is capped, leads nowhere– but she’s living in there. All-Seeing-Eye.” Chloe said.

	She looked excited, as if she had been waiting to meet the mysterious informant herself.

	Elena could see a faint glimmer of light deep within the pipe.

	There was about a meter and a half between the ground floor and the lip of the pipe, so Elena had a bit of an awkward climb up onto it. Chloe helped her up, and she then reached out a hand to help Chloe up onto the pipe as well. Once they were both standing within it, they walked deeper inside. Elena thought the pipe might have been moist, but it was perhaps the driest place in Haaren, completely dry, without even a hint of rust on the grey steel structure around them, and none of the leaks outside.

	Lights had indeed been installed– there were a few LED strips linked with snaking cable.

	“Chloe, should we call something out?” Elena whispered as they walked.

	Chloe cupped her hands around her face as if to amplify her voice and began to shout.

	“We come seeking information! Please reveal yourself, famous informant!”

	This seemed terribly silly and nothing at all like what Elena imagined she would say–

	“I’m quite revealed already. Move closer and we’ll deal.”

	And yet, it provoked a cordial-sounding reply from further ahead.

	After a few more paces they could see the cap at the end of the pipe, with a few more LED strips affixed to the area than normal. At the far end, a person who had been laying alone on the floor pulled a battery-heated blanket from over herself and stood before them. At her feet, there were a few silvery packages and emptied bottles of water. She was a short and thin woman, not as short as Chloe, but a bit shorter than Elena, whom others considered girlish in height and figure. She had small forehead horns– likely a Katarran.

	It was difficult to see in the dim yellowish light from the LED strips, but Elena thought the woman’s hair was a very pale color, maybe with a bit of pink to it. Two braids met in the back of her head, from which two long tails of her hair also extended, and she had neat, blunt bangs up front, a rather elaborate hair style for someone living in a pipe. Her clothing was very tight, with a long, uniform red and black plastic dress-jacket, the buttons offset to the left of her slim chest. Flourishes of cloth on her sleeves made them look like fins.

	Far too fancy altogether to fit in with the rest of Haaren.

	Discarded in another corner was a cloak with a symbol on it Elena had never seen before.

	A sun partially obscured by a heavy dithering, with a rainbow-colored ring around it.

	“You are the information trader called All-Seeing Eye, is that right?” Chloe asked.

	“Even if you just ask her, can we even know that this is the right person?” Elena asked.

	All-Seeing-Eye looked at them with an inexpressive face– and sharp, golden eyes.

	“That is correct. I have no way of proving my identity. You will simply have to accept the risk as you would do for any transaction. You will find few people more knowledgeable than I am in Haaren. For the right price, I can elucidate anything for you– or even tell you a fortune.”

	“A lot of the Katarrans around here talk a great deal about you.” Chloe said.

	“They have reason to. I have assisted a few; and I have read the doom of several more.”

	“Right.” Chloe said. She turned to Elena, “apparently, she correctly predicted the gambling fortunes of a few mercs around here, and predicted the deaths of two others, who, well, yeah. Not around anymore.” Chloe smiled and crossed her arms. “That’s how she first came into prominence, but she also had information that led to a big hit on a supply ship too, and news about Veka and the Palatine too. Everyone says she’s legit.”

	“Then why isn’t she being swarmed with people demanding her information?” Elena asked.

	“Hmph.” All-Seeing Eye shut her eyes and crossed her arms. “Because I assert myself.”

	“Well, it’s more because– you have to understand, Katarrans, and especially mercs, we can be really superstitious folks! You might not get it if I just tell you, but this lady is way too ominous. So a lot of people around here will talk up how great she is, but they aren’t going to risk getting a bad fortune from her, or being given information about how their hits and heists might crash and burn on them.” Chloe said, smiling a bit nervously.

	Elena felt a sudden bit of chill. “So why did you recommend her to me?”

	Chloe shrugged. “You’re an Imbrian! You don’t believe in anything right?”

	“Well, first of all, I’ll have you know, I identify with my mother’s elven heritage–”

	“–Okay?”

	“–and secondly, I’m actually getting a bit freaked out here!” Elena shouted.

	Suddenly, All-Seeing Eye reached out her hand and laid gentle fingers on Elena’s cheek.

	Quieting her whining instantly, and just as instantly setting her heart to a rapid beat.

	She eased Elena’s chin toward herself and looked her directly in the eyes.

	For the first time, All-Seeing Eye smiled. Elena dared not move a muscle in her grasp.

	Her face was pretty, girlish and delicate, but her gaze was rather intimidating.

	“I will be leaving Aachen soon. For you, I will listen to one final request, for a small fee.”

	She lifted her hand from Elena’s face, and Elena took a step back, still surprised.

	For as lithe as this woman was, she commanded an immense presence.

	“What’s the fee?” Chloe asked, taking charge since Elena was temporarily out of sorts.

	“I want a bit of her hair. I’ll preserve it and use it for no deleterious purpose.”

	“Elven hair, huh? You’re not going to do any kind of Mageía with it are you?”

	All-Seeing Eye cracked a smug grin at Chloe, whose body language turned a bit defensive.

	“Hmph. If you’re a Katarran you should know that no serious Mageía can be done for such a small sacrifice. Were I to ask for her blood or teeth perhaps. As it stands you are near to offending me– take the price or leave it, it is final, and I will soon be gone. All I intend to do with her hair is to offer it to my lord, the Demon King, as a small obeisance.”

	“Demon king? Now that’s a really trustworthy codename! Are you a Pythian?” Chloe said.

	“How limited your imagination. I grow tired of your skepticism.” All-Seeing Eye said.

	“I’ll do it. Don’t worry about me, Chloe. I don’t care even if she does try to curse me.”

	Elena mastered herself, embarassed at how easily she had been stunned by the woman.

	She had not risked admonishment from the captain and snuck out to this unpleasant place to simply walk back empty-handed. Some part of her could feel it when she was touched by All-Seeing Eye, and when their gazes met. They had formed a deeper connection than was visible. This woman had power and meant what she said. This was a small price for her to ask, and Elena could stand to gain from dealing with her. And somehow, she also knew– that a touch as gentle as All-Seeing Eye’s could not have been meant in malice.

	All-Seeing Eye was not capable of malice, she thought. She had no basis for this.

	But it was her feeling— maybe it was some latent bit of psionics in her that still worked.

	“Very well. What is your request?” All-Seeing Eye said.

	Chloe looked at Elena with a soft, supportive gaze.

	Elena took a deep breath. Her body tensed, and she felt a thrill of anticipation.

	“Can you tell me what you know about Inquisitor Gertrude Lichtenberg? Has she been seen recently, or made any kind of statements, or done anything that you know?” Elena said.

	“Very well.”

	Those words nearly made Elena’s heart stop with surprise.

	And she thought she saw a small smile as All-Seeing Eye answered her affirmatively.

	She walked over to her cloak, and from under it, withdrew a portable computer.

	Returning to Elena’s side, and making sure to block Chloe’s field of vision–

	All-Seeing Eye showed Elena a few tidbits of information that sent her spirits soaring.

	Records of a Vekan ship, the Aranjagaan, making contact with the Iron Lady!

	Judging by the date– it was just after they had departed Goryk’s Gorge.

	By now, this was quite a few weeks in the past for all of them.

	“As you can see from these records, she was peacefully seen off by the Vekans in the direction of Konstantinople where she would assuredly be safe from harm.” All-Seeing Eye said, her voice barely above a whisper close to Elena’s ear. “Does this satisfy your heart? Perhaps you want a fortune, to insure you might yet meet again?”

	“No. It’s okay.” Elena said. 

	Her eyes filled with tears, but she smiled, and shook her head.

	All-Seeing Eye shut her portable computer off, holding it by the handle with a hand.

	Then, she swiped one of her fingers at Elena’s hair, a flourish that glinted in the dim light.

	Demonstrating after that she had taken a few innocuous locks of her hair as the payment.

	“Then that is our transaction. Honored to do business, in the name of the Demon King.”

	All-Seeing Eye bowed to Elena, with one hand outstretched, and another over her heart.

	Then, she returned to her heated blanket, shut it off, and began to collect her trash.

	Chloe stood off to the side, staring at her with narrowed eyes.

	“Hey, I’m so sorry– this chick’s a total quack! I should have never–” Chloe began–

	Elena shook her head, weeping, but still smiling. “No, it’s fine, Chloe. It’s great.”

	“It’s great?” Chloe asked, clearly confused.

	“I’m completely satisfied. Thank you so much. Let’s get back before we get yelled at.”

	Her heart felt like it had been drained of a horribly constraining pressure.

	It was not a lot of information, but it was enough.

	Gertrude had left Goryk Gorge, and at the Vekan border, she avoided a confrontation and was allowed to leave for Konstantinople. Most of Sverland was Union territory now, which meant that if the Vekans did not get her, and the Iron Lady continued to sail independently of Norn– then Gertrude must have made it to safety in Konstantinople. 

	They might still meet again someday.

	No– they definitely would. Elena did not need a fortune to know that.

	It felt silly to think about the future when the present was so tenuous.

	But she wanted to believe.

	“Someday, I’ll show her the new person I am now. And we can start over.” She whispered.

	Her tears were tears of joy. Her friend, her old love, was still alive out there.

	Elena was sure that they would share their apologies and get to talk again someday.

	

	

	Soon, that Chloe Kuri and her mysterious elf left All-Seeing Eye’s makeshift home.

	She did not see them out, did not need to. Their transaction was over.

	And what a fine transaction it was. All-Seeing Eye was quite pleased with it.

	Her stay in Haaren was over too. Her next destination was Trelleborg.

	Another new horizon in her wanderings to support her master’s passionate ambition.

	Transacting was her business, but not her true purpose. 

	She was the spearhead of the Demon King, scouting the western side of the civil war.

	Nevertheless, her transactions in Haaren had been satisfactory. She had learned some useful information, demonstrated the might that was held in the hand of the Demon King, and the Katarrans were largely congenial to her presence. It had not been difficult to travel to Aachen, and the stay had been peaceful, so she deemed it a successful visit.

	However, Aachen was heading for turbulence.

	There was a dangerous current in the Aether, she could feel it.

	She had to stay ahead of it, for now.

	For the sake of her mission, this was not the place to hold her ground.

	It was just another transitory stop on the journey that her Demon King decreed.

	Maybe with more time, she would have checked the depths of the Aachen Massif–

	–but she was ill equipped to dig too deep anyway.

	“Let me see– was my hunch correct?”

	All-Seeing Eye put the strands of hair she had collected into the palm of her hand.

	Looking at them and channeling the power to unveil their true form.

	Biokinesis.

	In the dim light in the capped pipe, the black hairs turned a gentle indigo.

	Elven heritage— and not just any elven heritage either.

	“Elena von Fueller.” All-Seeing Eye said, smiling. “My lord will be pleased to hear of this.”

	She gently, almost reverently, placed the hair into a small container.

	This, she stowed into pockets in her coat, along with her portable computer and blanket.

	Everything fit a little too well, as if the coat was shifting its size to fit everything snugly.

	All of her trash she put into a bag that she would throw out along the way.

	All-Seeing Eye felt strangely satisfied. It was amusing to have encountered that girl.

	“We’ll meet again, Elena von Fueller. I don’t need a fortune to tell you that much. Perhaps someday I can retrieve you for her– she will never say, but it would surely please her.”

	Elena and whoever was guaranteeing her safety. Their paths would cross again someday.

	Whether in association or conflict, it was yet to be determined.

	But not now– in the maze-like currents of the Aether, this was but a liminal space for them.

	

	

	“Alright, alright, you damn social fascists all got me to sit down, so now what?”

	“Well– of course, I have thoroughly planned out a multi-point agenda for us–!”

	“Moravskyi, you blowhard, don’t think you’ll have the room to yourself just being loud!”

	In the backroom of a little pub that was entirely bought out for the purpose–

	Around a long square table with drinks and snacks and a half-dozen portable computers–

	A sharp-gazed Katarran woman with smoke blue hair and a barrel-chested, bearded man leaned across the table practically growling in each other’s faces with anger. Beside them, a dainty woman in a white dress with perfectly styled pink hair waved her hands helplessly while an older, brown-haired woman sighed. Around them, a collection of assorted attendants and supporters watched the unruly proceedings with exasperation, embarassment, helplessness, apathy and even a vaguely concealed delight.

	It was the opening day of the United Front deliberations.

	The communist Nationale Volksarmee and their newly-acquired allies and assets,

	The Reichbanner Schwarzrot and the vast finances of the Luxembourg heiress,

	The disparate anarchist Eisern Front and the leaders of its enigmatic three arrows,

	All had managed to gather in Aachen to reach an agreement about their shared enemy.

	And perhaps to decide the future of the Eisental region, and maybe all of Rhinea–

	But almost immediately–

	Erika Kairos and Taras Moravskyi howled at one another an instant away from brawling.

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg tried to get them all to look at her slide presentation.

	And off the side of this farce–

	Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya and Commissar Aaliyah Bashara watched,

	faces drained of color with exhaustion and disbelief and ears ringing from the shouts.

	They turned to face one another with the same quietly screaming despair in their eyes.

	What are we supposed to do now?!

	While the Volkisch lurked in the far distance, scheming to pick up the pieces they had overturned, the United Front squabbled over the rules at the game table.

	☭Eisental United Front Status☭

	Nationale Volksarmee (Deadlocked)

	Reichsbanner Schwarzrot (Presiding)

	Eisern Front (Deadlocked)

	 

	 


13.4

	After Descent, Year 958

	In the middle of the Luxembourg School for Girls campus there was a grand square that represented one of the main social areas for the students. Gentle hills served as excellent picnic spots for the girls, and marble-tiled squares with fountains and gazebos offered a variety of backdrops for the cheerful blossoming of the Empire’s up and coming prizes, wives and mothers. At the center of the plaza there was an enormous tree, one of the largest trees in the entire Imbrium. Its wide green crown provided the best shade from the sun lamps.

	One fateful day, as war loomed, and internal security worsened–

	There was a crowd gathered around the tree–

	Watching a dozen girls chain themselves to it, holding hands, standing their ground.

	“No more wars! No more slavery! No more trading in blood!”

	Hands linked together, old brown-tinged chains around their midsections, dirtying the white and yellow uniforms. Imbrian girls of surpassing tidiness, model students, blond-haired, blue-eyed, it was such an incongruous sight, and such incongruous words came out of their lips, that it felt like the whole school gathered to watch them out of sheer confusion and curiosity. Though they were not particularly famous girls, everyone at Luxembourg was the child of someone with at least some money and influence. If not born to someone like that, then sponsored by someone worthy of the school’s pedigree for a scholarship.

	Until that day, those girls had fit into these molds perfectly.

	Then they became new creatures entirely.

	Around that tree, the girls had organized a protest– they were protesting at the school.

	Such things had been easy to ignore in the changing times of the Fueller Reformation. For a time, the new, young Emperor tolerated a new, young culture of free discourse and critique. It was out of this leniency that Mordecai wrote his much-hated words about wealth and power, that the final rhetorical nails drove into the inviolability of increasingly sidelined aristocrats, and that the spectre of Imbrian fascism began to take its purest form.

	In those times, even young girls were allowed the occasional foray into counterculture.

	In A.D. 958 protest was no longer viewed as a plaything of fiery, modern girls, however.

	With the colonies in revolt, Alayze preparing to invade, and conspiracies abounding–

	School security ushered away and curfewed all the girls who gathered to watch the protest.

	Formed a cordon around the tree and the hill that contained it and raised sound-dampeners.

	And dispensed with the rod, opting instead for the full-powered vibrotruncheon.

	Hiding on the sidelines of the protest, eyes filled with tears, watching the girls being violently and bodily removed from around the tree with her own eyes– was Gloria Innocence Luxembourg, a waifish, dark-haired, bespectacled young girl for whom everything under and around that tree was meant. Her own little white uniform dirtied with a bit of mud she turned up as she scampered through the park out of sight, wanting with all her heart to see– what she had failed to participate in. To see the consequences of her cowardice.

	Yesterday’s bold promises of support for the members of her secret political reading group,

	Whom, on that day, she watched the destruction of from afar,

	understanding all too keenly it would have been different had she joined the protest–

	“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she mumbled, as if in time with the beatings.

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg raised her hand to look into the screen of her high-end computerized watch. Its beveled white and pink chassis was fully customized to her own needs, with a cute, rabbit-like design and little hearts and wings on the wristband. She flicked her finger across the screen, scrolling past several pre-installed, discrete programs and bringing up her favorite and most useful feature of the watch–

	“Just got out of bed and made myself up for the day. Feeling wistful. Uncertain.”

	Her watch had already logged her mood for 426 prior days at various times of the day.

	On the watch display, an analysis appeared–

	“Have you had breakfast yet? Hunger brings vulnerability.” It said.

	Beaming brightly, Gloria felt a weight off her shoulders. “Of course! Breakfast!”

	Of course, breakfast– she was just hungry. No need to trouble herself further.

	Once she had breakfast she could simply go about her day without troublesome thoughts.

	And it was a big day indeed. She would need all of her faculties in order.

	Supposedly, she was on vacation to Aachen, renting out modest lodgings for a quiet retreat.

	Aachen was not known as a vacation destination, but nobody could question the boss.

	Though Gloria hardly ever boasted about her wealth openly, as it would have been quite a faux pas to her leftist contemporaries, she was a member of an ultra-elite club of recently minted millionaires, and one of the most valuable people in Rhinea, if not the Imbrium. 

	Raylight Beauty seized a massive untapped market by treating women in all strata of society as customers who to whom they could advertise a wide range of products. Such that anyone could and would want to purchase cosmetics, handbags, underwear, personal care products and even certain supplements, from them, with their logo. Raylight Beauty could hardly be called a megacorporation. Its wealth and influence was a shadow of monopolies like Volwitz and Rhineametalle who wielded political connections in addition to their finances. 

	However, they had successfully swept away nearly all of their old-fashioned competitors in the women’s goods industry by spending big on modern, chic, female-centric and empowering marketing. They expanded aggressively, capitalizing on initial success in cosmetics to become a juggernaut of women’s and girls’ culture in the Mare Imbrium.

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg became valued in the hundreds of millions of Reichsmarks.

	A certain small ship from a certain unnamed country had about three million marks to spend, a tidy sum which allowed them to make up the servicing of a large, complex ship at several stations, pay out hush money, and create walking-around funds for its employees to go on little dates. This amount likely represented a significant percentage of their country’s Imperial Marks holdings, which they held in credichips for various uses. That little ship would soon run out of funds in their adventures; meanwhile Gloria was unlikely to ever run out of money. Her wealth could only grow– so long as her current exploits remained on the low.

	Despite all of this, she held herself to a humble standard.

	She hired the stingiest and most old-fashioned aristocratic accountant she could find, rather than hiring some noveau riche money management company that might then encourage her to live a millionaire rockstar life of excessive spending. Her spending was modest, with infrequent travel, only a handful of private properties or station investments, relatively few and affordable vices, and few parties outside of luxurious corporate events for her employees. Much of her spending was in lavish donations to worthy causes and agreeable politicians, personal gifts to struggling girls whose stories moved her, and her biggest side-project of the past few years– the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot paramilitary.

	Her lodgings in Aachen were located off to the side of the third tier’s high-end commercial facilities, which themselves lay a tier below the government palace. Unlike the offices and small apartments in the external layers of the first and second tiers, the third tier’s spaces for rent were a bit more luxurious, with many triple-wide and quadruple-wide suites. 

	For her stay in Aachen, Gloria had rented a triple-wide that was about five minutes walk to the commercial district. It was a winged design, with a central room that served as a lobby and entertainment area with couches, tea tables, synthetic carpeting, and a big, dedicated screen; off to the right were a bedroom with a king-size bed and ample storage for clothes and effects, and a bathroom with a large combination shower and bath; off the left there was a large kitchen and dining area as well as a mini laundry room adjoining.

	In terms of aesthetics, it was acceptably modern. 

	Because of the LCD screen-walls and the square LED strips overhead, it was possible to change the room by altering the dominant colors projected, and the couches and other furniture was designed to gently reflect and distort the light to achieve different moods. That morning, Gloria had everything as it was formerly set, a moody, icy blue– as she left the bedroom she quickly shifted the color to a soothing, muted green. The mechanism was well-designed. It varied the shades and strokes of the green to avoid looking too uniform and constructed, preventing the entire room from looking like a continuous colored sheet.

	Dressed in a thin white nightgown, her unbrushed pink hair spilling messy down her back and over her shoulders, and looking, in her own estimation, a bit plain without her makeup, Gloria ambled over to the kitchen. Thankfully with her second skin applied, she looked roughly how she wanted to no matter how much or how little effort she put into herself: she appeared to be in her early 20s rather than her mid-30s. Raylight’s cosmetics could do wonders, but there was nothing as effective as a full-body treatment– which Raylight also offered.

	She opened touched one of the far walls of the kitchen and a refrigerator door slid open, releasing a cool mist. She shivered a bit. When she rented the place she had requested the kitchen be stocked as she did not wish to shop for food herself. So she found several items inside the fridge already. There were not enough prepared meals for her liking, and she would have liked more greens among her meals. Nevertheless, she procured a milk bag, punctured it with a straw and began to drink from it without reservation, while pushing items around, thumbing through the full inventory to decide what to eat.

	Finding a package of cucumber cream salad and another package of chicken breast with cured egg yolk sauce, Gloria had her meal plan for the first half of the day. She took out both packages, unwrapped the chicken from the plastic, and touched the wall beside the refrigerator. A panel slid open to reveal an auto-cooker, entirely set into the wall and controlled digitally. She let it judge how best to cook the packaged chicken meal and it chose to bake, quickly coming up to temperature. It would cook in ten minutes.

	Watching the chicken in the auto-cooker, Gloria drank the last of her milk bag and peeled the plastic off the creamy cucumber salad, stirring it around with a fork to redistribute some of the dill and parsley and to spread the mayonnaise and sour cream more evenly. She knew how to cook. Every student at the Luxembourg School for Girls was taught basic living and household skills for their eventual futures. However, like many graduates of the school, she also preferred to have help with this task, and she could afford it.

	She nibbled on the cucumber. In the middle of the kitchen, in her night gown, she had not even washed her face, crunching on watery cucumber with creamy dressing. Her mind wandering. It was easy to entertain the cliché– that she was far from home. Far from where she should be. And yet even in this alien city, alone, she could bring with her almost any luxury. Even the luxury of simply doing nothing, but standing in her kitchen, food already cared for, and other affairs soon to be. Gloria was blessed in that way.

	Some small part of that felt shameful, but when she thought about all she read in her life–

	In her mind, in the socialist world, there would be people who loved to cook and would therefore cook for others. Alongside people like her who disliked this activity and could spend their time more productively if someone else cooked. Everyone would benefit in the end. There were people who were forced to do what they were not meant to, who lacked the opportunity to be what they truly wanted. Such a thing could be abolished, so that the thinkers could think and the cooks could cook. It was such a thing that she was struggling and working for ever since she started her little book club at school. She was not just an idle rich woman. She was well read, and she thought she knew the painful truth of the world.

	Yes– she wasn’t just some idle rich woman.

	At that moment, there was a buzzing on her wrist.

	“I know, I’m letting my mood spiral again–”

	When she looked down, it was actually a voice call. 

	She took it on her watch.

	It was one of her security personnel– Orlan Aries. She had been expecting him.

	“Ma’am, I am coming up now. The Pandora’s Box is done with their security stuff.” He said.

	Gloria, unsmiling on the call, played up her typical affect with her speech.

	“Orley! I am sooo happy to hear from you! Did your new friends treat you right?”

	“I’d love to complain, but I would not be here without them.”

	“That is worth more than a pfenig! So– what’s your voice-call appropriate take on them?”

	Orlan sighed a bit on the call.

	“I don’t know, ma’am. Let me see. I wish their ship had a smoking area. I don’t really understand why they are all vegetarians. Some of them drink too much and they always drink hard liquor when they do, which is insane to me because they are otherwise really buttoned up about other things. Almost every time when a Shimii is doing something and it’s prayer time they will just stop on the spot and pray even if it is inconvenient. All of them give me more of the vibe of Katarran mercenaries than, you know, people of their persuasions. However, they have an uncanny ability to accomplish the impossible.”

	Despite his reticence, he gave a fantastic assessment and performed his role well.

	Gloria finally smiled. The ability to accomplish the impossible, huh?

	Of course– after all, they had already done something impossible to many people.

	They were communists, in this awful world that contradicted them at every turn.

	“Did any of them suspect you of anything?” She asked.

	Orlan paused for a moment, grumbling a bit.

	“I’m sure they must have realized anything I heard and saw would ultimately reach you, but they don’t care. They are not really given into paranoia and it is not like I had access to any classified records. Mostly I stuck to myself and out of their way, just observing. I was fiending for a cigarette the whole time, so I was a bit low energy. I did make friends with one of them– Murati Nakara. A really fascinating lady– she has lots of presence.”

	Gloria would have to demand specifics later. “Very well. I can meet you in the early afternoon– the Tier 3 office, Location Karl. All of us will be there to chat, and then we we will move on. I trust you will not be late, Orley, or I will be quite pouty when I see you again. You can meet your own friends and take care of your own business later.”

	“Of course. I wouldn’t want you to get pouty ma’am. I’ll see you there.”

	Gloria squeezed her wrist to end the call.

	Her chicken was ready. 

	She took the half-eaten cucumber salad and the cured egg yolk chicken to the dining table and sat down to eat. Without Orlan’s voice there was a void of sound in the apartment that felt suddenly eerie. Gloria quickly summoned a bit of light jazz to help buoy her mood and thoughts as she ate. Thinking about what she would do next, what she would say.

	She had to decide what she would do about her erstwhile allies.

	More than the Eisern Front, it was Erika’s Nationale Volksarmee that worried her, a bit.

	Gloria wanted full control of the United Front and everything that happened after.

	In her mind, it should be hers because she had real infrastructure and money.

	She had ships, she had soldiers, she had hideouts, she had accounts and paid informants, hush money, corporate spies, connections with Rhein-Sieg-Kries union leaders, Stockheim yards and Agri-Sphere activists. While Erika was doing petty banditry, she had been building something in Rhinea, something secret, but big, powerful, usable– Erika was a speck of dust to the Volkisch. But if the Volkisch knew how much power Gloria had, their hearts would have chilled to a stop. All she needed was a bit more to take the fight to them.

	But Erika was the fighter, the real fighter. She had killed for the cause. More than once.

	In her mind, Erika’s true place, her best place, was as a military leader for the Front.

	Gloria wanted Erika to marshal the socialist forces, while she led them politically.

	To do this, she had to gently convince Erika of where she was most useful.

	And thus gently disabuse her of the little title of Premier she granted herself.

	Both the communists and anarchists would be presenting opposing views on organization.

	It would not be easy, but she might be able to convince everyone of a third way out of their current predicament– communist officers, leading experienced troops with on-the-ground support from the anarchist rabble, and the social democrats in a council crafting the policy that would win the heart of Eisental. An integrated command playing to their strengths. Each in their place, with their own specialty. In her mind it was the only way the United Front could ever work. In so doing, she might be able to convince Erika to accept the military position, to avoid any further infighting, and thereby temper her ambition.

	Gloria would bring the matter up to her mentor, Kansal, who had experience in such things.

	She would not carry herself exactly as Kansal wanted– but her experience was valuable.

	Everything started to feel a bit more possible as she puzzled it out by herself on the table.

	At that moment, her wrist began to buzz again. 

	There were not many people who could have bothered her then. 

	She suspected Orlan or Kremina and felt a bit irritated, lifting her watch–

	To find the call was instead from Mia Weingarten. 

	Gloria picked up immediately after.

	Grinning ear to ear.

	“The pop princess herself! Mia I’m ecstatic you called!” Gloria assumed her perky persona.

	“H-Hello, Ms. Luxembourg.” Mia said, her voice a bit hesitant and muted in response.

	“No, no! Not Ms. Luxembourg– you can call me Gloria, darling, you know you can!”

	“Thank you Ms.– Gloria. I– I’ve been– considering something– if it’s not too much–”

	“My dear, don’t be so nervous– my door is always open to you. Always! I can tell you’re frazzled and in need. I’m here for you. How many times have we collabed? Your songs and your image have done so much for me and Raylight. We’re practically a little family by now.”

	“Right. Gloria, this time– it could stir up a lot of trouble.” Mia’s voice went near whisper.

	“Dear, nothing in the world is trouble to me. Why don’t you come over? We can talk.”

	Gloria lifted her long, pale legs onto the table, leaning back on her chair, smiling like a fox.

	Mia Weingarten hesitated on the call. Gloria could hear her delicious little voice tremble.

	“Yes– I will, ma’am.” She finally said. “I mean– I’ll come by tonight. So we can– talk.”

	“Fantastic! Marvelous! My schedule tonight is officially empty. I can’t wait to see you again. Don’t worry your pretty face over anything doll, Gloria Luxembourg will fix it all for you.”

	“Yes. Thank you, ma’am. I’ll see you.” Mia Weingarten sheepishly hung up.

	Gloria brimmed with anticipation. 

	Money was the devil; but a good deal was a good deal, and there was no better investment in the world than a pretty girl and whatever made her happy.

	

	

	Euphrates’ path was an endless desert, each grain of sand the detritus of her experiences.

	In her mind, in her dreams, she walked through the desert. It was vast, cold, and dark.

	From shutting her eyes to reopening them, the desert was there to welcome her.

	Memories, people, events, formed mounds in the sand that she crossed.

	Dim recollections serving only as obstacles to her finding peace.

	Ever blowing in a distant wind that never stopped, a current rushing perpetually.

	Euphrates was a person, a woman, a lesbian, a former subject of the Federation of Northern States and then the hegemonic Aer Federation, and a Jew– but she was so ancient that these words had lost all meaning in themselves. Many of them were buried in time, and nobody whom she told could understand them. But even the ones that remained were eroded in her person. Sometimes she felt that nobody actually saw her as a human, but as a being. She walked, talked, had physical touch, but she could not be truly seen. Nobody existed who could see all of her– though one person tried her very best.

	Euphrates hardly understood herself anymore. Were her recollections accurate?

	People and locations, ancient scents and sounds, dust kicked off the dunes into her face.

	Out of reach, only the barest scraps remaining. So close but still impossible to grasp.

	Was this dementia? But her recall of fact and theory did not suffer for this.

	Though it frightened her, some part of it also gave her comfort. 

	Maybe she could die. Maybe one day she would just become unable to think.

	But– she had too much to keep living for. So she kept walking her desert, day after day.

	It was not just her inner world that was so full and yet so empty either.

	In the past, she had viewed the Aether as a predominantly empty place too.

	Colorful, and filled with the vague presence of humanity, but without the substance of humanity. There was no sight, and they made no sound, there was nothing to touch. Endless drifting color suggestive of life but without the fullness of it. Perhaps everything was as illusory and devoid of complete truth as that empty world of colors.

	Soometimes she even suspected humanity itself to be an empty shell of what it was.

	However, something had shifted since Goryk’s Gorge– when she reconnected with people.

	Slowly, she began to hear human speech occupying the Aether.

	At first, it was the speech of people that she had come to know and perhaps cherish.

	Tigris’ words, yes. 

	But also those of Murati Nakara, Ulyana Korabiskaya, Aaliyah Bashara.

	People whose presence made time move for her again.

	Perhaps it was because time was moving for her– she soon began to hear new voices.

	Voices speaking all at once, from lips she could not see, people she did not know.

	Uncaring but not kind– they all spoke at once and never cared for the impropriety.

	But what they spoke of, in their voice, one and many, had themes of unity, connection.

	Her desert, too, began to feature strange new voices and their singing.

	And soon, it even featured more of the past, as if her memory was fertilized by the present.

	Her memories, her inner self, became like a forest of enormous trees with silver crowns.

	Euphrates walked upon moistened earth, through carbon puddles brimming with life.

	Enormous roots framed her path and the trees looked down upon her with the great arms and all-encompassing crowns as if merged with the sky itself. “Looked down upon” but only due to their positions– there was no sense of contempt from the trees. They were filled with love and acceptance; she felt peaceful near them. They wanted her to know–

	That they had always loved humanity, despite everything that happened.

	That they still believed that humanity deserved to live, deserved to thrive and be free.

	Hearing their song, she wanted to curl up at their roots.

	It was not to be. Like so much dust, the vision, and its meanings, blew easily away.

	Her eyes opened– she saw the olive-brown skin on Tigris’ bare shoulder and back.

	Long red hair falling between them. Sound asleep, her breasts barely covered by the sheet.

	She was in their shared bed, in their room on the UNX-001 Brigand, docked in Aachen.

	Everything was dim, quiet. There was only a thin strip of light from under the door.

	Because both of them were fairly thin and fairly short, they fit into one bed comfortably when they wanted. Euphrates’ eyes traced the lines of her companion’s figure in the shadows. They fit perfectly together. Tigris was taller, with her long, red hair and lithe limbs, more driven to physical activity. Euphrates was just a bit more compact and hermitic, a bit softer. Her own shorter blue hair, slightly wavy and swept evenly to the sides of her forehead. Both their faces were rather young-looking and much younger than they truly were. Tigris was perfectly frozen in her early twenties and Euphrates never changed much past twenty or so. Tigris was hundreds of years old now– 

	Euphrates was over a thousand years old, though the specifics escaped her.

	The oldest year she remembered was D.C.E. 2035, when the Ayvartan Union defeated the Federation of Northern States in the War of the Great Continents.

	During The Common Era– D.C.E. A long-gone calendar.

	After D.C.E. came the Aer Federation reckoning of the years, A.I. 

	Aera Invicta, the indomitable epoch of a humanity fated to triumph over the stars.

	Euphrates did not recall exactly when D.C.E. transitioned to A.I., however.

	And now, the reckoning was A.D. — After Descent. 

	Now– the present was ever more taking prominence over the distant past.

	There were no more stars for humanity. Only the merciful firmament of the ocean.

	Nevertheless, they lived on.

	Scarcely a day had passed since the Brigand had arrived at Aachen.

	A sudden mood had taken Euphrates and her partner.

	Euphrates had her arms around Tigris. One hooked under her chest, another over the hip.

	Her fingers had been reaching between Tigris’ legs. They felt tempted to do so again, even.

	The two of them worked up the mood and had sex– not too boisterously, but they did.

	Enough to satisfy an urge for physical fulfillment that became rarer as the years passed.

	Though perhaps they did not have that appearance to others, the two of them were a couple. Tigris was frequently critical of her, but Euphrates loved her like no one else in the world. Sometimes, Tigris was the sole proof Euphrates still had a body and emotions.

	Long, long weeks and months and even years studying and theorizing and building and exploring in the darkest holes on Aer, inconclusive journeys in a frozen world that suffered nothing new to arise. Even in their stays in the labs they were cloistered. They were each other’s only source of stimulus, and yet, it was a rare occasion for them to share a bed, to touch, to hold each other, and even to muster the desire for sexual activity.

	Perhaps, because their time was moving again, their bodies recalled their desires.

	Euphrates pulled closer to Tigris again, who shifted slightly but remained asleep.

	She kissed her gently on her nape. She felt her body heat, so close, so comforting.

	Sometimes it didn’t feel real.

	When Euphrates was a child, the world was locked in a hellish war.

	Federation of Northern States troops, retreating from the invasion of their hated Ayvartan enemy, found her in a puddle of poisoned water in the aftermath of a scorched-earth chemical bombardment by heavy aircraft hoping deny the Ayvartans a minor village full of displaced people– including a few desperate jews in hiding. Perplexed at her ability to survive such a condition, they took her, and so began her confinement of innumerable years. Studied, used, a nameless subject from which information was extracted. Off her literal back, off her literal flesh, revolutionary biological research flourished around the world.

	Her greatest fear was that she was still actually back in the laboratory, lost in delusions.

	Sometimes she lacked any evidence to the contrary.

	It was something she could tell nobody. Nobody would ever understand it.

	Recently, she had found some evidence, however, that did much to put her mind at ease.

	Norn’s mutilation that inflicted a terrifying agony upon her, like no pain she had ever felt.

	Murati’s connection to her, which shared with her such warmth and determination.

	Tigris’ heat and the cute little noises she made when they had sex that night.

	Such things were not experiences she had as a little girl locked away forever in the dark.

	She could only have these experiences because she was free, and her time was moving.

	Her stultifying years in a glass cell could have never realized this vivid world.

	“Mm. You’re doing stuff back there. Go back to sleep.”

	Tigris mumbled, and slowly nestled her back closer to Euphrates’ chest.

	Euphrates held her tight again. Whispered in her ear. “I love you.”

	“What’s gotten into you?” Tigris muttered. “I love you too. Go to sleep already.”

	Nestled together as they were, Euphrates found that sleep soon came into reach.

	Next morning, the two of them slowly peeled away from each other and got dressed.

	They had somewhere to be that day, and so they were both dressed similarly for once.

	Euphrates was often the one wearing a vest, blazer, button-down and tie. Her basic state of being was formal, so she dressed formally, sometimes jokingly called a young master by the sailors; Tigris meanwhile was more used to work attire and made a face the entire time as Euphrates helped her button her old brown checkerboard sportcoat and properly set her tie. While Euphrates wore pants, Tigris opted for a knee-length skirt and bright red tights.

	“We’re Ganges’ peers, do we really have to dress up like this?” Tigris asked.

	“She’s in charge of an organization, so we should show her some respect.” Euphrates said.

	“And what if she’s been a bastard this whole time? Will you still respect her in the end?”

	“Let me be the one to show disrespect when the time comes. Can you promise me that?”

	“Ugh. Fine. Whatever. You do the talking– but then why are you dragging me along?”

	Euphrates smiled. “Because you are my inseparable partner-in-crime, obviously.”

	Tigris averted her gaze and sighed and allowed her tie to be adjusted.

	Euphrates felt a disquiet about her meeting with Daksha Kansal–

	But it briefly dissipated when she stepped out of her room.

	Instantly they were greeted by the main hall of the Brigand. Even when the ship was docked, there were still dozens of souls in the hall at any given time, smiling and waving to and from their business. Always courteous, driven by the animus afforded by their work and their overarching objective. Sailors undid panels to get at wires and junction boxes; logistics and managerial troops took up meeting rooms and discussed planning, supplies and efficiencies; Aiden Ahwalia cleaned the halls with a sour look on his face, recently demoted.

	Euphrates sometimes stood for a moment and simply watched the people of the Brigand move about the hall, independently of her, each their own life so little and so vast.

	She had been away from people just living their lives, for far too long.

	“Hey, snap out of it, we’re going to be late. I’ve got stuff to do around here you know?”

	Tigris put her hands on her lips and grumbled. Euphrates snapped out of her reverie.

	“I’m sure Galina and Valya can survive a day without you.” She said.

	“It’s not about that. Doesn’t seeing how hard these people work make you feel something?”

	Euphrates smiled. “It does.” She said– and got started walking down the hall.

	Tigris stared at her for a moment before following closely behind.

	Everyone on the Brigand revitalized her outlook on life.

	Or perhaps, they reminded her of an outlook she had, long ago when she treasured time.

	On the Brigand, everyone believed in something unimaginable to most of the world.

	That they could fight to liberate people from violence and deprivation.

	Not just that they could throw away their lives against enormous, massive foes–

	–but that they could possibly win.

	Murati Nakara in particularly believed this with such fervor it made Euphrates feel shame.

	How could anyone stand to be around that woman, who believed any less than her?

	Slowly, her determination became too infectious. Who was the pupil, and who the teacher?

	Now Euphrates could not help but to believe anew in possibility. In a hope for change.

	So she had to do her own part to contribute. She could no longer simply observe.

	There were people she had to take responsibility for– one ahead, specifically.

	Down in the hangar, Euphrates and Tigris went through the boarding chute, checking out with Van Der Smidse and Zhu Lian, who were keeping track of everyone who was out and their destinations. They stepped through the boarding chute, and out the other end, entered the Stockheim port infrastructure. Behind them there were enormous projections on the walls, false windows revealing the dozens of ships docked in the berths around them. 

	Ships of various shapes and sizes, classes and purposes, all occupying this one interstitial piece of mechanical connective tissue. Their neighbors even included the Antenora, flagship of a certain Norn von Fueller. Euphrates looked at the vessel and resisted the idea that she could talk to Norn about what happened and convince her of anything.

	Euphrates had hurt her– even more than hurt her, Euphrates exposed her to completely life-altering circumstances. She had saved her, perhaps, but she had also exposed her to ruin. Though there was inside her a voice that felt it was cowardly to turn her back on Norn, at the moment, Norn was stable enough not to pointlessly attack the Brigand. That was enough. Euphrates felt that the best thing she could do for her was to stay way from her.

	And to avoid making the same mistake and having the same regrets now.

	For example– with Murati Nakara.

	“So where are we meeting Ganges?” Tigris asked.

	Euphrates stopped in front of a nearby map board and pointed at their destination.

	“A fundraising office for a Rhinean NGO, Kamma. She has some kind of ties to it.”

	“Huh. I wonder if she completely gave up on the College of Neurosurgeons?”

	“I think that Ganges had already given up on our projects for a very, very long time.”

	Given what Euphrates knew about Ganges’ trajectory after leaving them; and that Kremina, who always lavished her with attention, was the only remnant of the Sunlight Foundation who remained at Ganges’ side; it was safe to assume she had divested herself of her old projects within the Foundation’s umbrella. Not that it mattered much– at this point, Solarflare LLC was not going to play any part in the Sunlight Foundation’s future, whatever that might be. If the only hard assets the Foundation retained were those that belonged to Yangtze and Potomac, then the organization was essentially a shell of itself. She had heard nothing from Nile or Hudson for many months now, so that, too, felt like a safe assumption. All that remained in the hands of Yangtze was the Indigo Research Institute.

	That which Euphrates had built, and then carelessly handed to Yangtze, had turned to dust.

	Part of her felt relief, though she did not know what Hudson and Nile were doing.

	Nile, at least, was always disinterested in power, though she could also be overzealous when something other than power managed to capture her interest. Euphrates did not want to absolve her of suspicions without any evidence, much like she did not wish to suspect too much about Yangtze. But it was a rather safe bet that Nile was not carrying out some megalomaniacal ambition. Hudson, on the other hand, had always been a much less kind and caring individual, and could be downright callous in her pursuit of her own obsessions. It was easier to say Nile was harmless than to say the same for Hudson.

	Regardless, if the Sunlight Foundation was utterly broken up, so be it.

	At least its individual members had much less power to damage the world when separated.

	“Euphrates, what will you even say to Ganges?” Tigris asked, as they made their way.

	“I want to hear it from her what she has done and what she intends to do.” Euphrates said.

	“We know enough, don’t we? She’s gallivanting around starting leftist movements.”

	“I’m worried because of Kremina’s behavior– but also, the fact that she founded the Union and then left it, and has now founded a new group, it is concerning to me. Especially because I know what her immortality entails. I need to hear it from her– to see her intentions for myself. I need to judge her for myself. Only then can I be sure of what I will do.”

	Tigris sighed. “Will you flip out if you detect some incongruity then?”

	“I do not flip out. I will take responsibility for her, simple as that.” Euphrates said.

	“Responsibility, huh?” Tigris said, letting out an even more exasperated sigh.

	From Stockheim, the pair traveled up to the commercial district, past the second tier with its workplace buildings and the Volkisch Gau office, and up to the third tier. The center of the third tier resembled the first tier, with a grand atrium surrounded by circling paths that traversed several storefronts. Everything was higher end however; the restaurants had formal dress codes; the bars were not playing any sports or catering to the lunch crowd; even the corporate shops were populated only by the most expensive and exclusive subsidiaries of the megacorporations, such as Raylight’s Lucent Frau accessory shops and Rhineametalle’s Rare Earth electronics boutiques. Their destination was not any of the shops, however. Much like in the first tier, the surrounding areas beyond the walls of the shops were individual office and apartment units that were leased and rented privately.

	Rather than climb the steps, Euphrates and Tigris took a long hallway to the leftmost wing of the station’s third tier. Here, space contracted, the ceiling was no longer almost a hundred meters above, and there were no grand and open landings and lobbies. Though the halls were well lit and projecting a bright paint job that made them look more inviting, they were still just steel halls and anything of note within them was behind a door. There were many doors, some labeled, some not. Euphrates wondered whether anyone minded that their lux triple-wide shared the same hall as a publicity agency for classic musicians, or other assorted private venues. She supposed not, if the walls were soundproof. 

	Every door was its own fortress. After a dozen turns, Euphrates found hers.

	On the door, there was a logo, a half-white, half-black diamond made of knotted lines.

	“I wonder where they got this from?” Tigris said.

	“It’s a very ancient religious symbol, representing karma.” Euphrates said.

	“How ancient are we talking?”

	“Like everything down here, it’s so far removed now that its origin is meaningless.”

	“Damn it, if you’re going to mention it’s so ancient, you should be ready with a number!”

	Past the door, the same symbol was on every wall, as well as on boxes of pins and shirts and flags, likely for distribution to potential donors. This was a fundraising office for Kamma, an NGO that mainly distributed food and necessities to the needy– and also served as a front for some of the officers and advisors of the Reichbanner Schwarzrot. 

	Aside from the boxes of promotional goods stacked around the lobby, there were a few perfunctory chairs and a front desk attended by a young woman.

	“Hello. Euphemia Rontgen. I have an appointment with Ms. Bhose.”

	Ganges’ cover identity had put a meeting on the books with Euphrates’ cover identity.

	“Thank you kindly, Ms. Rontgen. She is waiting for you. Left-hand door in the back.”

	“Thank you.”

	Euphrates and Tigris passed the desk and took the door they were instructed to take.

	Inside was a small landing leading into the meeting room proper. 

	The larger portion of the room sat behind a sealable bulletproof and soundproof glass door. There was a long table and a presentation space adjacent, with enough empty floor space for a podium or a small stage to be erected. However, there was only a whiteboard on the wall instead. On the landing, just past the door, there was a minibar with a minifridge, disposable cups and a coffee machine, and a few unopened champagne bottles.

	At the far end, Ganges, Daksha Kansal, stood alone, writing on the whiteboard.

	“Come in and close the door behind you.” She said.

	Tigris looked to Euphrates, silently requesting instruction.

	Euphrates simply nodded and squeezed her hand briefly.

	Together, they crossed into the meeting room proper and closed the glass behind them.

	They joined Ganges at the head of room, looking at her scribbles on the white board.

	“It’s nothing. I’m just messing around.” Ganges said.

	She turned around from the board to meet them.

	There were names on the board, some of which Euphrates recognized.

	“Trying to remember the names of the United Front delegates?” Euphrates asked.

	“I’m not that good with names.” Ganges said.

	Euphrates was not sure if Ganges had aged or if she herself just never paid attention to how Ganges looked originally or whether her constitution ever changed across the years. In her mind, Ganges looked how she always had. Long, brown hair falling down her back, straight and a little bit stiff, but nicely glossy; dressed in a coat and turtleneck with comfortable pants and dress shoes, looking like a different flavor of ‘professor’ than Euphrates’ own buttoned-up appearance. Her face had some slight wrinkling, particularly around the eyes, but she still looked infinitely younger than she was, still radiating an earthy, strong beauty, a modern sort of handsomeness for a woman. She looked like a revolutionary.

	Unlike Euphrates, whose time had frozen as an unformidable young adult, and who despite her years remained so, Ganges always looked like Euphrates wanted her to, perhaps. Like a mature woman who had drives and ambitions and solutions, who had shoulders that could bear weight. Ganges had been the first injection of hot, living blood into the Sunlight Foundation. She was the third member– after Euphrates and Yangtze formally began to toy with fate. Tigris was almost a hundred years later. Potomac, Nile and Hudson were relatively recent. The full roster of Immortals that Euphrates had become comfortable with– they had assembled– when was it–? Some time in 600 or perhaps 700 A.D.?

	Maybe even 856 when the Nocht Dynasty truly began its spectacular collapse?

	Obviously, the full membership had to have been in place before the 930s.

	The Fueller Reformation– Mehmed’s Jihad– Norn– Project Deicide–

	For those events, Nile, Hudson and Potomac were obviously very well established.

	Amur was a full Immortal also. And they were trialing Tarim and Dniepr.

	Euphrates could not properly remember the exact date– it ceased to matter to her.

	“Greetings. I wish I could say I was looking forward to this but I have a pit in my stomach. Euphrates, I do not wish to be discourteous, but I do not want to have a debate with you. When Kremina suggested I tap Solarflare for help, I did not know that your position had become so complicated. Especially your relations with some troublesome company from my old country. I know you did not have a hand in their treatment of Kremina, and that it was mostly her own fault what happened, but I am still quite displeased by the affair. Union folks owe the two of us more respect than that.” Ganges said, hands in her coat pockets.

	She then turned and waved to Tigris with a small smile. “Tigris, pleasure to see you again.”

	Tigris waved half-heartedly; clearly annoyed Ganges addressed her so casually.

	“I don’t feel the same way.” Euphrates said, smiling. “I want to be glad to see you again.”

	“You want to be, but you’re not. You are just like me in that regard and you know it. I also wish I could be happy seeing my old friends, but then again, in my heart of hearts, as any woman does, I also wish for a pony, and for faeries to be real. Alas, none of those things are true or available in the real world. Living in reality, I solely want to placate you so that I might carry on my business unmolested. So, let’s do it. Grill me and then go away.”

	“Fine. Do you know what Yangtze has been up to?” Euphrates asked suddenly.

	Ganges breathed out, sounding slightly disgruntled.

	“No, and I do not care. Yangtze is dead to me. I do not care about the Sunlight Foundation, Euphrates, which is why I left it over thirty years ago. It is you who cannot let it go. I tolerated your continued attempts to insert yourself into my affairs after I left out of fondness for you– I thank you for what little assistance you rendered to the Nakaras, by the way, and for trying to keep their memory alive even despite your principled inaction.”

	“You’re welcome.” Euphrates said calmly.

	“I can’t even believe you sometimes.” Ganges said.

	“You’re not the only one.” Tigris grumbled.

	“My vexatious presence aside. What have you been up to, Ganges?” Euphrates said.

	“Trying to make the world a better place after untold years of twiddling my thumbs. Trying to make up for everything I did. Trying to find solutions. You would not understand.”

	“I can hardly imagine letting Kremina go wild with conspiracies is helping. You said Union folks owe you more respect than my associates have shown.” Euphrates said. “That elides a foul level of conceit that I knew you possessed toward such things as physical contests, in the past. But I had hoped your affairs as a leader would be free of such arrogance.”

	“No, Euphrates, I’ll never change on the inside, I’m too old, just like you.” Ganges said. “And setting Kremina aside, where do you get off on accusing me of being arrogant, or criticizing my approaches, when you have been taken by the most colossal arrogance on Aer yourself? Professor ‘I want to return the world to the surface’ over here? Compared to your arrogance in that project, my arrogance in founding movements and nations is minuscule.”

	“You got me there. Nevertheless, if I don’t criticize you, nobody will. So here I am.”

	Euphrates put on a collected front, but she was growing quite worried.

	Ganges was always a bit rough around the edges.

	She always liked to boast and wanted to challenge herself, and made rash decisions.

	But she was not as self-centered before as she seemed now.

	Ganges sighed openly, crossed her arms, and addressed Euphrates more seriously.

	“My handiwork is beyond your criticism, Euphrates. There is an entire boat of people you have been rubbing shoulders with who would not be alive now without my Union. You want to know the truth? The Union was supposed to be the home of the freest people on Aer and the vessel for my redemption of humanity, for the prevention of our near extinction; but after four years of rulership, much like you, Euphrates, I stepped away from what I created and handed it to the stewardship of my pupils. I thought that was just and that it was necessary. But on my last day in the Union, my outlook changed. Like you have Yangtze, I’m afraid I have Bhavani Jayasankar. So just as you must be thinking of a solution to the problems you have created, I, too, am trying to find solutions. To atone for everything I have done in life, I have to make sure that the Imbrium achieves lasting freedom.”

	“May I ask you to elaborate about this problem and its solution?” Euphrates asked.

	Ganges grunted, annoyed at the continued interrogation. “You can ask, and I suppose I will humor you. I used to think a single, Imbria-wide left-wing entity could solve the inequality and violence of the Imbrian Empire and thereby preserve humanity, creating a long-lasting shelter and building our resilience. But after seeing the sort of personalities that abounded in the Union, and the difficulties it would have developing right, I decided that the Imbrium needs multiple sovereign leftist states acting in coalition. Something to check the power of people like Bhavani Jayansankar while still pursuing a broadly leftist agenda.”

	“Bhavani Jayasankar was your student, Ganges.” Euphrates said. “She is a communist just like you. Now you are traveling the Imbrium to find someone who can ‘check her’?”

	“You do not understand, Euphrates. Bhavani can say she is a communist all she wants. I have seen the depths of her actual heart and I know she is a demented securocrat. I never taught her to be this way, but the seed of her wanton militancy grew regardless. She is exactly the problem that humanity is facing, the avatar of our extinction. Free food, housing, education; she gives these things to people because she sees them as her barracked soldiers, not out of her sense of justice. I did not teach her well, that is evident: and just like you, Euphrates, who have decided to interfere with the affairs of your ‘students’ if you are sufficiently dissatisfied with them– I will do everything I can to prevent her wasteful forever-war on the world from occurring. That is part of my atonement to the world. Are you any different from me?”

	Euphrates bristled. They were not the same. Because the scale was quite different.

	However much Ganges personally disliked Jayasankar, the Union was a sovereign nation.

	Daksha Kansal had founded a state that people relied upon for their lives.

	While Yangtze, and the Sunlight Foundation, were a clique of scientific gatekeepers.

	Lives and the stability of the world were not at stake purely in their decisions.

	It was this separation that Euphrates hoped to maintain by preventing their interference in politics. But she failed, nonetheless. Yangtze was doing God-only-knew-what with all of the resources Euphrates abdicated to her– and here was Ganges, founding and abandoning her own political movements. Declaring them failures, setting them against each other like game pieces. They had taken their manipulation of scientific study and applied it to politics.

	Worse, Ganges had convinced herself that she was saving humanity.

	Just as Euphrates once had–

	“Ganges, have you interfered with the Union’s politics since you left them?”

	“Not as much as you might think. Whatever happens– it will be mostly Bhavani’s fault.”

	“You must feel betrayed, then, that Buren is happily joining the Union.”

	Now it was Ganges’ turn to bristle at Euphrates’ words, and what she had come to learn.

	“Whatever you want to accuse me of, you yourself should see– the fact that Buren is developing according to erroneous principles, is because I let them choose. They are still their own sovereign nation, as you so put it, and their nationalism is strong enough that Bhavani cannot subvert them. So I am perfectly fine with what happened in Buren.”

	There was no rhetoric that could hide the unseemly fact– Euphrates was having her worst fears confirmed before her very eyes. She wished that Ganges’ activism was something that was wholly altruistic, that she was seeding leftist movements across the Imbrium like a folk tale character, planting trees of liberation without agenda. And perhaps, she was doing so– the Union folks certainly still believed this to be the case. Her rhetoric that she was preventing human extinction elided to some selflessness. However, Euphrates feared that Ganges’ personal vitriol and arrogance would color the ultimate outcome. Systems had the results that they were designed for. If the Union became an ultramilitant and destabilizing power, it was because Ganges’ designs led to such destabilizing outcomes.

	Much like Euphrates had to accept her failure for the Sunlight Foundation’s design.

	Could Ganges herself see that? Or was she too close to the matter?

	Ganges kept comparing the two of them, but Ganges looked too much like Yangtze.

	Pursuing an obsession while claiming to be exclusively rational every step of the way.

	Others might have fallen for her rhetoric, like Kremina– Euphrates could not.

	She clenched her fists. The more she thought about it the angrier she became.

	“The people of the Union still trust you. Respect you. Admire you, even.”

	Ganges grunted. She spoke with a distant tone.

	“They are entirely separable from Bhavani Jayasankar. I truly cherish how they feel about me. I still have contact with another of my students, Parvati Nagavanshi, from time to time, to coordinate certain useful things. She has been a fantastic help to me. But I also think she is a wasteful, violent lunatic and an egotist. If Bhavani ever falls she will fall with her. Do not overvalue their respect. It does not change that they developed incorrectly and that the course must be corrected in order for the Imbrium to last any further than this crisis.”

	Euphrates held the cold gaze of her counterpart.

	“Do you not feel that you might owe something more than that to Murati Nakara, Ganges?”

	Bringing up that name brought up so much emotion in Euphrates.

	Across from her, Ganges had no reaction to it. It was stark how neutral her expression was.

	“No Euphrates, I saw to Murati Nakara a long time ago. I am sure that Bhavani and Parvati have indulged her fantasies of being a little soldier and she is doing fine. Do you want me to personally apologize to every dead revolutionary? This is ridiculous.”

	Not even Murati–? Not even the girl whose parents she radicalized?

	Euphrates had had enough of it. She could not tolerate this conversation anymore.

	It hurt– it hurt, and it made her mad. All of this was her own fault, and it was mortifying.

	Perhaps this is how Ganges felt toward Bhavani Jayasankar too. Hurt and angry.

	Despite the irrationality behind it, the emotion, Euphrates could not help herself.

	It had been so long since her heart beat so hot and so aggravated, so full of vinegar.

	“Ganges. Do you still think you could win in a fight against me?”

	Tigris glanced sideways at Euphrates in clear confusion.

	“Euphrates, what is this about? Of course I can– but that’s besides the point.” Ganges said.

	Without elucidating, Euphrates raised her hands up in a fighting stance.

	“You’re joking.” Ganges said, incredulous, mouth slightly agape.

	No word from Euphrates. Her eyes fixed Ganges’ own. Her hands did not move down.

	Ganges grunted. She shut her eyes and looked at the ground. Frustrated.

	“Is this what you came all this way for? To insult, accuse and then challenge me?”

	“To teach you a lesson? You made me realize I owed you this.” Euphrates finally said.

	“You are starting to really, truly, piss me off Euphrates.” Ganges said.

	Tigris looked between the two of them, nervous, but not intervening.

	Keeping her promise– whatever happened, she was letting Euphrates have it out.

	“You’re pissed, you say? Then try to take it out on me. You’ve threatened to do it before.”

	“I was joking. I never meant it like that. God damn it, I have never wanted to hurt you!”

	Euphrates held her steel-like gaze on Ganges. “You won’t, don’t worry.”

	“You’re really irritating. You’re so irritating. No matter what– you always find a way–”

	“I realize I’ve been very selfish, all of my life. It’s high time I gave you something back.”

	Ganges shifted her narrowed gaze. “Tigris, get her to stop, before I knock her down.”

	Tigris said nothing. She crossed her arms and stepped aside as if to give them both space.

	Her face was full of mournfulness and fear– Euphrates felt regret only for that much.

	So many people had gotten stuck in the middle of her failures, for so long. For too long.

	“Prove to me everything will go as you plan. Put your pride on the line.” Euphrates said.

	“This is– I’m– Fine.” Ganges sighed. “You know what? Fine. Alright. You wanted this.”

	Ganges slowly brought her fists up. 

	One dyed blue, one dyed red, both easily imbued with her flickering aura, still her natural stance after so long. With her red fist, her striking power was augmented by her wrathful aura, while her blue fist could weaken any blows with its languid, peaceful aura.

	Tigris looked quite frustrated with the two of them but said nothing.

	Standing beside two women in dowdy, collegiate attire with their fists up.

	Sizing each other up.

	Ganges, of course, moved first. Perhaps knowing Euphrates was not the type.

	Perhaps wanting to decide the contest with the first move, as always.

	Just like when she left the Sunlight Foundation, one day, without warning, without word.

	Euphrates watched the red fist hurtling her way.

	In that instant her own power swelled in response to Ganges’ attack.

	Her mind lit afire with a wave of memories, cold and warm, sweet and harsh. Her biological family in a war-torn world, hated and persecuted but trying to cherish every day until a chemical bomb took all their days from them; then the confines of institutes and research sites and medical facilities, unbearable pain, and the naïve elation when the first of the doctors to ever speak to the ‘test subject’ told her that her life would save so many people; and then, under the rotting purple sky, striking the earth with hateful thunderbolts that erased whatever they struck, freed at last and smelling the air outside, with so few possessions but the clothes on her back and her ticket out of one world and into the next. Witnessing humanity’s final sin as one of the few who would live.

	Then– Yangtze, the age of ignorance, trying to save the little knowledge that they could.

	Azazel’s Empire, and the dark stability of its time. Ganges, the conspiracy, renewed hope.

	Tigris– the love of her life. Her first reminder after many years– that she was still human.

	Euphrates felt her heart swell and tear, bleed and weep, with emotions like she never felt.

	Hearing, in her ears, in that instant, whispers of dozens of human voices together in song.

	Something enormous watched her. It whispered to her the inscrutable echoes of humanity.

	One small, weak, pure white hand met the furious red fist and turned it aside in an instant.

	And a wave of pure white sublimity threw back Ganges and slammed her to the ground.

	Her aura that should have blunted such strikes shredded like paper, scattering about her.

	Euphrates practically leaped forward, suddenly overcome by her own insatiable grief.

	Falling on top of Ganges, laying hands on her, holding her to the ground and weeping.

	“What did you even learn from me, Ganges? Tell me! All those years! What was it for?”

	Ganges tried to take Euphrates’ wrist but could not budge her, could not escape her.

	“You’re condemning me without even seeing the results!” Ganges cried. “You are basing everything on your useless ethicality! I’ve accomplished more than you ever have! You do not understand anything! I am atoning for hundreds of years of inaction! I am desperate!”

	“Do you really think you have atoned for anything, referring to oppressed people who admired you, followed you, trusted you– like they were undercooked experiments in a beaker?” Euphrates’ voice raised, higher than she had ever spoken, it had been so long since she shouted, that it broke– nevertheless she continued to shout. “Atonement, your atonement– is it all about you then, Ganges? Are all our fates only in your hands? I was so blind– not just about Yangtze, but about you. This wasn’t just about Mehmed or Norn– I created a machine that desensitized all of you to the human world. That’s what the Sunlight Foundation ultimately became. I can’t believe it’s only just now I realize how insane we all were– the surface was as full of horrors as the civilization here is full of its own dignity and beauty! What were we hoping to achieve? What are you, Ganges, hoping to achieve here? Will you abandon Gloria Luxembourg like you abandoned Bhavani Jayasankar if you deem her to develop wrong? Will she also become nothing to you but a failed experiment?!”

	Euphrates shouted, putting her hands on Ganges’ shoulders and squeezing the fabric of her sweater, lifting her, banging her against the floor once with an anger she had not felt in hundreds of years, maybe thousands of years. How long ago had she given up on herself, given up banging the glass of her enclosure even after she was released from it? How long ago had she consigned herself to watching through the glass and doing nothing?

	How long ago had she cut herself off from everything?

	“I cannot afford to fail!” Ganges screamed back. “If she is not cut out for it then yes! I will find a more suitable candidate! I must do this, Euphrates, because nobody else is willing! You and I cannot save this world but someone must! We have to create the conditions for that! We have to do this ruthlessly! Otherwise humanity is as good as dead on our account!”

	Euphrates could hardly stand to listen to her.

	“Whatever happened to your ideas about human connection? About the aether? About the psychic connections between our brains? About the current that was becoming stronger between all of us, connecting us? What happened to us, Ganges? Why did we cause so much harm when we knew, demonstrably– we discovered something so beautiful.”

	“Reality happened to us!” Ganges shouted. “Material reality! Not just our little fantasies!”

	Hearing her shout back so loudly, Euphrates paused in her hopeless assault.

	Ganges, laying on the floor, shut her eyes and breathed in ragged. Defeated– hurt.

	“Euphrates, please stop knocking me about. You’re hurting me. I’m not young anymore. You do not understand. You cannot. Because you will be fine no matter what happens. You will live to see all of our mistakes. I pity you– I really do. But I have to use my time wisely.”

	Euphrates drew her eyes wide. Her heart sank suddenly. “You gave up your immortality?”

	“Yes. Do you see then? Do you understand I’m sacrificing everything for this? Do you understand why the personal feelings of Gloria Luxembourg or Bhavani Jayasankar do not matter? I gave up my immortality because I needed to understand that time is running out. I needed to humble myself and I needed to pay a price for my inaction.”

	That was not enough. It was not enough as much as Euphrates wished she could accept it.

	One of her few precious people who could have shared the eras with her–

	Someday her friend would die– but she would die a person Euphrates could no longer love.

	No matter how desperate she was, it did not atone for anything.

	“Ganges, it doesn’t make it right. It doesn’t redeem it, that you’ve made yourself suffer personally for it, that you’ve inconvenienced yourself. That doesn’t set right what you are trying to do to these people and the lengths you say you are willing to go. Ganges, I’ve been with those people you claim did not develop correctly. The people that you discarded. They are sacrificing everything too even if you do not care about their ends. It is not about sacrifice– it’s about what we did with that sacrifice. I don’t have faith in you. Whatever you were scheming to do with Gloria, and with them– I won’t allow it to pass easily.”

	Euphrates lifted her hands from Ganges. Eyes filled with tears– pathetic, helpless tears.

	“I don’t need your faith. I get the message. You’ll crush me like a bug if I interfere too much. There is nothing I can do about that. You have me in your grasp now, the only true immortal. Fine. I’ll tell you this: I will stay out of Gloria’s way– she will succeed or fail on her own merits, and so will the United Front. Perhaps Kremina and I were not so different. Damn it all.”

	Ganges looked so tired and so weary of it all. Drained from all the shouting.

	Euphrates was in so much pain, such consuming pain. She had loved them all so much.

	None of these events had transpired how she wanted. None of it had been fair.

	Loved them too much, became too blinded by her love, and now lashed out because of it.

	This awful scene she had caused was worthless. It would do nothing. It was irrational.

	All of this was her fault. She had been so ignorant. She had been so self-deluded.

	Willfully, convincing herself every step of the way. Everything is fine, everything is correct.

	What we are doing, nobody can do, and it is necessary. Everything is necessary.

	Because it is us– because it is these people whom we love and trust– therefore it is right?!

	Because I like to work with them– because I want them to succeed– it was all fine then?!

	It was all crashing continuously over her shoulders, heavy water beating her to the floor.

	Her fantasy of ‘saving the world’ was completely at an end. She was just another human.

	And the people she loved sharing every moment of that cruel fantasy would be gone too.

	Because they had become just like her– pursuing their own delusions.

	“Euphrates, please get off me and leave. You got your way. It’s done. I am done.”

	Ganges was practically mumbling, unable to meet Euphrates’ eyes.

	Finally, Tigris stepped forward and gently took Euphrates’s arms, urging her to move.

	Euphrates raised her sleeve to wipe her own tears.

	Allowing Tigris to help her to a stand, she turned her back and kept walking.

	Out of the meeting room door, Ganges disappearing behind her–

	Through the front door–

	Out into the third tier commercial district–

	“Euphrates, where are we going now?” Tigris asked.

	Euphrates did not answer.

	In her mind, she was just walking through more of the dust of something once dear.

	Climbing those dunes over and over again, that desert of her infinite unreachable memories.

	Every grain of sand was sharpened into deadly glass. Scraping, cutting, bleeding her.

	Her heart hurt and she did not want to talk, and she did not want to stop walking.

	Until, in some nondescript meaningless hallway where she had no right to be–

	Euphrates simply broke down crying against a wall, letting all the ugliness out.

	And Tigris, at her side, simply watched, and consoled her, held her– and cried with her.

	

	

	“Bah! What we have here is the finest fighting force for liberation in this damned Imbrium Ocean! If the statists just can’t see that for themselves, then that’s their problem! I am not expecting much here, but maybe we can convince some of them to see reason, ha ha!”

	An old rusty barrel belched fire and smoke toward the rocky ceiling, where it was promptly sucked up by old struggling oxycyclers that allowed the old shafts to remain semi-habitable. Aside from the smell of burning in the thin air, there was the rattling sound of the oxycyclers, and the rough floor and walls, and a biting cold. Unwelcoming sensations. 

	Oil and combustible pellets had been set ablaze in the barrel to confer some warmth, and there were many such barrels. Arrayed around them were bedrolls and tents and boxes of food and equipment. A multitude of figures huddled around them, hidden in black hoodies with thick work gloves to protect their hands from the chill. Most of them were masked up and wore shaded glasses or visors and those who were not, stuck out immediately.

	Of the anarchist movement’s visible faces, the most obvious was Taras Moravskyi.

	Loudly shouting and boasting without filter even under these dim circumstances.

	He was the leader of the “Anti-Authoritarian Volunteer Brigade,” one of the arrows of the Eisern Front. Out of everyone assembled, Moravskyi certainly looked the most warlike. He was a tall and wide individual, with an enormous chest and shoulders and a strong back, thick arms, a square jaw warped by a scar. His laugh was sonorous and deep. He wore a heavy beard, cropped his hair, and wore a thick black trenchcoat that he modified with strips of red synthetic fabric, as if his own political armbands. Nobody in the Eisern Front wore any uniforms, but Moravskyi’s trenchcoat came the closest to representing them.

	“Of course, we have some fine cadre assembled here, Comrade Moravskyi. But you see, I still don’t ascribe any particular importance to this event. It is likely to be dominated by the statists as any such event. Whether or not it succeeds, we know that the struggle will continue. So I believe there is little need to compromise or accept odious ideas, nor to proselytize overmuch. Of course, I will still support your endeavors as our delegate.”

	Sitting on a bedroll on the floor next to the barrel, across from Moravskyi, was a woman with a soft smile and a gentle face who seemed out of place amid all the hooded heads. She too wore a long black coat, but she wore it over a long dress, its blue skirt section and white button-down top with a black and red ribbon giving her the silhouette of a modest school teacher, perhaps from Luxembourg itself. Her only visible sign of an anarchist’s typical unruliness was her long hair, which had been died a dark, glossy red but had clear black roots, and the uneven dye job left black bands scattered that elided the truth.

	Her meticulous makeup and seemingly delicate beauty drew quite a few eyes at the camp.

	Her name was Tamar Livnat, leader of the “Anti-Civilization” Aerean Preservation Militia.

	And she viewed Moravskyi with a bit of contempt, as one might view a screaming child that was not one’s own. She could not wave away his accomplishments, having been fighting longer than the rest of them. His history was also in its own way somewhat pathetic– Tamar had accomplished in a few years what Moravskyi had in twenty, and she had contributed to Bosporus’ revolution while Moravskyi failed to do anything to respond to the Volkisch Movement in Rhinea. Never even mind his previous failure– in the Union.

	Of course, she would not say such a thing to her dear “comrade.”

	After all, it was convenient that he volunteer to speak to the United Front.

	Let the loudest man labor audibly while the quietest man labored in secret.

	“We should get ready to meet them soon.” Tamar said. “I sent my bodyguard ahead to scout the venue. Once I hear from her I’ll be glad to accompany you, comrade Moravskyi.”

	“Livnat, the thing I hate most is breaking camp to go talk to the vatnyks.” Moravskyi said.

	Despite his sighing, he would do it. Because behind the bluster, he needed the help.

	At the moment, the two militias were stationed in the deep, disused passages of the Aachen Massif, the enormous mountain located behind and partially connected to the Aachen stations proper. Each group had about two dozen of their fighters huddled around burning barrels, forming a vanguard, with the vague suggestion to one another that they could summon more if more were necessary. They had been awaiting a third group, the Anti-Fascist militias, but this group had failed to check in with them at the eleventh hour. 

	She still hoped they would show up at the United Front.

	There was nothing they could do– such was the nature of mother anarchy’s children.

	The Eisern Front was always a loose assemblage of anti-state forces, in solidarity with each other’s actions but hardly communicating, fearing ever consolidating any of their forces or taking major joint actions. Coming together en masse increased the chance that they would draw unwanted attention. For what they were doing– leaving improvised explosives in government offices, hitting supply ships, assassinating specific people — it made little sense to have an army that moved as a visible collection. It was deleterious, even.

	At first the Eisern Front was strongest in Bosporus, recruiting in the student revolts and protests, and in the edges of the Palatine, Buren and Rhinea. When the Bosporus revolution succeeded and took on the anarchist rhetoric that now characterized it, the Eisern Front, who participated in a disjointed fashion, gained a friendly rear area, with some ability to supply. The Buren “red fascists” as they called them, expelled the anarchists from their borders, but they still had connections in the Palatine, who did not undertake such active clearing actions. With the Palatine as a porous road, they could make a move into Rhinea– a worthy endeavor for the Eisern Front and for their Bosporan supporters.

	The Palatine had the strength to completely crush the anarchists but were not exercising that ability. Something was happening there. Waking the giant prematurely was impermissible, but Rhinea was a much softer target. The Volkisch were not only more fractious and undisciplined than the imperials, but also far more odious than the staid and lethargic remnants of the Imbrian Empire. A victory over them would be a beautiful symbol of the righteousness of anarchism. Furthermore, infiltrating forces in Eisental allowed for the possibility of encircling Khaybar and finally evicting the Shimii from the pass.

	With a free and anarchist Eisental, Bosporus’ revolution would have access to the world.

	However, the Eisern Front by itself lacked the ability to carry out any of this.

	It would have been different if they could have opened the Khaybar Pass themselves, but that was impossible, as the loathsome Saraya al-Khaybari group occupying the area was far too entrenched for the anarchist insurgency to displace. The United Front presented an opportunity to gain some common allies against common foes. But they could not tip their hand quickly. Their first order of business was to resource– if they could walk away with more weapons or funds from the ill-gotten gains of that bitch Gloria Luxembourg, then it was worth dealing with her bullshit. Secondly, they hoped to infiltrate some of these organizations and maybe turn their fighters and officers away from their statist causes.

	Finally, they might hope to secure assistance against Khaybar, with the promise of vast reinforcements from the anarchist militias of Bosporus lying just beyond the pass. While the Union refused to cooperate in breaking the pass, it was possible that their agents would be more pragmatic if the end result was the destruction of the Volkisch Movement. Moravskyi was far too proud to make such a bold request, but it was an item Tamar kept in her pocket, turning with her fingers until such a time as it might be advantageous to play.

	Secretly, there was also the possibility that they might seize the ships of the statists.

	The Eisern Front lacked the grand warships and military arms of their erstwhile allies.

	If the talks completely broke down, then the statists were easier targets than the Volkisch.

	Moravskyi supported this option and Tamar pretended to find it distasteful.

	“It’ll be hellishly tough, but it might be worth the gamble.” He said, of this plan.

	Should such a thing transpire, Tamar would happily sit back and watch Moravskyi try.

	And maybe she would join if the odds seemed right to her.

	After all, she had more up her sleeve than she let on– but only if the timing was right. Her visit here was all about the timing and circumstances. If the timing remained inappropriate, then she was just Tamar Livnat of a small, humble militia and nobody would be any wiser. She supposed that Moravskyi must have been the same as her in that regard. If he was not, then he truly boasted for nothing, and she would hate him even more in the end.

	“Moravskyi, I have a question for you, if you would not mind.” Tamar asked.

	“Comrade, you must dispense with the formalities. Anarchists speak their mind openly. Social conventions are just the fascist in your brain holding you back. Say anything you want!”

	“I shall endeavor to do so.” Tamar said, smiling. “There is a rumor about the slave revolts in the southern colonies, what became the Union’s revolution. With your history you might be able to clarify it. The rumor that there was a secret agreement between Daksha Kansal and the then-young Duchess of Veka in the east– that she would delay participation in the hostilities in exchange for limiting the Union’s territory at Nama Flow. It is history that Veka failed to open a second front, and the Union succeeded in defending its place.”

	“Pfeh!” Moravskyi made a spit-like noise. “The Union– I do not know for certain but I wouldn’t put it past that goddamn bunch of red fascists to have done it! Me and my boys, we wanted to go all the way. Having little duels in the Serrano border and stopping like two gentlemen, when the Imperials had killed our guys, and we had killed theirs– it didn’t sit right with me. And letting the Vekan savages off too– yeah, that Kansal absolutely rejected trying to extend the revolution beyond the three colonies. That’s when I knew the Union wouldn’t ever be righteous. I tried to mutiny; you know? But– it wasn’t to be.”

	Tamar smiled a little. 

	It wasn’t to be– what a funny way to say that he completely failed.

	“Thank you, comrade. We will value your historical perspective in the coming days.”

	“I wish you had not reminded me of it, to be honest.”

	It was useful for Moravskyi to have the Union fresh in his mind going into the talks.

	Getting his mood nice and sour would make things take longer and be more interesting.

	

	

	On the edge of the plaza in the middle of Aachen’s second tier, there was a café and deli that served the office workers coming out for breaks and lunches from the surrounding complexes, and the Volkisch Gau; and for visitors looking to relax in the presence of the park’s lush flora. All seating at Fae Folk was outside the café, on tables and chairs under the crowns of several trees, with the small, plastic café building serving only as a kitchen and counter, with a display for the deli sandwiches showcasing the stacks of meats and pickles between fresh baked bread. A simple but popular place in a strategic location.

	At a particularly slow and unconventional time, mid-morning, a pair of women arrived.

	Ordering a plate of shredded beef, meat broth, blood sausage, without pickles or bread.

	Their beautiful countenances, animated voices and showy attire drew in the workers, who slowly began to cede their initial argument on the specificity of the order, which was like no platter that they offered. It went beyond the customer simply being right– they felt a strange sense that they had to go the extra mile for these particular customers. 

	They felt they had no other choice.

	However, they did provide excellent service in the end, with smiles on their faces.

	Of the two women, the most assertive was a princely, tall, pale woman with an almost faery-like beauty. Her fair face had a grin on it that did not falter even at the first denials from the workers, and once she had convinced them to serve her specific order, she laughed gently, gesturing to her companion. Handsome and orderly, she wore her hair down to her neck, intermittently white, black and red, with swept bangs parted on the left. She was sleek and lean, with broad shoulders and a slender chest, dressed in a sportcoat and pants over a provocative, deeply plunging ruffled shirt exposing some of her chest.

	At her side was a princess-like girl, smaller and daintier, adorned in lace and ribbons. While the taller woman had slightly more angular facial features, the shorter one had a soft and gentle, almost angelic beauty. Her dress was pure white with the hem at her ankles, interleaved diaphanous portions and cut-out loops along the sleeves and flanks exposing gaps of unblemished white skin. Her very long hair fell behind her back, dyed with similar red and black strands as that of her companion, decorated in a large ribbon that was almost like a pair of wings growing out of the back of her head. She carried herself in a whimsical fashion, giggling and smiling, deferential and girlishly receptive to the endless flattery and attempts to impress with which her companion showered her.

	“Darling, they were so rude to us before, but look at them go now!” She giggled.

	“Of course– but do not view them too harshly, my love. They simply required instruction on how to meet the needs of more high-end clientele. Proper conditioning made all the difference. Let us understand this is all part of the hominin experience.”

	The taller woman invited the shorter one to take seat under the trees.

	Taking up a four-seat table by themselves, rearranging the chairs so theirs were closer.

	Watching with mild amusement as the workers dropped everything they were doing to ready their orders. Though everything was already prepared, the pair requested a large amount of each item, and particular arrangements. They wanted the broth in a kettle with cups to serve, and the sausages cut into bites, and the beef cuts arranged like flowers, and for no item to have touched brine or sat under a lamp. It took a few minutes, but three workers soon had everything laid out on the table to the pair’s liking and stood before them.

	All bowing, and thanking them, and letting them know everything would be free.

	“See how obedient they are now? Thank you dearly, little hominins. You may carry on.”

	That tall and graceful visitor with the cruel grin was Syzygy Enforcer I: Avaritia.

	“My prince, so graceful and merciful toward such rabble! Ahh! I am falling in love again!”

	And the delicate, hyperfeminine beauty with a callous smile was Syzygy Enforcer III: Gula.

	“Would you like a cup, my sweet little morsel?” Avaritia gestured to the kettle.

	“My lips will accept anything of yours, my prince.” Gula said, winking coquettishly.

	Avaritia took the kettle, stood from her seat, bowed near Gula, and began to fill her cup.

	Gula giggled, clapping her hands together at her lover’s graceful mannerisms.

	Once the cups were filled, Avaritia sat anew, and offered Gula a blood sausage.

	Taking a piece with her fork and holding it up in the air.

	“You’re too kind, my guardian, knight of my heart.” Gula said.

	Her lips had barely spread when the sausage seemed to simply disappear from the fork.

	In a split second, Gula was chewing delicately, as if the movement of the fork to her mouth had been edited out of video footage, such was the speed and abruptness of the transition. Avaritia watched in rapt attention, throwing amorous smiles and whispering sweet nothings as the smaller woman poked at every item of food on the table. 

	Many morsels consumed without even a touch.

	Avaritia ate almost nothing– nearly all of the food was going to Gula.

	While the two were captivated with one another, in their own island of public affection–

	There was a sudden, rhythmic clapping of heels on floor tiles.

	Suddenly, a shadow stretched over them and just as suddenly dipped below them.

	Across from the pair, an uninvited guest, a woman, took up one of the remaining seats.

	She leaned forward, eyes hidden behind black sunglasses, setting black-gloved hands on the table with a smile as if to show she was not holding anything. Dressed boldly in a dark blue suit jacket without a shirt beneath, perfectly fit to her strong shoulders, buttoned just low enough to expose cleavage and a black bra with an ornate trim. She had matching dress pants and high heels worn without socks or tights. Elegant waves of glossy, silky blond hair she wore to the shoulder, lusciously red lips, perfectly fair skin, and a knockout body– and she walked like she owned the entire station, and this table with it too.

	Such daring attire did not look out of place in the same table as the pair.

	However, the glances that they gave the visitor did not suggest familiarity.

	“Don’t mind me.” She said, with a bit of a Volgian accent. “Keep the good times going.”

	“Darling, were we expecting such a modern visitor?” Gula asked, bearing sharp teeth.

	“No dear; but do not fret. Stranger– to whom do we owe the pleasure?” Avaritia asked.

	In response to the inquiry, their visitor pulled down her sunglasses and winked at them.

	Avaritia’s lips curled up into a grin. She recognized her. Of course–

	“Korabiskaya.” She said, a hint of danger in her voice.

	Across the table, Ulyana Korabiskaya smiled, fingers delicately pulling the glasses off her nose and into the pocket of her jacket in one elegant motion. Her heart was beating fast, but she relished being able to surprise these two demons. Her performance of confidence in this moment was ironclad, she was giving everything with the utmost focus.

	Everything for a femme fatale’s red lips and cool gaze.

	“Indeed. But what should I call you? Something shorter than ‘the fake Zozia’?”

	Ulyana leaned back on her chair, putting one of her heels up on the table.

	Gula stared at Ulyana’s long legs in the fitted dress pants.

	Personally, Ulyana thought her legs looked spectacular, but Gula looked, finally, annoyed.

	“Darling, perhaps we ought to show her–?”

	Avaritia raised a hand as if to call a halt. Gula’s eyes lost some of their icy focus.

	“Don’t worry about it, kitten. Enjoy the spread and leave the talking to me.”

	“Yay,” Gula smiled placidly, turning her attention back to the food.

	“Did you brainwash her too?” Ulyana asked.

	“No, she’s just like that. Now get your feet off the table or I’ll cut them off. It’s rude.”

	Ulyana acquiesced. From that woman, the false Zozia, “Avaritia,” it was not an idle threat.

	In terms of their respective combat abilities, Ulyana was outclassed.

	Outclassed by sheer magnitudes— completely, exponentially unable to defend herself.

	Avaritia could have swatted her into a smear if it came to a physical brawl.

	But not in these circumstances.

	Not in public, not in the middle of tier two of Aachen, not in some café at the park.

	Not with the Volkisch Gau and the Uhlan barracks a stone’s throw away.

	Not against Ulyana, whose willpower she could not break as easily as she did to others.

	Thanks to the reports from Euphrates and Arabella, Ulyana knew her advantages.

	So far, they had cleared the first hurdle. Avaritia was not jumping the gun to attack her.

	Therefore, the two of them, commanders on opposing sides, could finally talk honestly.

	“You are not Zozia Chelik and Ksenia Apfel. I know that much. You are Omenseers.” Ulyana said the last in a tone slightly more hushed than the rest. “I’m at your table today to talk business, and this time, to talk business to you, to the Omenseers, not the personas you adopted. I want to talk honestly, about your motives and about my own.”

	Gula reached across the table suddenly, drawing Ulyana’s eyes toward her hands.

	She picked up a piece of blood sausage, took it to her mouth, and chewed happily.

	Avaritia grinned. “Just to talk? Or did you also feel like sweating a little?”

	God damn it– Ulyana was letting some of her nervousness get through.

	“After what happened in Kreuzung, we’re all sweating a little, aren’t we?”

	“I’m mostly untroubled.” Avaritia said.

	“Mostly untroubled that three of my subordinates killed a dozen of yours?” Ulyana asked.

	Avaritia’s eyes fixed Ulyana’s directly. She was still grinning, but the barb had struck.

	“A free lesson in our positions: death is less of an obstacle for us than it is for you.”

	“Perhaps. Nevertheless, I want to officially apologize for what happened.”

	For the first time Avaritia looked surprised. She kept grinning, but her eyes opened wider.

	“You want to apologize? Interesting. Do go on. Apologize to me.”

	Ulyana smiled back. “Consider this my official apology. One of my subordinates violated my trust and ignored orders, leaving our protection to attack you. It is my understanding that she heavily injured you, and I am glad that you were not killed– it would have made reconciliation much harder.” She spied the face of her opponent as she described what happened and thought she saw faint irritation creeping across that handsome face of hers. She continued when Avaritia offered no response. “Three more of my subordinates joined her, again without orders, starting a skirmish with your troops, resulting in disproportionate loss of life. I deeply regret this incident and I am here to make amends for this. None of this was my intention and I have disciplined all of my subordinates involved.”

	Avaritia made a low noise, like a single cut-down breath of a longer laugh.

	“You are referring to my attacker as your subordinate.” She said. “You can’t be speaking to me today and fail to understand the significance that she and that body of hers have. She is someone fit to lord over you. Frankly, it’s even a bit insulting for you to address her so.”

	“I describe the situation as I understand it. I apologize if I had caused offense– I am not fully conversant in your culture. That aside, I want to hear your thoughts in response.”

	“I find it ridiculous that you would come to me to apologize.” Avaritia said. “But it’s also very interesting, and I like you hominins best when you are being interesting. For better or worse you have such a depth, such a capacity, to do things that are strange and whimsical.”

	“Will you accept my official apology, Avaritia?” Ulyana said, finally using her name.

	Avaritia bristled. “Of course not. What can you even do for me to compensate for it?”

	“Let me reach into my coat, without a violent reaction– I have something for you.”

	Ulyana lifted her her gloved hand and gestured just over her partially exposed breasts.

	“Go ahead then.” Avaritia said, a curious look in her eyes.

	From an inside pocket of her jacket, Ulyana withdrew a vial filled with a thick red fluid.

	Blood. Human blood.

	Her own blood, slick in the vial as she turned it. Treated to slow coagulation.

	Inside the vial, within the blood, also floated a sliver of slightly more solid matter.

	Avaritia’s face lit up. She laughed.

	“You have no idea what you are offering, do you?” She said.

	“My blood, skin scrapings, and a bit of my flesh, taken from a harmless place.” She said.

	Ulyana set the vial on the table, tapping on the plastic cap. She slid it over to Avaritia.

	Avaritia looked down at the vial. She picked it up, looked into it, shook it.

	Anyone else in this situation might have considered the possible threat posed by an enemy bearing a gift. Whether poison or something more high-tech like a swallowable tracker, a human would have had doubts and suspected some kind of trick. Avaritia did not seem at all troubled by such possibilities. She simply and elegantly uncapped the vial and took Ulyana’s flesh into herself without questioning the contents or Ulyana’s character. Swallowing it swiftly like a shot of liquor and seeming to enjoy the taste. Ulyana thought, perhaps there was no meaningful way for a human to poison this creature.

	In fact she had not even bothered. She was being quite honest in her approach.

	There was nothing else that she had and was willing to give that Avaritia might accept.

	But if Omenseers liked the taste of humans, perhaps Ulyana might turn out to be a delicacy.

	Avaritia set the empty vial down on the table, rolled it back to Ulyana.

	Grinning ear to ear.

	“You have no idea how close you came to destruction with that gesture.” Avaritia said.

	“I have some idea.” Ulyana said, trying to sound calm.

	Beside a vague desire to find out whether she was tasty, Ulyana also knew, from Arabella’s distressed account of the events in Kreuzung, that there was a possibility Avaritia was actually a walking and talking DNA-based computer. In that case, Avaritia, who possibly consumed Zozia Chelik and Ksenia Apfel in order to impersonate them, could potentially gather information from human DNA that she consumed and store it in herself. That taste of Ulyana would tell her– whether Ulyana was worth killing or not. 

	All of these were conjectures, but Ulyana liked her chances, and was notably still alive.

	“Ulyana Korabiskaya,” Avaritia said, an amused note in her tone of voice.

	“Indeed. What say you?” Ulyana asked, meeting Avaritia’s eyes with an iron focus.

	“Apology accepted.”

	In the next instant–

	the grinning demon reared and lifted her arm and thrust forward with abandon,

	to offer a handshake.

	“What say you?” Avaritia said, her hand awaiting.

	Ulyana, initially startled by the sudden movement, soon returned the gesture.

	Sighing deeply, her chest pounding, feeling the sweat beads dribble down her collarbones.

	“I am glad we can put this behind us. I have something else I wish to discuss.” Ulyana said.

	Still holding Avaritia’s hand in her own.

	Unsurprisingly, the monster in human skin had a gentle and unpretentitious handshake.

	She had nothing to prove to a lesser being like Ulyana, whom Omenseers lorded over.

	“I want to ask you for a favor, and in turn, I will owe you a favor.” Ulyana said.

	“Interesting. I am slowly warming to this possibility.” Avaritia said. “It is rare for hominin to pay me tribute as you have. I believe you are a rare hominin who is close to a true understanding of the world and its correct order. I will not go out of my way to protect you, but I’d hate for you to die unspectacularly. So, tell me how I can help you.”

	Avaritia sounded flattered, full of herself. What had she gleaned from that blood?

	Ulyana gently and with respect, unwound her fingers from Avaritia’s own.

	Her touch was warm, like that of any human. Not that she was expecting much different.

	“I understand that you do not truly care about the anarchist cause. You are infiltrating them for another matter. I won’t pry into your motives unless you wish to disclose them, nor will I protect the Eisern Front from your activities. But I want your cooperation– share confidential information from the anarchists with me. In exchange, I will assist you in achieving your aim, in accordance with the value of the service you provided for me.”

	“I’m curious how you found us. We haven’t joined the anarchists just yet.” Avaritia said.

	“Unsecured CCTV. We have a good hacker, and you stick out in public.” Ulyana said.

	Whether or not Avaritia even understood the response, she did not further pursue the topic.

	“Very well. You, again, truly have no idea what you are offering, Ulyana Korabiskaya.”

	“No, I don’t. Nor do I expect you to explain. But present matters are worth future risk.”

	Avaritia slowly worked up a laugh in front of Ulyana, lowering her eyes to the table.

	“Incredible! What an incredible Hominin! Your soul is truly bright.”

	“So they tell me.”

	“I will accept your offer.” Avaritia said. “I will even courteously explain what I will demand from you. Right now, I am looking for certain individuals. I will not disclose the criteria– but in the future I might seek your assistance in finding them, and when I do, you will help me devour them. That is what you signed up for. In exchange, I will play the best anarchist I can, and I will become your asset within their organization. We have a deal.”

	Ulyana did not feel particularly proud to have agreed to kidnap people to feed this beast.

	But it was all incumbent on the assistance Avaritia provided, and when she cashed it in.

	Perhaps by then, Karuniya Maharapratham might have made a crucial breakthrough.

	Unsavory as it was, this was not the worst concession Avaritia could have demanded.

	The Brigand had killed plenty of people too, with families, hopes and dreams of their own.

	At any rate, all of that was a problem for the future Ulyana Korabiskaya, that poor bitch.

	In the present, she would hope that there was a benefit to doing all of this.

	Especially since the rear of her thigh quite stung where it was incised and then stitched.

	“Tell me– what made you so sure I would not simply devour you here?” Avaritia said.

	She still wanted to talk– fine, Ulyana could humor her and thus, maintain her good humor.

	“With your power, you’ve had ample opportunity to pursue your grievances with me. You could have followed Arabella to the ship, and we could have killed each other in fruitless struggle. You did not; you sent your subordinates first and ultimately you let the matter go entirely.” Ulyana said. “So, I began to understand you care about resources and have a specific agenda. There are people worth killing for you, worth devouring. From what we have learned, and also the fact you were impersonating Zozia Chelik, I realized you were there to kill Zozia and infiltrate the anarchists. It was within your means. You have proven me correct. You are only targeting specific people and won’t go out of your way for others.”

	“Interesting. So, armed with that deduction, you then risked coming to meet me?”

	“Is it so odd to you? My life is always on the line here. I’m not on a pleasure cruise.”

	Ulyana put on a smile a bit more elegantly cold than Avaritia’s grin.

	“You’re quite crafty. It will be quite convenient when I get to use you.” Avaritia said.

	“You’ll get as much as you give. Work hard, okay?” Ulyana replied.

	She stood up unceremoniously, turned her back on Avaritia and Gula, and left the table.

	Anything could have happened in that split second–

	And nothing at all did. Avaritia and Gula remained seated, returning to their meal.

	Ulyana walked away, with her deal struck and a burden off of her shoulders.

	They could find each other again easily– they’d see each other at the United Front.

	There was nothing more that needed to be said, and Avaritia did nothing more.

	However, there was a takeaway from the encounter the Omenseer may not have foreseen.

	“You’re not all-powerful. You don’t have the resources to stop us.”

	Ulyana smiled to herself. Every enemy in front of her had some kind of weakness.

	Leaving that particular corner of the wooded park, Ulyana walked to the diametrically opposite corner, to a second café that was also taking advantage of the same business model as Fae Folk was. There, under a tree, she spotted a Shimii woman, skin a rich olive-tan with bright orange eyes, her dark-furred ears fluffed up and upright. Dressed in a cute yellow cardigan over a warm brown dress, modest and timeless, her long, dark hair worn freely.

	Along with a conspicuous looking pair of sunglasses perched on her soft nose.

	“Mind if I join you?” Ulyana asked, looming over the girl’s table with a rakish smile.

	Pushing down her sunglasses, her Commissar, Aaliyah Bashara, looked up at the Captain.

	“How did it go? I’m glad to see you well.” She said, a small smile playing on her lips.

	She would not say it outright, but she looked like she could finally breathe easy.

	“Everything went as I hoped it would. We’re all set for now.” Ulyana said.

	“I was against attempting this– but I am glad to have been wrong this time.” Aaliyah said.

	“I appreciate your discretion as always.” Ulyana said. She pulled her glasses down her nose slightly, to expose her eyes. “Aaliyah, we went to some lengths to get these clothes and dress up, and we’ll have to change again soon– would you mind having a drink with me? I would like to indulge the fantasy of a charming executive and a vibrant girl.”

	Her gloved finger slid playfully across the drink menu projected on the table.

	Aaliyah glanced at the menu and back at Ulyana, meeting her eyes.

	She smiled and let out a little sigh, perhaps more fond than frustrated.

	“I will let your charms overcome me this one time, Yana.” Aaliyah said.

	Ulyana smiled, and took her seat, not across Aaliyah’s table, but close beside.

	She reached and took Aaliyah’s hand, gently gliding a thumb over her fingers.

	“How does a Radler sound?” Ulyana said, her free hand tapping on the menu.

	Aaliyah smiled, her lightly flushed face again mixing exasperation and endearment.

	“I’ll have whatever you are having. Just don’t take advantage, you cad.” She said softly.

	

	

	“Social fascists and red nationalists, the lot of you! Going to send me to your gulags?”

	“Worthless blowhard! You anarchists can’t even organize your wardrobes!”

	“Ahh– everyone’s so energetic– can we perhaps take a breather to look at this chart–?”

	At the bar and restaurant Oststadt, the private VIP back area resounded with the screams of its occupants. Thankfully, the front of the bar had also been completely bought out and buttoned up, the glass doors shut and a sign out in front, and it looked to the world as if the place had mostly just closed for the week. Discretely, the venue was actually rented in its entirety for a week of events hosted by a wealthy heiress. No activity spilled out onto the raised street adjacent establishment’s plot on the third tier commercial district.

	The décor for the Oststadt was rather unique among Aachen’s restaurant culture. Completely white walls faked the black veins of real marble, while decorative white plastic columns with gold-painted rings on their bases and ends framed the bar, the doorways, and the divisions between booth seats in the restaurant area. Fake laurel wreathes, biostitched, perfumed daily, and set high up on the walls, added pops of green to the decoration. The Oststadt evoked an eastern aesthetic, which to the Imbrian mind was usually Veka, but in this case, was meant to be even farther east, recalling old Katarran decadence. It was likely this classic, romantic aesthetic that drew Gloria Innocence Luxembourg to host in it.

	It served as an almost ridiculous backdrop to the farce that its fake marble walls contained.

	Where the Oststadt was old and stately, its inhabitants were for better or worse quite new.

	“Do you remember what even started this argument?” Ulyana asked, shoulders sagging.

	“No.” Aaliyah replied, the fur standing up on her folded ears, her tail curled into a spiral.

	There had been so many exchanges of barbs and the retorts had become so circular that it was nearly impossible to entangle what had set them off. Taras Moravskyi had entered into the meeting full of bluster, greeting no one, never introducing himself, and immediately demanding that the meeting begin even though some of his own colleagues had not even assembled yet. Erika Kairos had been watching him the whole time and seemed, perhaps, to know about him, enough that she shouted back with a mind to put him in his place and establish order over the proceedings. Moravskyi shouted back about the ‘fascist in her brain’ and the two of them were off. There had not been a moment’s peace since then. It was only by some miracle that Erika did not reach out and tear Moravskyi’s head off.

	“You red-fascists were never serious about reconciliation! You were always here to try to get us to show up and impose your rules on us! But Taras Moravskyi is here to tell you we are indomitable! We will take you to task for your crimes against the people!”

	“Taras Moravskyi is here to act like a babbling drunk! Much like he is at any other place! Barking about imaginary crimes to a people he has not served in years! We are here to talk about more than squatting and detonating fireworks in public parks!”

	Ulyana could hardly believe that Erika would stoop to such–

	No. She paused and realized that she could believe this scene completely and utterly.

	She could believe it, because–

	Murati.

	It was just like the disciplinary records of Murati’s previous behavior.

	Erika was just like Murati– she just had more responsibilities to keep her occupied.

	Those two–

	“Could Murati blow up like this in the middle of the ship someday?” Ulyana mumbled.

	“Captain– We have more pressing concerns.” Aaliyah said, sighing deeply.

	Besides Moravskyi and Erika, whose presences monopolized the “proceedings,” there were a few other people waiting and watching at the table. Avaritia and Gula eventually took their places, sitting at the far end of the table removed from the cacophony. Avaritia shot Ulyana a wink, which Ulyana did not terribly appreciate at the time. In the midst of the sound and fury, Gloria Innocence Luxembourg struggled to get through to her counterparts. As always she represented an overly-precious and sunny presence. Dressed in a long, angelic white dress with a figure-hugging bodice, transparent sleeves, and a slightly wide skirt, her long, pink hair flowing in glossy, subtle waves. She had a portable with some kind of plan on it that she wanted Erika and Moravskyi to stop fighting long enough to actually look at.

	In addition, there were two other figures of the anarchists. 

	A young woman, rather pretty, dressed a bit conservatively, that Ulyana did not know; and standing against the wall directly behind her, an unarmed bodyguard with her arms crossed and her head bowed. From their positions she surmised the woman at the table was one of the Eisern representatives, but she had not even had a chance to introduce herself. She made no fuss about it and simply watched as it was all mildly amusing to her. Meanwhile the woman behind her shot contemptuous looks at the table every so often before turning her gaze back down to the floor. She was a broad-shouldered and broad-backed woman, tall and dexterous of figure. Her hair, long and black and straight, and the small features of her face, reminded Ulyana somewhat of far easterners like her security officer Zhu Lian.

	For Ulyana, that was a rare sight– but there were plenty of Hanwans and Yunese in Veka and it stood to reason they could have made it to any part of the Empire from there. 

	While their passivity was curious to Ulyana, she could not blame them for keeping clear.

	Meanwhile Daksha Kansal and Kremina were mysteriously absent despite their supposed involvement. Gloria had excused them to Erika prior to the meeting. It was this more than anything that made Ulyana a bit disappointed– she had wanted to see Daksha Kansal again after all these years and perhaps ask her a few questions that had been troubling her. For Ulyana, as a Union officer, it was difficult not to think of Kansal as a negligent parent in an admittedly petty way. Especially because of Kremina and her arrogance back in Kreuzung.

	No use dwelling on it; seated closer to Ulyana were Erika’s guests for the deliberations.

	“Hey, can we just tell them to shut up? This is getting ridiculous. I’m about to blow too!”

	Ulyana was seated the closest to the leadership trio– unfortunately– and Aaliyah sat directly beside her. On Aaliyah’s right, Eithnen Ní Faoláin sat with her arms crossed and her head bowed, looking mighty annoyed at what was transpiring and making it known. Rather than her Republican uniform, she was dressed the same as Aaliyah and Ulyana in a Treasure Box Transports uniform. She had her red hair up in a bun, and the uniform looked good on her. On her right, sat her adjutant Tahira Agyie, a slight woman, dark-skinned with braided hair, the braids collected into a ponytail. She pushed up her glasses. Eithnen’s shirt was half unbuttoned and her tie hung undone. Tahira was meticulously dressed in comparison, and she sat almost stiffly straight beside the looser and more relaxed Eithnen.

	“Captain, I’m afraid it would only give them another target.” Tahira advised Eithnen.

	“I suppose so. Ugh. I barely even understand some of what they’re saying.” Eithnen said.

	“Don’t worry about it.” Aaliyah said. “I’m sure they must be running out of steam.”

	In the next instant, a sharp and sudden wail rose over the cacophony–

	“BOTH OF YOU BE QUIET! LISTEN TO ME RIGHT NOW!”

	So shrill was this cry that it might have rent armor and set agarthicite to bursting.

	Erika and Moravskyi both stopped in their tracks, breathlessly staring at

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg.

	Teeth clenched, shaking hands on her portable, reddened eyes, troubled breathing.

	“Excuse me, friends, comrades, even,” Gloria said, with Erika and Moravskyi finally under control, however briefly, and barely able to maintain her dainty affect “I did not organize this little shindig to inflame tensions between us. We are here because we have a common enemy, and greater responsibilities– so if the esteemed members here do not have a proposal to make, then allow me to put forward a framework that we can discuss.”

	She held her portable computer with both hands, showing Erika and Moravskyi the screen.

	At the precise moment that Gloria was showing off the screen, Ulyana could not see it. She would later learn that there was an excruciatingly detailed organizational chart with more twisting lines than a noodle dish. In this chart, Gloria herself sat at the very top, Erika directly below, and all military forces under Erika’s control with the anarchist irregulars subordinated under this umbrella as if they did not have an officer class which– technically they did not. In the specific moment of the unveiling, what Ulyana could actually see were the confused expressions on Moravskyi’s and Erika’s faces as they looked at the screen. After a moment they squinted their eyes as if it would make something else appear on it.

	Gloria smiled brightly and proudly, like a child showing off a graded test to her parents.

	Increasingly, Erika’s and Moravskyi’s expressions showed very similar consternation to that which they began the meeting with. Neither could contain their level of offense.

	“You want me to order around this chaotic rabble?”

	“You want me to take orders from this authoritarian harpy?”

	Immediately, Erika and Moravskyi’s rage-filled gazes met one another again.

	Before they could start another shouting match, however–

	Tahira Agyie raised her hand from beside Eithnen, surprising even her Captain.

	“Excuse me! Might I have a word before any– further debate?” She asked.

	Gloria and Moravskyi turned to look at her with a mild confusion.

	Erika seemed to silently urge her to speak.

	Gloria acquiesced to the interruption.

	None of them seemed prepared for anyone outside their bubble to have spoken up.

	“Thank you.” Tahira said. She stood up from her seat. Her voice surprisingly calm. “From what I was able to draw from our– spirited debate– it appears we have a bit of an impasse on the topic of integrating our forces. I would like to propose an initial solution to this issue. In the Republic forces, there is an instrument known as a Joint Information Exchange Center or J.I.E.C. that acts as an official intermediary between the Republic Navy and useful militant groups, such as the Rhodos Republic in Katarre or the Restoration Society in the Yu states. When one group finds intelligence noteworthy to another group, they share it through the J.I.E.C. and are able to coordinate and support each other, while retaining their individual autonomy of action. Since there are obstacles to an integrated command, why don’t we instead begin with a Joint Information Exchange for the United Front? Captain Eithnen Ní Faoláin could perhaps assist– she served with distinction in J.I.E.C South.”

	Eithnen looked startled to have been addressed at all in the middle of that description.

	“Huh? Oh, I mean– yeah I was in charge of J.I.E.C. South for a bit– before I got demoted and sent to jail that is.” Eithnen did not look very happy to be remembering it, or to be speaking at all, but she stood up beside Tahira to address the room promptly now that she was drafted into the conversation. She managed a professional tone of voice. “I worked with a militia in Hanwa– the Patriot Society or something like that– and well, I definitely did not have even a little bit of control over how they carried themselves. But I did get intelligence from them on Hanwan actions, and I did contribute intelligence back. So it does stand to reason we could put together a similar thing for the forces here and make it work.”

	“Thank you, Captain.” Tahira said, taking over again with a rare smile on her face. “I believe that a J.I.E.C of our own could be a coherent framework for our future cooperation while preserving our multiplicity of opinions and types of actions. In the coming meetings, we could further refine and discuss how we would organize and use this system– but for now, I believe it serves as a good guarantee that no group shall control the others, in part or in totality, and should allay the concerns of Mr. Moravskyi as to his group’s autonomy, as well as Premier Kairos’ concerns toward organizational discipline. While also allowing us to make concerted use of our resources toward a common goal. I yield the floor.”

	Tahira saluted the three leaders, Luxembourg, Kairos and Moravskyi in turn.

	She then sat back down, quietly and calmly, and Eithnen quickly sat down beside her.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah were stunned– none of this was anything Erika rehearsed with them.

	Erika in fact had kept what she would say and do in this opening meeting close to the chest. Before devolving into communist schoolgirl debate club arguments– which Ulyana assumed out of respect for her was not what she intended to do and she was just caught in a passion.

	But Tahira had just stood up and potentially saved the entire meeting more wasted time.

	Purely improsivational. Such was the prowess of Eithnen Ní Faoláin’s adjutant.

	“Mashallah,” Aaliyah whispered, sighing deeply. “I’m really glad we rescued them.”

	Ulyana turned to face the three group leaders, who remained a bit stunned for a moment.

	Perhaps ashamed of their previous antics compared to Tahira’s reasonable proposition.

	To her credit, from among the three Erika recomposed herself and spoke first.

	“Though she is one of my subordinates, independently of that I find it a most excellent proposition from adjutant Agiey.” Erika said. “The Nationale Volksarmee does not wish, and does not currently possess the capacity, to lead all of the forces of the Front as the esteemed Ms. Luxembourg proposes. We recognize Mr. Moravskyi’s concerns over his autonomy also. At this juncture I agree a framework for coordination makes more sense than an integrated command structure. I am in favor– what say my colleagues?”

	“Ah– Yes, indeed, indeed.” Gloria said. “It sounds a most appealing idea. I worry that it might be too unambitious for what we could accomplish? Perhaps we can even expand it into an instrument to share policy ideas and even pool supplies? I think all of us can benefit from a deep but individual cooperation. We’ll discuss it– for now, I vote in favor.”

	“I–” Moravskyi still looked a bit taken aback. “Yeah– I guess that sounds good for now.”

	Meet with reason, even Moravskyi seemed cowed into silence.

	With the rousing debate concluded, the United Front ratified its first agreement– they would establish an instrument for coordination and decide its character and contents another day. And so, everyone adjourned, and agreed to reconvene throughout the week to continue discussions on how best to cooperate, what their objectives might be, and on resourcing.

	“Don’t you love it when things come together?” Erika said, tossing her hair on the way out.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah stared at her but said nothing, and glanced at one another with a sigh.

	In that moment they perhaps shared a single simultaneous thought:

	Murati, please do not develop this sort of temper!!

	☭Eisental United Front Status☭

	Nationale Volksarmee (Presiding)

	Reichsbanner Schwarzrot (At The Table)

	Eisern Front (At The Table)

	

	

	That night, Gloria Innocence Luxembourg was consumed in a fury.

	“I can’t believe it! I just choked in the middle of all that! God fucking damn it!”

	She stomped her feet and threw her plushies and bit the pads of her thumbs.

	Her first setback transpired before the meeting, when Daksha Kansal told her she would be limiting her presence to the United Front and would not attend the first several meetings. Her stated reason was that she did not want to monopolize the initial character of the United Front with her presence, and instead wanted to serve as an advisor to whatever form the United Front took after the initial discussions in order to preserve their spontainety and dynamism. Effectively, she would participate in the final events of the week as Gloria had planned them. Gloria almost wanted to tell her to her face that she knew this was bullshit– but she held her tongue and controlled her temper in front of her mentor.

	Then, in the United Front’s first meeting, she ended up the meekest of all the leaders.

	Erika and Moravskyi were always going to come to blows, there was no doubt about that. They were natural opposites. Erika herself must have planned to try to cow Moravskyi, or at least to come out of the first meeting with her independence and strength demonstrated and preserved. She had something to prove. Moravskyi was a blowhard by nature– he was always attending just to shout and bluster about his autonomy and moral rectitude. He was the established old soldier who now had to deal with the up-and-comers. 

	Knowing this, it was up to a third party to create any balance. Gloria had hoped to either mediate between them or to get them to calm down– giving them the way out of their predicaments. She knew it was a long shot, but they barely even read the charts.

	Then that one Republican defector threw a massive spanner in the works.

	While she was tongue-tied in the face of Erika and Moravskyi, Tahira Agyie proposed a thoroughly reasonable idea that everyone could get on board with. The fact that a guest from the Volksarmee camp was the one to finally deflate the tensions was galling– Gloria should have brought some of her own people, but she was so focused on her own self and her own image. But of course, nobody else in Schwarzrot had any ideas anyway. 

	She was the one with the ideas here!

	Not only that, but the rest of the Eisern delegates were quiet the entire time.

	They did not even attempt to reel in Moravskyi! They made no proposals of their own!

	Almost as if they wanted him to derail everything! They were far too passive.

	She could point fingers all day. One fact remained clear.

	Gloria had blown her first shot at taking control of the United Front.

	It was not the last shot she would have– but it was the best one.

	Fuming alone in her apartment, she dropped on the couch, and wrung a cushion in her hands.

	Beginning then to think about her next move.

	In order to make up for this setback, Gloria had to find some way to expand this “instrument of coordination” to include the ability to influence her partners. Money was her first idea, and the easiest one that came to her. Money was something she had in spades, and that everyone else sorely needed. Erika was likely low on funds and Moravskyi likely had nothing to his name. Gloria would have enormous soft power within the United Front and its organizations if she could wave money around within the agreed framework.

	In theory, she still held all of the most important cards.

	The Reichsbanner Schwarzot had the money, it had ships, it had divers, everything.

	On her whim she could have summoned a force strong enough to take Aachen.

	Possibly.

	Once these meetings were over and they had to fight the Volkisch, it was unconscionable that the likes of the Eisern Front could get anything done without Gloria’s money and manpower. The Nationale Volksarmee was a different story, but not that different. They had hardware and experience, but they had no influence or wealth, and would need to establish better supply. She could still exert some control over them too.

	Gloria started to calm herself down. 

	Even in the worst case scenario, she was still the best positioned out of the three to become the leader of a leftist Eisental. Her vision of the world had the most appeal to normal people, and she had the most resources. Even if the United Front ended up with Erika at the fore, Gloria would never be far behind. She was already monumentally ahead of the game. Would the people of Eisental care who was the most eloquent and influential in the United Front? It would be nothing but an anecdote in the history books. Gloria could still win.

	Then she would shape Eisental in her image– and maybe even the Imbrium.

	President of a Social-Democratic Republic. Carefully managed markets, exemplary labor relations, strong wages and plentiful goods, freedom of the press and speech, full gender and sexual equality, a flourishing of the arts, a professional army of liberated and educated men and women. It would dispense with the bleak totalitarianism of both the Fueller Reformation and the Union Revolution but preserve enough of the Imbrian character to allow for a smooth, peaceful transition toward socialism. Her people would learn to love socialism, from the crudest laborer up to the managerial and business class. In her imagination, even the steel and glass of this world was brighter, even the water would shine, and all of it under her graceful and beautiful countenance, like an angel.

	“There is no need to fear, Gloria Innocence Luxembourg.” She told herself.

	Yes– she had an immutable advantage. Power born into power, instituted into her flesh.

	Those girls protesting the war just didn’t understand how futile their struggle was.

	Some hierarchies, some injustices, were burned into the flesh of the Imbrian permanently.

	Identifying where things would change, and where they would stay the same–

	Understanding that only power could topple power– noblesse oblige–

	That was the difference between the mighty Gloria Innocence Luxembourg and

	the poor girls who founded a book club she attended only to have it beaten out of them–

	Gloria’s eyes drew wide. “No– Don’t– don’t think like that! Why that–? No– I’m not–”

	In a sudden panic she scrolled through the functions of her watch for her mood manager–

	When suddenly there was a ring on the digital doorbell.

	Catching her off-guard, as she lay nearly in tears on her couch.

	“Ah! One little second please! Still prepping my makeup!” She cried out.

	Just barely falsifying her tone of voice to fit the character she wanted to play.

	From the door, a voice message played.

	“Ma’am, it’s me, Mia. Please take your time. Thank you for having me.”

	Gloria had almost forgotten–

	She bolted to a stand and ran into her bedroom. This she could not afford to mess up.

	Looking herself over, the wall over her vanity cabinet becoming a mirror.

	Her hair was a bit messy. She brushed it quickly. Her dress looked– acceptable.

	For something she had been wearing for hours it was practically pristine.

	She touched up her makeup. Applying a bit more eyeshadow to mask the puffiness.

	It would not do for Mia to know that she was crying and screaming.

	“Coming~!” She said, her voice returning with ease to its saccharine register. “I am so sorry! My day has been soooo busy, Mia, dear! Your presence is a breath of fresh air!”

	Before Mia could send another message through the door, Gloria had bolted back to it.

	When the door opened, there was no evidence she had been hyperventilating.

	And on the other side, stood a truly ravishing girl, the real prize of the day.

	Mia Weingarten was a shot of adrenaline to the constitution of a weary Gloria. Just looking at her sent electricity running throughout the heiress’ body. Wearing a large and lacy black hat with a black coat and sunglasses to try to disguise her appearance, but beneath, her delicate frame stood lightly draped in a tight little synthetic dress, exposing her shapely legs, her thin and elegant arms, the slim collarbones and small shoulders. Framing her narrow waist, curving over small, supple breasts. Her girlish face with its youthful features.

	Bashful, perhaps ashamed. So beautiful, so tantalizing.

	Gloria reached out and took Mia’s hat in a playful act, unveiling her sky-blue ponytail.

	“Come in, come in! Make yourself at home, Mia dearest.”

	For a moment, Mia stood on the edge of that threshold after being invited.

	Perhaps realizing that if that door closed behind her, she had made a certain decision.

	And indeed, once she worked up the courage to cross into Gloria’s apartment–

	It took the merest instance for the door to close and lock behind her.

	Her timid expression did not change. Nor did Gloria’s irrepressible excitement.

	Gloria led Mia to the couch, urging her to get comfortable. 

	From the kitchen she returned with drinks, slim glasses held between thumb and forefinger.

	Set them down on the table and sat next to her guest, who smiled a bit, accepted it politely.

	Mia reached out, drank, put the glass back, in a quick, almost desperate motion.

	While Gloria’s hand wandered to Mia’s lap, stroking the soft, silky skin of her plush thighs.

	Crawling tentatively beneath the hem of her short skirt–

	Mia’s eyes wandered away in shame–

	Until Gloria’s hand reached out and gently guided her chin so that their eyes met again.

	To where Mia could not escape the irrepressible hunger in that gaze.

	“So, Mia, my sweet, what is on your mind? No request is too great for what we share.”

	 

	 


13.5

	In the Mahdist village at the far end of the Shimii Wohnbezirk, the flag of NGO “Kamma” waved over the little motorized drone accompanying an elven visitor. 

	She appeared suddenly, and she caught everyone’s attention immediately. Homa stood back while the villagers crowded around the woman and her pack drone with a great and inexplicable cheer. Baran moved to the head of the little crowd alongside Sareh, both looking eager to meet the visitor as well. Despite the crowd forming around her, the elf took every hand that was offered with a smile, everyone was friendly to her.

	“Greetings, greetings! I’m glad to see you all well! I’ve brought goodies!”

	With a wave of her hand, the elven woman commanded her drone to open up its cargo.

	Inside the drone were several bottles of a white fluid with colorful flecks, that according to the label was a doogh with rose petals– a fermented milk drink popularized by Shimii culture. Alongside the bottles of doogh were vacuum-sealed round filets of beef without any labels or even nutritional information except for a packing date. Homa’s eyes fixed on them from afar as if she could eat them with sight alone. They were not the best cuts; almost no fat and with meat fibers that would be visible across the Wohnbezirk. These were probably tough, cheap meats, but with a good, long cook, they would be mouth-wateringly delicious.

	“Mashallah! Conny, thank you!” Baran said, beholding the gifts with a sunny expression.

	“Don’t mention it!” replied the elf, Conny, “I heard that you would actually be holding the Tishtar festival this year again. I knew I had to make time to help in any way I could!”

	Baran turned from Conny and scanned the crowd briefly, before finding Homa.

	She waved for Homa to come closer. Homa hesitated, despite Baran’s excitement.

	At Homa’s side, Kalika gently shoved her on the middle-back, urging her to step forward.

	Homa reticently advanced through the crowd until she was face to face with Conny.

	“Homa, this is Conny Lettiere! She’s helped us out a lot over the years!” Baran said. She waved her hand from Homa to Conny. “Conny, this is Homa, she is a special guest of the village! She’s a very generous and courteous traveler in search of her roots!”

	Immediately Homa had a series of conflicting thoughts.

	Special guest?! She felt entirely out of place being anyone’s special anything.

	Though she would not complain, if it meant a place of honor (and meat) at the festival.

	Lettiere?! Wasn’t that the surname of the loud elf student who was always in the cafeteria on the communist ship? Were they family? Did all elves know each other? Not that this was any of her concern, but it still piqued her interest in that brief moment. 

	She had met very few elves in her life and they felt– exotic.

	“Nice to meet you.” Homa said, awkwardly reaching out her hand.

	“Pleasure is all mine! Thank you for lending these folks a hand!” Conny replied, taking it.

	They had a quick and courteous handshake. Conny pointed over Homa’s shoulder.

	She lowered her voice to just above a whisper as if not to draw attention.

	“Then, I take it that the lady in the splendid coat, whom I don’t recognize, is with you?”

	Homa looked over her own shoulder, saw Kalika, felt foolish for looking, and looked back.

	“Yes, I hired her– you know, it’s dangerous in the Imbrium lately.” Homa said.

	Conny smiled and nodded. If she was thinking of anything dire, it was not evident.

	With the pleasantries taken care of, Baran urged everybody to return to what they were doing and led Conny to her house, where they had an electric plug that they could hook the drone up to so it could continue to chill the food until the festival, in a few days time. While Baran and Sareh took Conny, Homa returned to Kalika’s side with a glum face.

	“Look at you, so gloomy! You’re getting a whole feast of meat! Perk up!” Kalika said.

	“I’m not like, a little animal that just gets happy at feeding time.” Homa grumbled.

	“Of course. Just– bear with this for a bit longer, Homa. You’re doing great.” Kalika said.

	She patted Homa on the shoulder, and Homa hated how much she enjoyed the praise.

	Maybe she was a little animal chirping for food– in this case, for Kalika’s attention.

	While the village leadership welcomed Conny, Kalika and Homa hung around outside of the village gate. Kalika had just put out a call to the Volksarmee, summoning someone to repair the village’s oxygen system. Most of the troops had been given their own missions, just the same as Homa and Kalika. But they could spare Chloe Kuri, who was allegedly pretty handy with machines and was already out and about and could make a stop at the village.

	“Chloe is always running around. You can count on her to show up anywhere needed.”

	“I thought we would be getting one of the engineers. Can she really fix that thing?”

	“She’s a reliable jack-of-many-trades. Anyway– who was that woman?” Kalika asked.

	Clearly switching gears on Homa– not that Homa minded or could say anything about it.

	“Apparently she’s ‘Conny Lettiere’, an NGO worker. Friendly with Baran.” Homa said.

	“‘Lettiere’ huh?” Kalika said. “The Pandora’s Box has a guest with that surname.”

	“Yeah, I’ve seen her in the cafeteria. She’s always talking about random things she learned from communist textbooks. She’s an elf too. They might be related.” Homa said. “Maybe our elf can come to an agreement with their elf for a supply of meat.” She added as a joke.

	“Homa, don’t call them ‘our elf’ and ‘their elf’.” Kalika said, patting Homa on the head.

	“Hey, I was just kidding– and leave my ears alone.” Homa grumbled.

	She made no move to resist the continued petting. Not even the feeblest resistance.

	When she was satisfied, Kalika lifted her hand from the fluffy ears with a contented sigh.

	“Kalika, what is ‘Kamma’? Do you know? You’re better traveled than me.” Homa asked.

	“They are an organization funded by donations. They distribute free food to poor folks.”

	“With how Baran talked about them I thought they would be like you all.”

	Homa pressed Kalika for more details since she had never seen Kamma around Kreuzung.

	Since they still had time before Chloe arrived at the Wohnbezirk, Kalika continued.

	Kamma was a non-governmental organization that was established by former legislators from local but well-funded Liberal parties– because of this, Kamma and the All-Rhinea Liberals could never escape undue association with one another. All Kamma did was buy whatever was cheap or even unwanted, leveraging bulk purchasing of goods directly from suppliers or from distributors about to either slash the prices of or liquidate certain items. Then they would cook soups or hand out cans and frozen foods. It was that simple, but even that was controversial, and led to conspiracires and witch hunts. There were allegations that the Liberals employed Kamma for various criminal activities, anything from vote buying to ballot fraud to trafficking children. Alongside the political ascension of the Volkisch, Kamma began to draw less attention to itself, to avoid being used as a political cudgel.

	Such things were pointless now that the Volkisch had fully ascended, of course.

	“You have to understand Homa, public feeding of the poor is a compassionate act to us because we are compassionate people. There are a lot of people in the Imbrium, both ordinary and powerful, who would rather the poor and homeless receive no help and disappear. They are seen as a problem. Their continued existence takes up space. It is inconvenient that Kamma helps them to live.” Kalika said. “Kamma is actively banned from public feeding in a few different stations, Kreuzung being one of these.”

	Homa’s ears folded. “That’s horrible.” She said, and it was all she could say in response.

	Her mind flashed all of the different times she had been struggling with food recently.

	Those last awful days in Kreuzung where it was a battle to get even a bit of meat.

	Had the situation dragged any farther, she might have struggled to get any food at all.

	She thought of all the ways that powerful people engineered that entire situation.

	From the prices to the supply, to just not allowing people like Kamma to help anyone.

	They wanted it that way– they wanted Homa to struggle and even starve.

	In contrast, she recalled her recent stay on the Brigand– where she just ate for free.

	And where, even at her most useless and difficult, nobody would allow her to go hungry.

	“I guess that’s why Baran is not surprised to see communists.” Homa mumbled.

	“That girl is a lot more learned than she seems. She is being discrete with us– I bet she knows more than she lets on.” Kalika said. “Don’t judge her by outward appearances, Homa. Mahdist religious schools teach history, rhetoric and logic, not just scripture. Not only that, but the Mahdists in the Imbrium have a history of political struggle. It’s likely she’s developed an understanding of the ideologies and situation of the Imbrium of her own accord.”

	Homa did not recall receiving any religious schooling herself– her upbringing that she could remember was rather Imbrian, thanks to Leija’s investments in her education. So she could not have known what Baran did or did not learn in the little village madrasah they must have ran out of the masjid. But she also wondered whether Kalika thought of her as a Rashidun Shimii, and a part of her did not like the idea of being judged that way. Nevertheless, she kept quiet– she did not know what she wanted to or could even say about that.

	Her feelings were too conflicted to assert a stable position any which way.

	It was impossible to say ‘I am not a Rashidun’– because she also wasn’t a Mahdist either.

	She was nothing, no one– a configuration of parts uselessly novel to the mean.

	Whoever heard of a half-Shimii, half-Imbrian; who hardly even knew her own religion.

	“Oh dear, you went silent on me again.” Kalika said. “Jerky for your thoughts?”

	From her jacket, Kalika withdrew a small, foil-wrapped piece, a meat snack.

	Volwitz-branded, salt and pepper flavored. A little cylinder of cured processed beef.

	“Kalika, I said I’m not a little animal who responds instantly to food.” Homa grumbled.

	“I’m sorry, I really don’t mean to offend you. I just wanted to cheer you up.” Kalika said.

	“No– I’m not mad. Sorry. I’m just being difficult.” Homa said. She averted her gaze.

	Feeling suddenly pathetic at how quickly she snapped at Kalika, practically her only friend.

	Kalika handed Homa the meat snack with a smile. Homa accepted it with some hesitation.

	“Where did you get this, anyway? It’s Volwitz grocery store junk food.” Homa said.

	“Sareh gave me a few pieces before the Kamma lady arrived.” Kalika said. “She wanted to show her appreciation for us saving Baran from those thugs. I told her we did not need any rewards other than the things that we already agreed upon, but she was so stubborn about repaying me. Instead of arguing I just accepted her gift to absolve her of her debt.”

	Homa held the bit of meat between her fingers, turning it over. Feeling– pathetic.

	“Must have reminded you of somebody.” Homa grumbled, thoughtlessly.

	“The real Kalika is much less judgmental than the Kalika in your mind.” Kalika said.

	She smiled and poked Homa in the cheek playfully as if to diffuse any tension.

	Homa thought of apologizing for being so quick to misread her– but held her silence.

	Slowly, she unwrapped the meat snack and raised it to her lips.

	Taking a bite, breaking the processed, molded meat into chewy strands. Releasing salty-sweet flavor that made the insides of her cheeks tingle and contract. 

	It was tasty. 

	It was not what she wanted, but it was tasty and meaty and provided a momentary comfort, and she silently thanked Kalika for the offer. That thanks would remain silent, however– there was a silly, petty little pride in her that refused to air this childish gratitude.

	She wished dearly that she would never have to say ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘thank you’ again.

	And even more she wished she could say such things without feeling so stupid.

	On and on turned the maelstrom of feeling and desire in her chest and gut.

	Not knowing what she was anymore, where she was situated, what she even wanted.

	Thankfully she would not remain in such a suspended state for long.

	Two hooded figures came into view, prompting Kalika to step forward from the gate.

	One a short and cute-looking Katarran and the other a slim and pretty young elf.

	Chloe Kuri and Elena Lettiere from the Nationale Volksarmee, carrying a few plastic bags.

	“Oh, I did not know we would have another visitor.” Kalika said, smiling at Elena.

	“I was– showing her around some places.” Chloe said, gesturing toward Elena.

	“Yes, I insisted upon her, I’m sorry. I promise I’ll stay out of your way.” Elena said.

	“It’s not a problem. There’s not much to be in the way of.” Kalika said. “We’ll introduce you to the village and you can savor some of the local color while Chloe works. I’m sure they’ll love you. Just don’t expect a lot in the way of amenities– and remember to mind what you say.”

	There was a bit of sharpness to Kalika’s voice near the end. A warning.

	Elena nodded. She looked at Homa and smiled.

	That sunny, care-free demeanor kind of reminded Homa of Baran too.

	“You’re Homa Baumann right?” Elena said.

	“Homa Messhud, here.” Homa said, trying to contain her sudden irritation as she spoke.

	“Oh, sorry! Right, cover identities.” Elena said, averting her gaze awkwardly.

	There was a voice in Homa’s head calling her a bimbo– but it was unkind and unearned.

	It was not like Homa herself had proven a mastermind infiltrator either.

	“Maybe you should let Kalika do the talking.” Chloe said. “She’s good at that.”

	Elena looked embarrassed but smiled and nodded her deference.

	Kalika looked more amused than bothered by the whole scene.

	She led through the gate, taking one of the bags from Elena and leaving the rest with Chloe.

	In the village, things had settled back down and there was no longer a huge crowd. 

	The villagers went back to what they were doing. It was a bit noisy in the street, with children playing a boisterous game of tag and some of the women congregating in the town’s bakery singing and joking around by the windows. Sareh, Imam al-Qoms, and a few of the bigger middle-aged women in hijab had assembled on the stage were the Tazia structure had once stood. They cleaned up, arranging the pieces that remained. Teenage girls approached the stage, bringing tools and a handful of containers, probably fixing gel.

	Baran sat on the porch of the hair-dresser’s place along with Conny, trying to talk above the level of the noise, probably catching up with the friend-of-the-village. That little salon was one of the most prominent plastic buildings on the main street of the village and had a long front, hosting many people. Baran had her walking stick on her lap, and a piece of bread in hand. She waved when she saw Homa and Kalika, all smiles. Kalika nodded her head toward her and led the party to the salon. She gestured toward Elena and Chloe.

	“Baran, and Ms. Lettiere, these are companions of ours who have come to help with the oxygen generator problem, just as we promised before.” Kalika said. Upon giving that introduction, Elena immediately stared at her, and at Conny, and looked a bit lost for words. Thankfully, she was not the one talking. “This is Elena Rossi.” Kalika put a hand on Elena’s shoulder and squeezed gently. Elena stiffly nodded, playing along. “And this little fish is Chloe Kuri, who will take the lead on the repairs. We hope to done by tonight.”

	“Pleased to meet you!” Baran said. “I can’t thank you enough for your help!”

	Conny looked at Elena for a moment while Baran spoke.

	She then reached out a hand to her with a big grin on her face.

	“Buongiorno, paesan!” She called out with a sudden cheer.

	Elena quietly returned the handshake, visibly going cold.

	Homa so rarely heard any elvish spoken, but that was definitely elvish Conny spoke.

	There was a pizzeria in Kreuzung Homa indulged in whenever she earned the rare bonus at work. Big beautiful pies with seasoned crusts, bright marinara and velvety cheese. The management played up that it was authentic elvish cuisine, and that the chef was an elf, bright-eyed, pale-skinned, with green hair and sharp ears– but of course, the chef was just in the marketing graphics, and Homa never once actually saw her. Everything else was just music and green-and-red flags and elvish herbs on the pies. That was the greatest extent to which Homa was exposed to the exotic and passionate culture of the elves.

	Perhaps this was also the case with Elena, who clearly did not understand High Elvish.

	Not even that stereotypical phrase that Homa heard at the pizza restaurant every time.

	Homa began to feel some compassion for her, watching her suddenly blanching.

	“May I have the pleasure of an introduction? I was busy making a call before.”

	Kalika also reached out a hand to Conny and addressed her. Conny shook with her.

	“Concetta Lettiere, call me Conny. I’m the Chief of Field Operations with Kamma, an NGO that gives out food to the needy.” Conny said. Kalika made no reaction upon hearing, neither the name nor the title, but Conny seemed to leave just a bit of space for silence, as if fishing for one. She then continued to speak. “But I’m not here on an errand for Kamma, at least not officially– if I was I would have brought a crate of cans instead.” Conny smiled. “I’ve come and gone from this village before and befriended the locals. I really love the culture here.”

	“It is very hospitable.” Kalika said. “I’m Kalika Loukia– just an honorable mercenary.”

	She winked and laid her hand on Homa’s shoulder as if to appear chummy.

	Homa, with the aim of also looking chummy, laid her own hand atop Kalika’s–

	And it was her metallic hand, so it was gloved, and neither warm nor soft to hold at all.

	So much for even that briefest of fancies. Homa’s ears briefly folded.

	“Piacere, straniera. I’m so grateful you could help these folks out.” Conny said.

	Comparing their elf, with her elf, Homa could see the resemblances in certain places. Conny’s hair, blue and twin-tailed, had a truly outlandish sheen, and when she did not dye it black to hide its luster, Elena’s hair was similar in its bright purple color. Both of them were slim women with gentle curves, though Conny was even shorter than Elena was. Though they both had ears situated in the same place as an Imbrian, rather than a Loup or Shimii’s raised ears, elven ears were longer and pointed. Elena’s had a slight curve to them still. Conny’s ears were longer and sharper, terminating at an angle rather than curving off.

	Both of them were very pretty and had a certain timelessly girlish appearance. Their soft and gentle facial features and the shapes of their faces were almost a dead-on match. Their noses had a similar length and narrowness and Elena’s indigo eyes matched the size and shape of Conny’s green eyes, and the colors of both were similarly intense. Conny’s skin was a bit paler than Elena, who had a touch more pink on her face and hands.

	Elena was usually modest, wearing her uniform and traveling clothes– meanwhile, Conny had an outlandish tasseled bra top and bell-bottoms that she only barely covered up with a white blazer jacket. That boldness was also readable in how she carried herself. Always smiling, with her head high, making direct eye contact with whoever she spoke to. Her stride was easy and confident, and she never stumbled over her words.

	In that sense Elena was nothing like her– but Homa suspected they were indeed related.

	Homa did not miss how awkward Elena immediately became when she heard Ms. Lettiere.

	Kalika had a good eye for problems– she subtly clued Elena into what was happening and introduced her under an assumed name before Elena could possibly put her foot in her mouth. They avoided exposing Elena to any unwanted attention from Conny and Baran that way, even though Elena’s body language had been completely shaken. Homa made a note of that trick for later. In case her spy career continued to take off after this trip.

	Her career as a busybody continued unabated, however.

	She was very curious whether Conny had any inkling about Elena.

	“Baran, I’ll take Chloe and get started on the oxygen machine. Before the air here gets any thinner.” Kalika said. “If I can ask for a favor, can you perhaps treat Homa and Elena?”

	Homa would have shot Kalika a look, and wanted to raise up a fuss– but did not.

	Mustering a titanic effort not to speak her mind and say something difficult.

	Though she disliked how often Kalika parted from her she was curious about Conny.

	“Absolutely! I’d love to have them. We can talk more over some breakfast.” Baran said.

	“Homa and I will cover anything for you.” Kalika said.

	She knew that just meant the communists would cover it– but it still gave her a bit of fright.

	Playing the part of a generous and well-funded traveler did not suit her penniless self well.

	Nevertheless Homa continued to act the best she could by keeping completely quiet.

	“Don’t worry about that! We’ll be getting some more food in soon.” Baran said.

	“Oh, is that so?” Conny interjected. “Do you bring it in from the Volwitz subsidiary?”

	“Right, the councilwoman, Ms. Jašarević, helped us set up a weekly delivery.” Baran said.

	“The councilwoman, huh,” Conny said, her eyes briefly wandering toward the gate.

	“There’s a couple families that make good money outside, so they help pay for it too.”

	“I do know about the remittances.” Conny said. “I’m glad you have some means here.”

	Baran looked a little proud of herself. Homa felt a fresh sting of pity for the village.

	Elena, meanwhile, remained tongue-tied as before but nodded her head rapidly in response.

	Kalika and Chloe bid their temporary farewells and then headed for the rough, rocky areas surrounding the village, where they would work on the oxygen generator. Kalika left one of the bags that Elena and Chloe had brought in as part of her contributions to Baran’s household. When Baran unwrapped the bag, and took a look inside, she gasped, took another look, and alternated between grumbling a bit and smiling. Homa took a step forward and looked inside the bag as well, wondering what drew such a reaction.

	Inside the bag, were cans of tomatoes, a jar of eggs, and jarred sweet and hot peppers.

	There was enough for a big breakfast or lunch but not much more than that.

	“She did not have to do this.” Baran said. “But I’ll repay her by feeding all of you.”

	“Ah– you don’t really have to repay anything, it’s really fine.” Homa said.

	“Then I will treat these gifts with respect by making a delicious meal.”

	Baran took her walking stick and leaned on it to stand from the porch, wincing with pain from her injuries. Homa offered to take the bag, but Baran insisted on carrying it herself. She lead the way from the salon, behind the masjid, and to her own house. 

	While they walked, Elena looked around the village with wonder and a clear, growing concern for her surroundings. Homa thought she must have looked the same yesterday as Elena did now, seeing the humble old plastic houses, the rocky terrain, the poor lighting and limited electrification and breathing the slowly worsening air. Life was colorful in this hospitable village certainly– but it wasn’t easy, and anyone could see that.

	Conny must have been used to it. Her little grin never vanished from her face for an instant.

	“Welcome to my humble abode! Make yourselves at home.” Baran declared.

	Through the blue and green curtain-door into Baran’s house, greeted by the little table and chair and the accompanying kitchen accoutrements as Homa had last seen them. This morning there was a bit of fragrance in the air. A lavender-scented smokeless aroma-pod, Raylight Beauty brand, had been set on Baran’s window, perhaps to help her relax after the past day’s ordeals, where the village had been attacked and Baran herself stricken. 

	Baran bid everyone to sit, and then declared that she would work on the meal alone. 

	Taking one of the chairs, Homa watched her cook. 

	It reminded her of her own apartment back in Kreuzung. All Baran had to cook with was an electric pot and a small water kettle, but she was not deterred in the slightest.

	First, she took the tomato cans from the bag. They had tabs that allowed her to open them without tools. Once opened, she dropped the tomatoes into the pot. Without skipping a beat, as if a practiced motion, Baran broke off the top of one of the cans. She used the can top to crush the tomatoes. Careful, sliding motions of her hands– Homa was not standing but could picture in her mind that the tomatoes were crushed to a thick but wet consistency. She already knew the sort of dish those ingredients and methods would yield. Once the tomatoes were crushed up, Baran placed the empty can in a bin nearby but kept the lid in hand. She then took the jar of peppers and twisted the top open without struggle.

	Silently, Baran picked a pepper out of the jar. She looked at it, turned it over in her hand.

	Taking it into her fingers, she took a bite. Nodding to herself, she dropped it into the pot.

	A second and a third pepper each received a bite; a fourth caused Baran to shut her eyes.

	That one, too, went into the pot with the tomatoes.

	Turning the can top sideways, Baran used it to cut and scrape and mash the peppers.

	Homa felt a bit of awe watching Baran cook. She must have done this a million times.

	No tools in reach but the top of a metal can and the pot to heat it all in.

	She looked almost entranced as she cooked. Tail swaying, hands dancing.

	There was a smile on her face, an automatic one arising as if from meditation. It was not the sunny, cheerful, girlish look that she directed toward villagers, guests and strangers. It was a gentle and slightly tired look that struck Homa as more mature, as revealing of more experience than Homa had thought. Watching Baran cook seemed to expose a notion of time– the sense that she must have lived like this for long enough to not only become comfortable with it but to have mastered it as technique. She was young and she looked young, she was just Homa’s age, but her expression as she cooked, reminded Homa of something, a face of a woman that she could not place. Someone with a family and a home and a place in the world. Someone with responsibilities to uphold, people to care for.

	Motherhood, maybe? Whatever it was, the image came and went as rapidly as the thin air.

	With the tomatoes and peppers cut up, Baran knelt down.

	Wincing visibly as she tried to access the small refrigerator on which her pot sat.

	Baran had been attacked the night before by the thugs that tore down the village’s Tazia monument. They had hurt her leg, but despite the pain she was in, she did not ask for help nor stop what she was doing. She barely slowed down– physically and emotionally. How must she have felt about such a horrible thing? Despite frequent evidence of her pain, it seemed she would not allow it to trouble her. Baran moved as if not entirely conscious of her pain. Barely acknowledging it before initiating the next elegant movement of her body that would also, inevitably, trigger it. Wincing– but standing, moving, unbowed.

	From the refrigerator, Baran withdrew a blue container with a yellow label familiar to Homa– Zlatla seasoning with a Volwitz foods branding. This staple seasoning was a mixture of finely grated dried vegetables, herbs and spices with some glutamates to enhance the flavor of anything. Homa loved it. Baran stood back up, winced, and shook a small amount of the seasoning over the tomatoes and peppers, before setting the pot to start cooking.

	Homa had to fight back an urge to weep at the scene playing out before her.

	It was not just that it harkened back to her own life. But rather, the quiet dignity of the scene despite everything that Baran lacked, all the unacknowledged cruelty, it made Homa so angry and so sad and helpless about things. If she saw any of those bastard thuggish boys again in that moment she would have done something monumentally stupid with the gun Kalika entrusted her. If she could have shot the walls to make them more habitable, shot the ceiling to bring light, shot the food to bring abundance, she would have, in that moment. All she had was a violence so potent that it festered in her heart and became tears. She felt incredibly stupid and ashamed, and it took every bit of her self control, every bit of her strength, to squeeze her heart dry and avoid letting out her melancholy.

	She knew the dish Baran was making. It was a common enough breakfast for Shimii.

	Next she would crack the eggs inside of the paste and cook everything in the pot.

	Runny, soft eggs would set into the juicy, savory-sweet, spicy veggies.

	Leija had made it once for Homa. 

	She remembered. Leija knew– Leija taught her to cook. Leija used to do those things.

	She remembered– 

	Leija Kladuša still an upstart gangster, when she had to deal the heroin herself in the alleys and pay tribute back to the old boss Ekmečić. Dealing drugs was one of the few ways a Shimii could make it big in Kreuzung and Leija must have had big dreams to have taken on such a shame and such a risk. Homa remembered— the plastic walls, the instant pot, the treasure box with Leija’s good clothes and makeup– Homa sometimes wandered into it out of curiosity. Why hadn’t she remembered this before–? Then she recalled too– Leija’s drunkenness, the rages, leaving bags of drugs around. Cursing that she had to take in a kid– but begging, crying, for Homa to never leave her, for her little kaidaf to hug her tight–

	And she remembered– a blond woman coming in one day and

	changing everything,

	Leija hiding Homa in the treasure chest–

	“We can do each other a favor, Leija. How about it? I take care of Ekmečić–”

	That voice– in the resurfacing memories of her addled brain– it sounded–

	Like it came from a machine– from the communication equipment of a diver,

	“N-Nasser?” Leija had said to the stranger.

	Nasser–? 

	“Leija– someday, I’ll come back to collect. At that time– be prepared.”

	That blond woman– and boss Ekmečić dying one day–

	Vesna Nasser–?

	Then– the ascendancy, and the privileges– then the inescapable Destiny—

	VESNA NASSER?!

	“Homa, what’s wrong?” Baran asked suddenly. “You’re crying?”

	Conny and Elena looked at Homa with surprise also. 

	She realized where she was again. In time, in physical space–

	Homa felt the cold tears trailing down her cheeks and her heart thrashed with panic.

	“It’s nothing, sorry– It’s the chili vapor– I’m not used to it.” She said, a poor excuse.

	“Oh! I’m so sorry. I’ll put on the lid.” Baran capped the pot, responding in earnest.

	Nobody suspected a thing, but Homa felt like her brain was being stabbed.

	She focused on her breathing, trying to steady herself and calm down her rushing thoughts.

	It was stress, she was worn out, she was so poor managing it. That was it, that was all.

	Hiding her vast internal struggle under deep breathing and a few tears.

	Homa sat on the chair feeling hollow and trying to refill herself with humanity.

	Thankfully nobody pushed her, and the moment passed without further incident.

	Baran continued to cook, the guests continued to sit, and the tears and fog began to fade.

	“Umm, excuse me, Ms. Lettiere–” Elena slowly lifted her hand up like a kid in classroom.

	“Call me Conny, paesan!” Conny said. She had been watching Baran cook too.

	“Yes, Conny– are you by any chance related to Leda Lettiere?”

	Conny smiled, but with less of her prior unreserved gaiety.

	“My, oh my– is she still such an icon for young elf girls after everything that happened?”

	“Um, well, I kinda– I guess I just–” Elena’s head looked to be sinking into her shoulders.

	“I’m just teasing you. Yes, Leda Lettiere was my little sister, believe it or not.”

	“Conny, can you tell me more about her? I– I’m like a– a big fan and I– her story is–”

	“What is it, are you afraid of being kidnapped and bethrothed to a demon king too?”

	Homa was tired out and somewhat disinterested in the conversation, but upon the mention of a demon king, a staple in the sort of fantasy stories she loved, her eyes briefly raised from the table and wandered over to the elves. She saw Elena’s flushed and surprised expression and the hesitation that appeared to grip her and Homa felt, for a moment, as silly as it sounded, that maybe Elena was worried that a demon king was after her chastity. Conny meanwhile seemed to be savoring the moment as she watched Elena squirm.

	What was it with older women and teasing whoever was around?

	Conny sat back in her chair and let out a sigh, her first display of anything less than cheer.

	“You must know how the story ends, don’t you? It’s not tea table fare.” Conny asked.

	“I do– I’m sorry.” Elena said. “I shouldn’t have gotten– starstruck. It was silly, I–”

	“No, it’s fine. There’s no point in avoiding it.” Conny said, and she turned back to Elena, leaning forward on the table. “Lettiere did not mean anything to anyone when I was born. Leda was a high-achiever and gobsmackingly beautiful, but she was still just a student and still just a woman for most of her life– until Konstantin von Fueller saw her.”

	Homa’s ears stood up and though she pretended not to be, she listened with rapt attention.

	“We both attended the Palatine Royal Institute for our higher education. Leda was actually studying something kinda brainy– was it applied mathematics? Or maybe higher principles of classical philosophy? Could have even been both, I forget the specifics as a lowly liberal arts student. But she was a genius. Anything she wanted to do, she just did it. She would tell me that she would help me learn this or that, whether it was dancing or public speaking or even languages. She learned a bunch of High Speech like she was becoming a damn lawyer, but it was just for fun! And she would always say that all you needed to do was commit to it and then find an efficient method for learning. Completely insane girl.”

	Conny leaned forward on the table, resting her head upon it. Still grinning at Elena.

	“Baran, can I curse in your house?” She asked.

	Homa sensed a change in the way she was grinning but could not place it.

	Still cooking, without turning her back, Baran replied, “I’d prefer you did not.”

	Conny sat back in her chair with a little sigh.

	“Fine. Anyway. That knave Konstantin von Fueller was inspecting the institute one day, but all he checked out was my little sister that day. At that time he must have been in his fifties! Over twice her age, the nerve. Had he not been the Emperor I would have knocked all of his teeth out.” Conny said. Given the Emperor was dead, saying this sort of thing did not matter, and it would hardly have mattered in present company, even if he was alive– but Homa was still a little bit shocked to hear it. “They had a child maybe two years after. Horrible! He took Leda and in return he gave our family lavish gifts and accommodations. He made the Lettieres something— except for me. I refused any such things. Last time I saw Leda, she talked about being the wife of an Emperor like it was learning a language or learning to dance. With the right method and commitment, she could do it. Awful!”

	Conny sighed and put her head to the table. Elena still did not seem to know how to react.

	“You said you know the end? Well, he killed her. End of her story. Not too pretty, huh?”

	“I–” Elena stammered over her words again. “I– I guess I never understood– why she–”

	Conny completed her sentence with her own presumption–

	“Why was she killed? For treason– the thing Emperors say about anyone they want to kill. He must have been bored of her. Though, I guess if any woman on Aer could have killed that bastard it would have been Leda Lettiere. I will certainly never know the truth now.”

	Elena looked down at her lap. Homa felt that Elena was keeping back from crying too.

	But, if they were related– what was Elena to Leda Lettiere, late wife of the late Emperor?

	Homa wasn’t anybody, so she just knew about Elena from things she heard off-hand.

	Wait– wait a minute– Homa’s head started to race in an entirely different direction.

	“It’s not a great story and I’m not a great storyteller. But you asked for it.” Conny said. “Maybe if Norn the Praetorian and Samoylovych-Deepestshore had never been born it could have been a heroic story on my part– but I simply lived my life while my sister disappeared. There is only so much I can say. It is more than anyone will ever tell you, and I am telling you because you are a fellow elf and under the care of an esteemed person like Baran.”

	“Thank you, Conny. It does help me understand a little better.” Elena said sheepishly.

	After an awful story like that, what could Elena have been feeling? Homa felt pity for her.

	“Don’t mention it. You should have a better role model, like me. I’m successful and alive.”

	Even Conny seemed to realize as soon as she made that joke that it was very distasteful.

	So she quieted and waited, as did Elena, for Baran to finish cooking and serve the food.

	“Honestly Conny, you told that story in such an insensitive way– I’m sorry, Ms. Rossi.”

	“I’m insensitive? I’m the one here that this stuff happened to, you brat!” Conny cried out.

	However, she did not let her mood sour long, and Baran did not take it personally either.

	Homa felt that the two of them must have known each other long and had a rapport.

	On the table, Baran put down a big plate with all of the food on it. She had gracefully slid the eggs and the vegetable sauce out of the instant pot and managed to set it on the plate, making for a pretty display to the guests. There were six eggs, crisp-edged, with soft yolks like liquid gold, set into the sauce and flecked red. It was a strange number of eggs for the amount of people assembled, but when Baran sat down, she explained.

	“This is all for you. I’ll be fine– I already had a bit of food earlier.” Baran said.

	“Um.” Homa interrupted, now made uncomfortable. “I’d really like you to join us, though.”

	“Baran, absolutely not. I’m on a diet– I’m not going to eat much. Eat from my share.”

	Conny spoke up and insisted, even shifting her seat to be closer to Baran so she would eat.

	Baran sighed, but Conny had a look on her face that suggested she would not yield.

	So in the end, Baran joined everyone else at the table and they tucked into the dish together.

	Homa felt much less awkward. She would have hated eating while Baran simply watched.

	As she turned over this feeling, a thought came to her vulnerable mind unbidden.

	That must have been how the communists felt when she tried to refuse their charity too. Homa thought she had taken just a step closer to understanding them, in that moment. There was something demoralizing about looking at someone deprived of everything and also then depriving themselves of assistance. Someone subjected to so much cruelty and yet continuing to make sacrifices of her own comfort for others. It made Homa feel– helpless herself. Like any little kindness she was capable of would not matter. Little things like sharing a meal with someone were all that she was able to do against the cruelty of the world. If she was not allowed even that then she felt like she would be useless to the world.

	Baran should eat the meal she worked so hard to cook, even if the ingredients came freely.

	Because the kindness of Kalika and the communists was repaid by living happily with it.

	And maybe Homa ought not to refuse any more help from the communists in the future.

	Perhaps all they really, actually wanted was to see her just a little less deprived too.

	Homa took a plastic fork and gathered a bit of egg yolk, tomato and pepper and tasted it.

	Of course, it was delicious. Sweet and savory, just spicy enough, with a creamy texture.

	Made all the better because Baran savored it herself and looked so happy with the result.

	“Thank you, God, for this meal, and for these companions.” Baran said in a small voice.

	

	

	“There you are. How was your day? How are you feeling, Homa?”

	Kalika parted the curtains into the little house they had been given to stay in, peeking her yellow and black eyes before crossing the threshold. She slid the curtain closed behind her and took off her jacket and pulled her hair loose. It was night and the meager and semi-functional system of lights in the village had begun to dim. There were no additional lights on inside the house, no torches, the television was off. Homa lay in bed, in the dark, on the mattress with the blankets half pulled over her body, grumbling to herself.

	She looked up at Kalika and then her eyes wandered away without making contact.

	Homa did not respond. She had been spending all day thinking about how she felt.

	“Taken a deep breath lately?” Kalika asked.

	When prompted, Homa breathed in, and then felt foolish for doing so on command.

	“I guess you must have fixed the oxygen generator.” Homa mumbled.

	“Chloe did. I just handed her tools and tried to keep her enthusiasm in check. She offered to stand watch so I could rest. Elena is staying for the night too, she’s one house down from us. It turns out there’s more than one little abandoned house in this village.” Kalika said.

	“Baran looked happy to have new guests.” Homa said, raising her voice a bit more.

	Kalika sat down on the mattress beside Homa, her long legs half-curled up.

	“I was away all day– how were things in the village? I take it there weren’t any problems.”

	“Everything was peaceful. When the food order came in I helped Baran distribute provisions to the villagers. She even got flour and sugar for the bakery and coffee grounds for the little cafe. I actually did a lot of work, you know. It wasn’t just you keeping busy.”

	“Good! You’re going to have so many women feeding you meat during this festival.”

	“Hey–!?”

	Kalika laughed and Homa glowered. They sat together in silence for a moment.

	“How do you think Baran is doing?” Kalika asked.

	“I think she’s fine. She’s strong– and she’s used to how awful things are.” Homa said.

	Unlike her– Baran was someone who remained standing in the middle of turbulence.

	She must have had complaints, every human being had them.

	Her outward appearance was always smiling and courteous and optimistic, however.

	Homa felt weaker for not being able to control her emotions so well.

	Kalika dropped back from a seated position, coming to lie beside Homa with arms out.

	One of her hands, her biological hand, laid a warm ungloved touch on Homa’s shoulder.

	“Homa, it’s not shameful to talk about your feelings. I’ll listen.” She said.

	“I know.” Homa said. Kalika’s warmth, so near her, helped stifle Homa’s irritation.

	Laying side by side in the dark together, in this underground hovel.

	Katarran mercenary with a blade dripping red with history; and some useless girl.

	The two frauds who had done what they could for this village.

	Homa wished Kalika would ask to hold her; wished that she would have accepted it too.

	“I don’t know what I’m feeling or what to feel.” Homa finally said, when she could not bear the silence anymore. Her heart was pounding. She was nervous and turning over every word she thought to say. Everything felt so difficult and came so suddenly. “I guess– I am angry. I think I am really angry Kalika. I just– I really hate that these villagers are living like this down here. I hate that they get abused by the people outside. That if they stopped receiving charity the station might just watch them all die and do nothing or make everything worse or even come and kill them. I hate that Baran has to thank God for this.”

	Her voice dropped to an almost whisper, feeling that she was speaking something evil.

	Even if she had never grown up very religious, the influence of God suffused her.

	For the Shimii, religion was essentially inseparable from their culture and identity.

	“It’s not the fault of God that this is happening. People are the real devil here and God is not without his blessings for these folk.” Kalika said. “Baran has a lot to feel grateful for. She has clung on to her home with all of her strength. Homa, you saw those boys from the other night– people can make the choice to leave. It’s an evil choice to force on them, to tempt them with– but that also makes Baran’s resistance very meaningful to her.”

	Homa understood what she meant and lacked the strength or desire to argue.

	But she wished she could argue against it.

	“I almost wish– I could take them all way somewhere. Like I got taken away.”

	“I understand that impulse.” Kalika said. “But to them, this is their home, Homa.”

	Home was such a bitter-sweet word for Homa that it almost made her mad again.

	“Home? I always wanted to leave Kreuzung. It was horrible. I wanted to see the Ocean.”

	“I get it.” Kalika said. She squeezed Homa’s shoulder a little bit. “It’s a bit rich for me to talk about a home too, but I think that’s also why I sympathize with the villagers. I’ve been rootless all of my life. I would never look back to Pythia or to Buren and think of them as home– but I wish I had a home. Hell, for a time, I thought I had found a place like that. So I guess– what I want for the villagers is for their home to become a place that they could thrive in. I’m curious, Homa, do you have anyone back in Kreuzung? Friends? Family?”

	Leija–

	“No.” Homa said, fighting back tears. She could not fully disguise her pain in her voice.

	“I’m sorry.” Kalika said.

	She turned on the bed and wrapped her arms around Homa, who did not resist.

	Pulling her tight against her chest, holding her so close, like Homa had never been held.

	Homa felt Kalika’s rapidly beating heart at her back. Kalika must have felt hers too.

	She had not asked and Homa had not accepted, not audibly; but it still happened.

	And Homa was happy to be held. In the dark, where no one could see– she smiled.

	Reminding herself she wanted to become more accepting of kindness.

	“We’ll figure it out, Homa.” Kalika said. Her voice sounded a bit sleepy. “I’m here.”

	Homa knew she had barely slept the day before and been so active throughout.

	Kalika deserved to rest and deserved whatever kindness Homa could give.

	Bob tail fluttering, ears folded, Homa nestled back against Kalika.

	And took Kalika’s hands into her own, fingers intertwining.

	“Good night, Kalika. Thank you for everything.” Homa said.

	“Good night, Homa. I– I really– you–”

	Kalika yawned and rested her head closer to Homa’s fluffy cat-like ears.

	Her breathing grew steadier, and her grip started to slacken.

	“I need you Homa.” She mumbled, her voice slurring. “You are my–”

	Soon, she was sound asleep.

	Homa, herself a bit sleepy, wondered whether she had heard that correctly.

	She must have just been babbling out of exhaustion– but it was very cute.

	On the night of the attack on the village, Kalika had looked so intense, so powerful.

	Her sword swing cut the air with an audible whistling. She was so strong.

	But in the center of all that thunder and fury there was a woman with a soft heart.

	In her own soft heart, Homa had a childish little feeling of satisfaction.

	So much had happened– but she wasn’t alone.

	Though she still felt so doubtful about what Kalika saw in her, she still savored the moment.

	Her mind wandered away from the troubled memories it had unearthed.

	There was nothing she could do about Leija– or about Vesna Nasser.

	At least not right now.

	But she could at least help Kalika and do what she could for the people here.

	Maybe she wasn’t completely useless after all.

	With the soothing rhythm of another’s heart at her back, Homa soon fell asleep.

	

	

	Three days passed since the Brigand arrived in Aachen, and the second round of United Front deliberations was underway– but that was a distant, unrelated concern to a particular silvery-white haired, indigo-eyed girl in an often dour mood. On that day, she had reason to smile instead. A reason that had nothing to do with politics or missions. 

	Her tasks were now finally behind her.

	“Alright, the afternoon is yours, Maryam. We have limited funds to spend though.”

	“Hmm-hmm! I already know what I want to do Sonya! I want to crush you at games again!”

	“Crush me? When did you become so bloodthirsty huh? Come here, you cheeky–!”

	Sonya Shalikova reached out and pinched Maryam Karahailos’s squishy cheek as payback. In turn drawing out a series of sounds from her girlfriend suspiciously like cuttle, cuttle, cuttle, while they play-struggled in Aachen’s entry lobby. Both of them were smiling and laughing, and though the sunlamps were the same and the oxycyclers had not changed, in Maryam’s company, Shalikova felt like the station was brighter, and its air cleaner. 

	It did feel like the perfect day.

	Though Shalikova did cherish their previous date in Kreuzung, this time, Maryam was able to walk around Aachen station as her ordinary, purple and marshmallowy self. Her cuttlefish always looked happy to be running around, but Shalikova could feel that Maryam was a bit looser and freer when she did not have to wear as much of a façade around the station. The pair dressed the same as they had back at Kreuzung, their nicest clothes. 

	Maryam wore her long, dark blue dress and matching beret, but her tentacles rested on her shoulders rather than hiding in her hair, and her charming w-shape eyes and purple chromatophoric skin could shift freely to accommodate her many moods.

	Of course, if Maryam was dressed as she had been in Kreuzung, and so was Shalikova–

	this meant that Shalikova was dressed like a showy delinquent again.

	However, she was just a bit less mortified about it than on previous ocassions.

	She looked good, damn it– even though she did not want to, it was still a bit uplifting. Even though the red track jacket was too bright and the ACE on the back was somewhat embarassing; even though the pants were too tight for how humble Shalikova’s butt was; even though the shades made her look like a stereotypical curfew-breaker problem kid. Maryam liked it and that was what ultimately mattered to Shalikova. 

	It wasn’t like she was dressing up for anyone else!

	No– actually– it was still basically as embarrassing as it always was.

	“Illya– someday I’ll get you back for this–!”

	“Sonya, you’re mumbling with such a fierce look on your face!”

	“It’s nothing, Maryam. I’m just thinking of where to take you.”

	Because of the activities of the past few days, the Brigand and her crew had gotten pretty familiar with the layout of Aachen station. They had cased the place and ducked into practically every nook and cranny, but more importantly, Shalikova herself had gotten a look at all the stores. She knew there were a few arcades strewn about the first tier. There was one particularly flashy establishment that she thought of bringing Maryam to, but it also played host to alcohol and gambling. She was not sure how that would go over. 

	“Maryam, do you drink at all? Or like– do you gamble?” Shalikova awkwardly inquired.

	Thinking about her answer for a second, Maryam rubbed her chin with one of her tentacles.

	“Fortune telling and street hustling is kinda like gambling I guess.” Maryam said.

	“There are no technicalities here, do you like slot machines and beer or don’t you?”

	“I wouldn’t say I like it, but I’m not offended by that. I’ve been curious to drink actually.”

	Shalikova thought of a drunken Maryam and the puns that might result from that.

	She would take her to the flashy gaming parlor– but maybe dissuade her from drinking.

	All of the smaller arcades were more slanted toward kids, and Shalikova thought bringing Maryam to one of them might have looked too silly. The largest arcade in the first tier, located near the middle ring of businesses, was essentially a barely disguised gambling parlor and bar that had a substantial and eclectic collection of video game machines. Standing outside of it, the gaudy decoration was evident on the enormous façade.

	Arcade Dorado, one of the biggest overall venues in Aachen’s commercial spaces.

	A little slice of Stralsund here at home, the sub-header read, a promise of hedonism.

	Stralsund was the northeastern station complex famous for its unfettered pleasures.

	“Let’s try to avoid having too much of a Stralsund mindset today.” Shalikova advised.

	“Of course! I’ll be on my benthic behavior! A truly squidnified dame!” Maryam said.

	“Right.” Shalikova said. “I shouldn’t have imagined any different.”

	As she led Maryam under golden archways, greeted by the rapid sound of jingling coins.

	Shalikova would come to find avoiding gambling was a difficult proposition at Dorado.

	Even the gaudy façade, with its glowing signage, gold-tinted windows and golden arches, could not prepare Shalikova for how outlandish the interior was. Gold and coins were predominant colors and themes no matter where one looked. Every arcade machine had a golden chassis, so there were long, long rows of gold machines sitting under a gold-foil ceiling from which dangled fake gold coins that served as lamps and decorations. 

	Underneath their feet, the false carpeting was red but with gold trimming and when Shalikova looked closely, the little pops of gold that formed a pattern on the carpet were themselves false gold (they could not possibly have been real!) coins. Red was the secondary color, but gold lorded over the scene with an iron fist. There was a gold front counter, golden doors to the bathrooms and VIP lounge, the bar area had gold seating, the staff had gold vests and pants with red shirts. It was an unholy eyesore impossible to escape.

	Apparently it was also an exceedingly popular eyesore. 

	Set into the very rearmost wall of the Aachen core station to account for its space, the venue was packed. Most of the slot machines were occupied, the bar counter was full up and many of the tables around it were taken, and there were briskly-moving lines in front of every token machine near the venue’s front counter. Despite the occupancy, the staff kept the patrons under control, and there was security on standby to intervene if needed.

	Strangely sensual jazz sounded from overheard and melded with the garish sound effects from the games, the laughter and cries and cheerful hollers of the visitors, the authoritative announcements from the staff. There was a scented mist piped down from overheard to try to contain some of the other odors, but it only barely lent a minty note to the predominant smells of smoke, alcohol, sweat and aluminum. Together with the large occupancy, the scents blended into a strange and almost cologne-like aroma. Shalikova had barely stepped into the building, and it already felt warmer than the outside too. 

	She began to regret the decision to come here– until she turned to look at Maryam.

	And found her girlfriend looking at everything with a wide-eyed, beaming awe.

	“Sonya! This place is so deluxe! Look! Everything is made of Gold!”

	“Maryam– you know the gold is fake, right?”

	“But it’s still the right color! Come on, let’s get some tokens and play!”

	Maryam grabbed Shalikova’s hand, and there was no resisting her pull.

	As long as she was happy, Shalikova would put up with it.

	They waited in line for tokens until they got to the front of a gaudy gold machine. Shalikova plugged a credichip she got from the captain into an exposed serial port on the machine and used a touchscreen to purchase a number of tokens. The machine gave them some indication of how many tokens were required to play the average game, so Shalikova had some idea of how many she wanted to buy. Her tickets were disbursed in the form of a polymer card with a nanochip that could be written to by the lasers on the machines. Dorado’s machines would scan the nanochip on the card with lasers to access Shalikova’s token count.

	Despite having the means with which to play, Shalikova was still unsure what to do next.

	Not only was the venue so large, but the amount of machines was also daunting. 

	There were two dozen long rows of machines, and the variety of machines was astonishing. It was not so easy to discount the “gambling” machines from games that she and Maryam might enjoy. Almost every machine was some sort of LCD display and a set of controls; but in addition to the slot machines that were pure luck, there were “skill games” that also paid out, such as digital shooting galleries, fishing games, digital versions of whack-a-mole and prize redemption games. Besides these there were also more traditional video games such as scrolling ship shooting games, gun games, speedboat racing games, falling brick puzzle games, and fruit-stacking puzzle games. The selection was overwhelming.

	As they wandered the halls, they encountered a commotion in one of the slot machine rows.

	Onlookers and staff formed a small crowd around a beautiful woman who, upon closer inspection, had some heinous symbols in her eyes– she was taking up three slot machines for herself. One to hold a basket of wine bottles and another to hold a plate stacked high with roast meats slathered in what looked like fruit preserves. Between eating and drinking she would bet big on the machine in front of her. The staff pampered and encouraged her.

	“Hahaha~! This is why Madame Waldeck calls me her prize pig!” she shouted shamelessly.

	Along with Shalikova’s reticence to try the slots, this mess ruled out doing any gambling.

	Shalikova gently but insistently coaxed Maryam away from the slot machines.

	Into the less over-crowded rows of video game machines.

	However, even the ordinary-seeming video games had opaque gambling elements built in. All of them could pay out tokens in different circumstances, and several of them had slot machine elements for acquiring in-game advantages. Maryam was immediately drawn to a game with a tall, vertical LCD where the objective was to stack fruits, which when combined would become bigger fruits. As soon as Shalikova handed her the token card, the screen lit up asking if they wanted to roll on a slot machine to acquire random special fruits that provided larger potential points, and therefore, larger payouts on a win.

	“Maybe we should’ve gone to the little kid arcades.” Shalikova mumbled.

	“It’s okay Sonya! I will buy exactly one special fruit, just to see what happens!”

	Maryam proceeded to quickly lose the game after that.

	“Huh? But I stacked the fruits up really high. I thought that was what you did.”

	“No I think you are supposed to keep the fruits from getting over the lip of the basket.”

	“So when do you win?”

	“I kinda doubt the game is winnable. But now that you understand, give it another try.”

	Shalikova put the card back up to the scanner and gave Maryam another game.

	Despite the opaque nature of the games and the overbearing monetary demands they made of the player, Maryam smiled brightly and laughed with triumph. Learning quickly, her humble strawberries and mangos started to become mighty oranges and gargantuan watermelons, expertly stacked while avoiding a “game over.” Shalikova watched and supported Maryam and felt a sense of relief at how much fun Maryam was having. That was all she wanted– as long as Maryam was happy, nothing else mattered. Shalikova was someone who could live shut up inside her room forever if necessary. That was just what being a soldier was like sometimes. But Maryam deserved every opportunity to get out and have fun and live her life. Shalikova wanted to give her that.

	It only began to dawn upon her recently, after spending days cooped up with Maryam.

	If she wanted to have a life with Maryam, long term, could things stay as they were?

	Their romance had been an unconventional one. 

	They had met in the middle of Shalikova’s infiltration mission to the Imbrium. There was no guarantee she would survive. As much as everyone was optimistic, as much as they all believed in each other and in victory, their luck could run out any moment. Every battle was an invitation out of living, into permanent exile from everything she held dear.

	In her mind she saw the image of that demonic mecha from Goryk’s Gorge.

	Selene had come so close to taking her life. She would not be the last to have that chance.

	Shalikova had to make the most of every day she had with Maryam– but she also had to change a little herself and change how she interacted with the world. She could not remain withdrawn from everything anymore, because she could not ask Maryam to hide too.

	As much as it irritated her to expose herself to the eyes of the world.

	Maryam deserved that world of peering eyes, and it was up to Shalikova to support her.

	This time it was not Maryam who had begged Shalikova for a date–

	Shalikova had taken her out instead– insisting on it, in fact.

	She also had a mind to ask Murati out somewhere to establish a friendly rapport.

	None of this came easily to Shalikova, but it was important, and she was committed to it.

	So even if it was not to her liking exactly, she could watch Maryam play all day.

	After everything they had been through, they could munch a few marks.

	“Maryam, for the next game, can we look for something we can play together?”

	Shalikova asked, and Maryam turned her head from the fruit game machine with a smile.

	A big, goofy grin with wide open eyes. “Sonya! Of course!”

	In response, Shalikova smiled back almost as excitedly as Maryam had.

	Maybe it won’t be that hard to change anyway– in fact I think she already changed me.

	Eventually, Maryam had racked up what Shalikova thought was a massive score, but it was physically impossible to continue stacking after the two huge watermelons became a truly colossal jackfruit. Maryam eventually lost and the machine congratulated her and asked Shalikova to scan the polymer card again to update its balance. Maryam won enough tokens to cover the cost of her two plays at the game, thus ending up even. 

	Shalikova supposed this was the best outcome.

	“Sonya! Let’s go play the racing game!” Maryam declared.

	She pointed out a pair of machines down the same lane, just past the fruit games.

	Unlike the fruit machines, which were played standing up, the paired racing game machines had adjustable seats, with the wheel and pedals affixed to the seat rather than the chassis with the LCD screen. Shalikova followed Maryam to her chosen machine, paid the tokens, and took the seat next to Maryam. The LCD in front of them displayed a first person perspective of the cockpit with a scrolling foreground. Judging by the ocean surroundings, demarcated by buoys and too brightly-lit to ever be real, this was a game about speedboat racing. 

	Small, extremely quick submersibles were raced everywhere in the Imbrium, and even the Union. Daredevil speedsters sacrificed everything to get even one additional knot out of the machine, making the best racing submersibles extremely fragile and dangerous.

	In the Union, Shalikova recalled there were attempts to organize clubs for racing drones instead of manned craft to try to create a safe alternative– but many racers still wanted the thrill and organized underground leagues, using leftover and discarded parts, repurposing decommissioned rescue boats and observation bathyspheres to create their own small machines that they could launch out from disused maintenance areas. Small but dedicated audiences followed their favorite racers to clandestine events. Eventually the Union relented and worked to regulate a public league with purpose-built craft that were a bit safer than the craziest racers wanted. Now, she and her girlfriend could experience the pulse-pounding thrills from the safety of an eye-searingly gold arcade inside a sturdy station.

	“Sonya, this is your chance! This is a game where I can’t use my strength to beat you!”

	“Was that a hint of cockiness? You’ll see– piloting a Diver isn’t that far off from this.”

	“That’s the spirit! Give it your best knot! Or you’ll be stuck following my squid-marks!”

	Shalikova’s eyes fixed on the screen. A count-down appeared.

	Her fingers gripped the wheel, feet braced against the pedals, her body tensed–

	On the count of zero–

	Maryam blasted out of the starting line and–

	brutally rammed into the side of Shalikova’s boat 

	and sent her sailing away.

	“Maryam! What the hell kind of sportsmanship is that!”

	“Hah! Sonya, I am a villain of the race track! I’ll stop at nothing to win!”

	Shalikova was speechless as Maryam charged brazenly forward in a way that would at the very least make her look bad on a track– and would very likely have killed someone or herself! Taking advantage of the fact that it was a video game, Maryam drove like a hellion. Bashing into the track limit buoys to corner, whacking Shalikova whenever she got near, squeezing Shalikova out of the track when she tried to pass her– it was pure mayhem.

	She was so aggressive that even when Shalikova tried to play equally dirty Maryam was simply much quicker on the attack! There was no opening at all!

	Even when the contest did not entail her strength, Maryam was still too strong!

	“Waha! Sonya, the undefeated of the sea has once again completely scuttled you!”

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	Maryam laughed and laughed, the color of her skin strobing with joy.

	For more of that sight, Shalikova would have easily lost a hundred games.

	Even if her pride did sting a little bit.

	After a few rounds of the racing game that had the same results, Shalikova moved the competition over to a pair of machines that each hosted an instance of a very popular falling brick puzzle game. Invented in the Union, this video game represented one of a very few pieces of crossover culture between the Nectaris and Imbria as far as Shalikova knew. The object of the game was to drop blocks on a vertical board to form clean lines. Completed rows were eliminated and tidied up the board. Of course, the shapes that were given to each player to assemble complicated the matter. In this competitive iteration, clearing a line put junk in the other player’s board as well as forcing their bricks to accelerate.

	To avoid any confusion, Shalikova explained these rules to Maryam.

	“That’s all? I’m looking forward to yet another victory!”

	“Someday that hubris will come back to bite you, Maryam!”

	Shalikova played along, pretending to be invested in Maryam’s defeat.

	When the first blocks started to drop into the digital boards, complete with flashy effects, Shalikova did begin to earnestly believe in victory. Maryam was sticking to her rather kinetic style of playing games, dropping her blocks as fast as the game would allow in rapid succession. At first, on an uncluttered board, it meant she got the first few combos of the game, putting junk in Shalikova’s board. Soon Shalikova’s slow and steady playstyle allowed her to control her board while Maryam failed to adapt as the game sped up, and began to clutter her board, make mistakes and ultimately, become overwhelmed.

	Finally, Shalikova took her first victory. Maryam puffed up her cheeks with indignation.

	“When it comes to puzzles you’re a real cuttlehead huh.” Shalikova said.

	“Huh? Wow– that was a good one. You’re really getting into the spirit, Sonya!”

	Maryam smiled and the fins on her head stood on end and then made a little flap.

	Shalikova could not help but smile and laugh alongside her.

	They tried a few other games once Shalikova had avenged her racing game losses.

	Rather than compete, however, they found a few they could play together.

	There was a flashy light gun game with 3D graphics where the two players fought off a horde of fleshy, mutated beasts to escape from a derelict research station–

	“You’re holding the gun wrong. Try it like this.”

	“Oh! Thank you, Sonya!”

	A shooting ship game in an artsy limited color palette with very abstract enemies and landscapes, where where one player could shield the other player from bullets–

	“Maryam! Switch to white shield while I attack!”

	“Got it Sonya! I’ll protect you!”

	And a trivia game where players could confer to answer questions about the Imbrium–

	“–I was never taught any of this back in Katarre.”

	“–I think I might have fallen asleep in class when learning about this Emperor.”

	With some surprising twists–

	“Phooey, who would have thought there was a homosexual Emperor? That’s nonsense!”

	“I know, I could have never imagined it. Well, at least we’re losing together.”

	Eventually the pair was almost out of tokens, the vagaries of their fate rarely yielding enough winnings to make up for the amount of games they were playing and ultimately losing or earning nothing on. It had been a few hours of good fun and Shalikova felt completely satisfied. She had even gotten Maryam’s mind off of drinking or gambling, two vices she hoped dearly her cuttlefish would never experience. Once their tour of the two-player games was complete, the pair started to walk out from the nest of machines.

	Maryam poked Shalikova on the shoulder with one of her tentacles.

	“Sonya, could you hang around for a bit? I want to use the little cuttlefish’s room.”

	“Sure. I’ll just go poke at something with our last tokens.” Shalikova said.

	Smiling, Maryam skipped away momentarily.

	Shalikova turned back around to the machines, wandering back toward the fruit game.

	Reaching into her pants pocket for her card and looked down at it idly while walking.

	Her personal guard slackened completely; she was much less aware of the world than usual.

	Such that her sharp eyes hardly detected a similarly distracted person on a collision course.

	Shalikova had such confidence in her stride and so efficiently converted this into force against this foreign body that she nearly dropped back onto the floor after striking the stranger in what seemed to be both their center masses. Shalikova would not have been surprised to hear that she had butted heads with this individual– she braced herself on a stool seat in a panic and barely stayed upright. Her victim would have fallen had there not been a machine right behind her. It was such a shock, Shalikova was so embarassed.

	“Whoa! Oh my god, I’m so sorry, I’m such a– HUH?”

	“What the fuck?! Watch where you’re going you fu– OH~?”

	In front of Shalikova was a young woman, much like herself, 

	perhaps near to her exact age. 

	A little shorter than her, a bit fuller in figure with a dazzling appearance. Dressed in a long, off-shoulder ribbed sweater that quite flattered her, low enough to bare a lot of collarbone and some of her cleavage, with a skirt and tights and heeled shoes. Fashionable, wearing a bit of makeup. Her bright eyes adorned a pretty face twisted into a grin that immediately projected unremitting malice. Out of her long, flowing purple hair, sprouted a pair of rainbow-shimmering translucent antennae resembling biomechanical rabbit ears.

	Selene Anahid, in the flesh, just as Shalikova had seen in her mind’s eye.

	Judging by her expression, she was making a similar conclusion.

	“Sonya Shalikova! You are Sonya Shalikova, aren’t you? You stupid oaf?! I found you!”

	“Hey! I said I’m sorry! And– I have no idea what you’re talking about! Who are you?”

	“Don’t lie to me! You miserable little rat! I can see right through you!”

	Selene’s eyes briefly glowed with red rings and Shalikova feared for the worst.

	But there was no attack either on her person or mind– Selene stopped with a grunt.

	“Hmph, that stupid aura of yours! Show it to me! Stop hiding it from me!”

	“I can’t! I’m not doing anything!” Shalikova said on impulse. “I mean– I don’t know–!”

	“Quit acting stupid!” Selene said. Her lips spread into that grin again. “Sonya Shalikova!”

	There was no getting away from it– this was Selene Anahid.

	And she knew it was Shalikova in front of her. It was not about bumping into her, as rude as that was, and as much as Shalikova wanted to take responsibility for it. Rather, Selene and Shalikova had come to blows in a military operation in Goryk’s Gorge and were now face to face in the civilian interlude before wherever the wind of war blew them next. Shalikova had come away from that battle with an understanding of Selene as a reckless, unsympathetic person, arrogant and condescending, reveling in violence to assert her superiority. Those were the emotions Shalikova got in her fleeting visions and even more tenuous connection to Selene’s mind during their last bout. And now, here was Selene again.

	In the ample flesh, able to see her and be seen without armor and without weapons.

	She had become almost demon-like in Shalikova’s mind, a haunting presence.

	Nothing but a promise of the violence that might befall Shalikova if she was not careful.

	Here that violence stood, with a heaving bosom and an impish grin. 

	What would happen?

	What could Shalikova possibly tell her to defuse this situation? 

	Her head felt so heavy.

	She did not want to come into conflict with Selene. 

	Not only for the mission– but because she felt some measure of empathy for her.

	“Selene– I– look, right now it’s my day off! You and I have nothing to do with each other.”

	“Hah! Your day off? Destiny has brought us together! Your defeat won’t take time off!”

	“God damn it, I don’t want to fight you! I never wanted to fight you! Just leave me alone!”

	“Well, you should have stayed home if you didn’t want to fight! It’s too late now!”

	Selene paused and looked at Shalikova up and down with such a sudden vehemence that Shalikova raised her arms as if to defend herself. She did not recall anyone ever checking her out with such an intensely tactless and almost lascivious gaze. Selene even leaned to the side to try to catch a look at the rear of Shalikova and continued to snicker to herself the entire time. For a moment Shalikova felt she would have preferred killing each other to this awkward surveiling. Immersed in the quarreling, her head began to fog up even more.

	“Wow, what the hell happened to you? Did you fall into a textile press?” Selene said.

	“What– what do you mean? I look fine. What do you mean by that?” Shalikova said.

	She was shocked, her heart pumped strongly, and she did not process well what was said.

	“I mean that clearly in terms of female aesthetics I am your obvious genetic superior.”

	Selene raised a hand to gesture over the curve of her breasts as if to demonstrate, grinning.

	“Huh? Aesthetics? Genetics? So what? You’re– you’re not even that much bigger!”

	Selene was a slender girl– but compared to Shalikova she had curves like a fertility idol.

	“Hah! Nothing but pure denial on your part! How do you even sit with no ass like that?”

	“Are you serious? Is this really what we’re doing? People might see and hear this!”

	“Flattie~!” Selene taunted, uncaring, raising a hand to her lips and laughing behind it.

	Shalikova glowered and grunted. “You had a head start on me for growing all that fat!”

	In her head that had been a much more devastating blow. She meant to argue that it was disingenuous for a cis girl to flaunt such things against her. But even just this level of insult made Shalikova feel horribly awkward and childish for stooping to Selene’s level. So what came out of her lips was by comparison near incoherent and seemed to take Selene a moment to process as it contained perhaps half the words Shalikova meant to say.

	Selene put her hands on her hips and leaned forward with a matching friendless glower.

	“Such a convenient assumption! But I’m the same as you– blame yourself, not the meds!”

	What was she even talking about then?! Were they both transgender? This was a mess!

	“Why the hell are we competing over our three sizes then anyway! You’re ridiculous!”

	“And you’re still a flattie flat flat flattie.” Selene said without a hint of self-reflection.

	Despite acknowledging it as ridiculous Shalikova was immediately aggravated to hear it.

	In all of her life, nobody had ever confronted her like this, not since she was a little kid.

	Other children could sometimes get rowdy at school, but they were always reprimanded.

	Shalikova had grown up a polite and reserved girl among mostly polite and serious people.

	Even Khadija was just teasing her and would not stoop to frustrating childish insults.

	Illya non-withstanding, but that was different– Shalikova was unprepared for Selene.

	That combination of arrogance, childishness, boldness– brought out the worst in her.

	Her fingers crackled with electricity– she wanted to hit her! But she had to control it!

	As much as correcting Selene might fill her with temporary satisfaction, opening up the avenue of violence for this mad woman would have invited a disproportionate reprisal. Shalikova had not yet learned all the psionic tricks Selene likely knew. And who knew if Selene had a weapon hiding somewhere (like in her fat stupid tits). If she had a gun on her all hell would break loose! There had to be another way to defuse the situation– 

	–maybe one in Shalikova’s hand all along.

	While Selene was in the middle of gloating, Shalikova raised her polymer card.

	In her mind, she was striking a cool pose. Selene just stared at her, however.

	“Selene! We’re going to settle our grudge right here and right now!” Shalikova said.

	Selene grinned, understanding– she produced her own polymer card from her pocket.

	Perhaps in her mind, she was also striking a cool pose, trying to wave her card.

	“Well, well, well. Now you’re speaking my language. I will destroy you. At video games!”

	“I’ll completely flatten you– at video games! And then you’ll leave my sight for good!”

	“You’ll never flatten me as flat as yourself, flattie. But if I win, you will bark like a dog!”

	“Deal! Now shut up and put up! Or is all the silicone in your body slowing you down?”

	“Why you–?! I’m all natural, just like the beating you are about to receive, vermin!”

	Shalikova was beginning to forget this was a scheme to make Selene go away peacefully.

	Not the actual rivalry she was allowing it to become by stooping to Selene’s exact level!

	Locked in place like coiled snakes the two of them traded barbs and growls–

	“Sonya, who is your friend? Are those real rabbit ears on her head?” Maryam asked.

	–until the illusion shattered.

	Those simple and sudden words sent a jolt of electricity down Shalikova’s spine.

	She turned around in an instant and saw her girlfriend right behind her, smiling.

	Her heart sank, her throat felt drier, her sunglasses almost dropped from her nose.

	Caught in the throes of Selene’s temerity, Shalikova had completely forgotten Maryam.

	“She’s NOT my friend!” Shalikova shouted suddenly. “She’s a sociopathic maniac!”

	Maryam then crossed her arms and leaned toward Shalikova with a stern expression.

	“Sonya– that’s not very nice. Friendly ribbing shouldn’t get into harsh details like that.”

	“Hear that, Sonya? You are not being very nice to me right now!” Selene interjected.

	Laughing uproariously. Her eyes darting with excitement between Shalikova and Maryam.

	Who knew what was going on in that twisted brain of hers?

	Worse– if they were both aggravated, the possibility of psionic escalation–

	“Maryam, this is Selene. We have a bit of– friendly competition.”

	Shalikova turned to Selene and somehow maintained a saintly calm while introducing her.

	“Selene– this is Maryam, we’re– we’re together.” She said with a monotone voice.

	As if Selene was anyone worth introducing Maryam to, or worth any courtesy.

	Maryam looked at Selene and the purple on her chromatophores darkened a bit. Her eyes narrowed, she raised a hand to her chin, the fins atop her head flapped slowly. Scrutinizing Selene for a moment, her tentacles swaying in the air. Selene seemed just as curious about Maryam, so Shalikova had to put up with a long and strange silence.

	“Sonya, I understand.” Maryam finally said. “I will step aside and cheer you on!”

	Did she understand? Could she really have understood any part of this chaos, at all?

	Shalikova nodded her head with a glum expression and awaited Selene’s response.

	Selene grinned, shrugged, and silently pointed out a nearby racing game machine.

	Together, the pair took their seats in the machine. Selene swiped her card to start the game.

	“I commend you for having some shame in front of other people.” Shalikova mumbled.

	“I just don’t want to sully my total victory in front of your girlfriend.” Selene whispered.

	Was that some dignity and understanding? From this fiend? Shalikova sighed.

	In front of them the familiar first-person perspective of the speedboat game appeared in front of Shalikova. She got ready to drive, when a notification appeared on her screen that Selene had “rolled the slots for a premium ship”– and was now the proud owner of a sleek and screamingly purple submersible with an additional hydrojet. 

	It was almost certainly faster than Shalikova’s own ship.

	“Can you really call this a fair competition at this point?” Shalikova said.

	“Who called it that? I didn’t say that. I said I was going to crush you.” Selene replied.

	Fair enough. Sighing again, Shalikova grabbed hold of the steering wheel.

	With materiel superiority on her side, Selene blasted out of the starting line.

	And Shalikova struggled to keep up at all. She was solidly behind on every corner.

	She expected Selene to be insufferable throughout the process but instead–

	“Hah! It’s so fast! Look, Sonya! Look at whose coattails you follow behind!”

	In the middle of the game, her malice seemed to melt away into the thrill of a young girl playing a game, and her gloating sounded much more good-natured and even amusing. She laughed and hollered and tried to show off for the audience of one trailing permanently behind her, taking weird lines on the corners and even slowing down at times so she remained on Shalikova’s screen to show off a trick. Despite herself, Shalikova found her manic energy somewhat infectious and laughed a few times at her antics.

	“How much did that thing cost you?” Shalikova jabbed in the middle of the race.

	“Whatever it was, it was worth it!” Selene jabbed back.

	After the race, Selene practically dragged Shalikova by the hand, running to the next game.

	Was that a smile on her face?

	Maryam followed behind them and Shalikova could hear her giggling faintly.

	They stopped in front of the puzzle game machines– which again, Selene paid for.

	“Next stop on my tour of overwhelming superiority!” Selene said.

	“What premium items are you going to buy for a puzzle game?” Shalikova said.

	“Shut it and play, pentomino.”

	Much like Maryam, Selene had a very aggressive style of play, dropping blocks as fast as possible and tolerating a few mistakes as her lines built up. However, she also had much better awareness of her board and upcoming blocks than Maryam, and she actually set up boards in order to create multiple line clears at a time, making for a more challenging match for the careful and deliberate Shalikova who obsessed with her placements. Junk blocks traded screens several times, and each salvo prompted pops of color on the screens to quickly indicate the attack to each player. Such effects happened in vicious succession as Shalikova and Selene were quite evenly matched in the battleground of blocks.

	“You have guts! I acknowledge you as a worthy opponent, Sonya!” Selene said.

	“Quit calling me Sonya! It’s Shalikova!” Shalikova said.

	Despite her best effort not to, she was actually having fun with her rival.

	Selene seemed to gradually forget the virulence with which she had begun the contest.

	Even when she lost, her response was a girlish pout rather than a demonic scowl.

	“Oh! I’ll get you next time, cutting board! This is the final round! Tie-breaker!”

	Once again, Selene grabbed Shalikova and dragged her to a new set of machines.

	Ones that Maryam and Shalikova had not played during their visit to Dorado.

	However, they had experienced this style of game before.

	Selene took them to the very back of Dorado’s game space, where there was an area full of table games. Every table looked initially barren, but with different accessories the tables could host an array of digital games with physical interaction. There were a few people here, playing pool and holographic ping pong. By placing a pair of plastic mallets on the board, the table would recognize and configure itself as a game of air hockey. Selene grabbed one of the mallets and she pushed the other one to Shalikova’s side of the table. 

	She grinned with anticipation.

	“Oh, Sonya is very good at these!” Maryam said, standing to the side of the table.

	“Oh really? Then she’ll have no excuses when she loses!” Selene said.

	“No, because I’m more mature. But I am going to win regardless.” Shalikova said.

	The pair took up their mallets and waited on their ends of the table.

	In the center of the table’s LCD, the display rendered a little hatch opening.

	Releasing a digital puck that by random chance flew to Shalikova’s end of the table.

	Selene got herself ready in a defensive stance.

	On the underside of the mallets there were lights that the table tracked for movement.

	Shalikova wondered how much of her strength and control could transfer into the game.

	She drew back her mallet a few centimeters and struck the digital puck. 

	It went flying against the opposite wall, near the corner, and bounced. 

	Selene responded quickly, striking the puck back. 

	The game was on– 

	but Shalikova had made note of Selene’s pose, how she held the mallet, how she reacted to the puck, her movement. How she swung from the forearm and had a restless grip on the mallet that she satisfied by turning it in place, a few millimeters side to side.

	Now Shalikova understood better how the video game board reacted to her swing.

	And how her opponent moved.

	So she gauged the strength that she needed to launch a serious attack.

	Drawing back and pushing in from the shoulder, hitting the puck dead center.

	Sending it hurtling to the wall, behind Selene’s guard and into her goal at an acute angle.

	Shalikova scored her first point.

	“Dumb luck.”

	“If it helps you cope.”

	Shalikova grinned and Selene grinned back at her, remarkably composed.

	When the next puck popped out of the board, it soared toward Selene instead.

	She quickly threw a feint and Shalikova did not react, standing her ground.

	Her gaze and reflexes were too sharp, she was not just acting on pure impulse.

	With her feint read through, Selene settled for attacking the puck.

	Unbalanced by her previous movements, she clipped the side of the puck–

	But the computer registered this as a full-on, dead-center strike.

	Shalikova, who had been watching Selene’s arms to determine how to attack and defend, misjudged how the puck would move and struck it far too softly, essentially serving it up to Selene for the perfect counterattack. She was unbalanced herself and failed to control her mallet properly, giving Selene an avenue to retaliate with a brutal strike on Shalikova’s largely unguarded flank. It happened too quick, and Shalikova lost the point. 

	She could only laugh at her own clumsiness.

	“Good arm.” Shalikova said. She was having some fun.

	“Good eye. You are indeed my worthy opponent. But I know your game now.”

	No, now that Shalikova knew how the game worked and that it was somewhat glitchy, she could easily make the next few attacks in ways Selene could not possibly have predicted or reacted to. Selene did not have a lot of experience with air hockey and was playing a bit clumsily– she had a brief advantage because Shalikova was not used to the eccentricities of the digital machine and how it treated the physical inputs. However, seeing the sunny look on Selene’s face, and how much she had lightened up from calling her a flattie and threatening to destroy her– she became much less invested in winning. 

	Letting Selene win and preserving that smile was the best possible outcome.

	It did not take much convincing to look convincing for Selene’s win.

	Selene was favored by the digital puck, made her attack, and Shalikova defended it wrong.

	Breaking the tie, giving Selene the victory.

	Upon seeing the 2:1 in her favor, she burst out into laughter, softer laughter, girlish.

	All of the demonic evil Shalikova had seen in her seemed to have been exorcised.

	Shalikova walked around the side of the table and extended a hand for her to shake.

	Selene, still smiling and gloating, took her hand and shook it vigorously.

	“It was decided long ago! Of course, I was always destined to be the best here.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” Shalikova said. She had some rough edges, but– she wasn’t all bad.

	“You really put up a fight, Sonya Shalikova! We were truly fated to meet were we not? Do you know how surprised I was to see you here? But I knew immediately that I had been handed an opportunity to prove to myself once and for all that you were nothing but some girl in the end. And now I am in the victor, and I will take my spoils!” Selene said.

	It was easier to let her grandiosity play out than to try to interrupt her with sense.

	“Yep, you win. I guess I will bark like a dog for you now.” Shalikova said.

	Trying to accept her punishment with a smile. At least she had resolved the situation–

	Selene averted her gaze and crossed her arms. “Ew, no! You weirdo! Don’t do that!”

	“But it’s what you asked for!” Shalikova replied, suddenly feeling desperate again.

	“I’m changing my mind. Instead, you have to take me out around town!” Selene said.

	She paired this with a haughty laugh but continued to avoid Shalikova’s eyes.

	“HUH?!” Shalikova felt like a pair of cymbals had been clapped on her head.

	“That’s a great idea!” Maryam said, clapping her hands happily. “Much better than trying to humiliate poor Sonya just because she’s so bad at games! I appreciate Selene’s magnanimity. It’s fun when friends are competitive, but you were both getting heated– you need to relax!”

	Selene looked confused by how genuine Maryam was in her excitement.

	“Uh, yeah–? Magnanimity– pssh, yeah, I mean, I got that in spades!” She said.

	“I– I just–” Shalikova’s head was spinning. “I don’t– She’s not– I’m not–”

	“You lost, and you admit you lost, so you have to acquiesce to the winner.” Selene said.

	“Sonya, it’s okay! I don’t mind, and I think it’ll be good for you to hang out with a friend!”

	Maryam cheerfully patted Shalikova in the back. 

	Did she actually understand anything?!

	Maybe she was happy her Sonya ‘made a friend’ other than her–? 

	The same silly worry Shalikova sometimes had about Maryam becoming too dependant on herself? But it was ludicrous for her– because Maryam was a stowaway with not a soul in the world and Shalikova had an entire ship of people to befriend! Regardless, that would explain why she was suddenly so happy about Selene’s miserable proposal.

	“Maryam, she’s not– oh whatever.” Shalikova sighed in surrender. “Selene, I’ll take you out around town tomorrow, but you have to agree, right now, that your–” If she called it a grudge Maryam might start to suspect something– so she hoped Selene understood– “You have to agree that our rivalry and debts are settled and that you’ll stop with– your particular brand of nonsense. Only then will we be able to go out together, okay?”

	Selene’s eyes wandered slowly back toward Shalikova. 

	“Yeah. Totally. I mean– duh. I know how to protect my public image, you know?”

	“Great.” Shalikova said. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow at the lobby. I’m broke by the way.”

	“Of course you’re broke. Whatever. I’ll pay. See you tomorrow before noon.” Selene said.

	Smiling, still smiling, after everything. Selene was smiling.

	What a mess– but Shalikova supposed it wasn’t all bad.

	After all, they had avoided fists flying, psionic or otherwise.

	Maybe they could bury the hatchet. 

	Selene turned around and walked peacefully away.

	Shalikova was filled with relief– until she heard a voice in the back of her head.

	At first like a static-filled radio channel, until the words came into sharper focus.

	You’ll be fine if you stay out of our way from now on. We are not going after you. I never even thought I would see you again. But if you do interfere– just remember I will have my orders.

	Selene’s voice. She was speaking to her psionically, so that Maryam would not hear.

	In that instant, she rekindled Shalikova’s fears and regrets.

	Out of our way– meant her crew too. 

	Alongside that psychopath Norn the Praetorian and her crew.

	Shalikova glared at Selene, but it wasn’t up to her whether or not that happened.

	She did not want to fight her, she never wanted to– but she might still be forced to.

	From my perspective there’s no more quarrel. I want to keep it that way!

	She tried to reply to Selene in the same way as she had been spoken to.

	Focusing her mind on pushing those words and on Selene being able to hear them.

	Unsure at first whether she had succeeded, until–

	I can’t guarantee that. But at least, there doesn’t need to be, tomorrow. Ciao.

	Selene waved mockingly with the tips of her fingers as she walked away.

	Watching her go, Shalikova sighed. She palmed her own face.

	A mixture of frustration but also pity overcame her. It was so stupid, so pointless.

	Selene was just an idiot like her– both barely adults, and both in such dire situations.

	It was so unfair– and there was nothing Shalikova could do about it.

	If their captains butted heads again then both would have their orders.

	“Sonya, are you okay?”

	Maryam took Shalikova’s hand into her own and rubbed it for comfort.

	Shalikova met her eyes. Just looking at her brought comfort to her overburdened heart.

	She tipped her head forward and kissed Maryam suddenly.

	Surprised at first, her marshmallow accepted. It was a quick but healing gesture.

	When they parted, Shalikova tried to smile, despite everything.

	“I’m a bit troubled. Selene and I actually have a lot of bad blood.” Shalikova said.

	She did not want to lie to Maryam, but it was hard to admit the fullness of how she felt.

	“From my perspective, the two of you seemed to be getting along.” Maryam said.

	“I know, but I fear that things could get worse with us. Far worse.” Shalikova said.

	“Sonya, if that happens, trust in yourself. You are strong, and you know what’s right.”

	Maryam smiled. 

	That confidence she had in Shalikova made everything sound possible.

	Even if Shalikova herself worried about the worst possible outcomes.

	

	

	“Welcome, welcome! Oh, what a pleasant surprise indeed– my balcony has seen so many illustrious people of late. It has been a fine week. Please sit down, and avail yourself of anything. Hospitality to guests of the Kleyn household means everything to me.”

	“Thank you, Madam Kleyn. Such lovely accommodations. You know your tea parties!”

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg took her seat, one of only two around the tea table this time.

	Across from her, Herta Kleyn offered her sweet black tea and fluffy little pink cakes.

	“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Herta asked. “I didn’t even know you were in Aachen!”

	“I apologize for coming up so suddenly. I just happened to learn of your predicament.”

	Gloria lifted a tea cup to her lips, after having spoken, recusing herself from elaboration.

	Across the table, Herta smiled. “My predicament, dear? I am not sure what you mean.”

	It had not gone unnoticed by Gloria how many Katarrans were handling security for the Kleyn estate now. Aachen contracted the Rheinmetalle-sponsored Uhlankorps for local policing and VIP security for the government– so why was Herta Kleyn dressing up mercenaries in her little suits and ties and having them screen everybody and patrol the grounds? Of course, she knew much more than that in her clandestine capacities, but that was the simplest surface-level excuse. There was anxiety in the air up here.

	“Madam, these are trying times, are they not? Times of instability and scandal?”

	Herta met Gloria’s eyes but remained guarded. “I am afraid they are, indeed.”

	“I have a proposal for you that will solve a few problems I know you must have. You may have your own solutions, but you will have to sacrifice far less of your own position with me.”

	“Is that so, Madam Luxembourg? I must admit, I am intrigued. I have had a lot on my mind recently, you are right about that. There are heavy decisions I must make that I will not be able to take back. However, I must ask whether this business is in my capacity as a station governor, or a private citizen. I have done business with megacorporations before– but not their leaders directly. And never as a civilian. So I have to look out for the optics, you see. Anything that I do will be judged heavily– my political career is part of my concerns.”

	“I’ve never done business with a station government, but I have done business with private individuals from them. This concerns yourself primarily, but it also concerns Aachen, Madam Kleyn. We both know there is a black current that is pushing this way; we both know that navigating this current will be complicated and difficult in the coming weeks. It is getting fiercer, more turbulent. You will not be able to withstand it by caring about optics.”

	Gloria fixed wicked eyes on Herta, upon whom the true topic of discussion began to dawn.

	Herta lifted her own cup of tea at that point. Permission to continue speaking, perhaps.

	“Katarran mercenaries won’t be very reliable when the tidal waves roll in.” Gloria continued.

	“I am not displeased with my personal security, frau Luxembourg.” Herta replied sharply.

	She clearly did not appreciate the advice. Herta Kleyn had been in liberal government all of her life. From consultant to campaign manager to councilwoman and now Governor. She had done everything there was to do, done it properly. For Gloria to suggest anything to Herta Kleyn must have felt quite annoying. Like a child telling the parent how things worked.

	“I have more to sell than personal security.” Gloria said, a conceited little grin on her face. “And there are more people at stake here than merely you yourself, Madam Kleyn.”

	Herta Kleyn looked, for the first time, openly disconcerted in the discussion.

	Gloria laid a portable on the table without saying another word.

	On it, were the excruciating details of a deal Herta would not be able to refuse.

	

	

	Elena had a rough night of sleep at the Mahdist village.

	It was difficult to regulate her own temperature, and the mattress she was given was tough and uncomfortable. Even the Brigand’s accommodations were a bit softer on her delicate body. In addition to her physical ails, she also had to contend with disquieting thoughts. Conny Lettiere– and what little information she parted with about Elena’s mother. All of the possibilities haunted her. There was so much that Elena could learn from Conny about her mother, so many things she had never known and thought lost forever.

	Her mother had died– no, she had been killed when Elena was five or six years old.

	In her teenage years, Elena had mourned plenty that she knew so little about her mother but also accepted that there was nothing she could do. Her father Konstantin von Fueller barely even spoke to Elena, much less about her treasonous departed wife. All of the imperial courtiers and noblewomen hated Leda Lettiere and were not worth talking to. Her brother knew very little about her. Bethany had always been too careful about what she said, embellished too much, Elena had always known it. She would not have told her the whole ugly truth– not like Conny, a member of her family, could have told it. 

	Elena still had family, right here. After she thought she had lost everything.

	Family who knew all of the story of her mother that Elena could have never known.

	But there was an inseparable wall between her and Conny Lettiere.

	To out herself as Elena Lettiere– was to out herself as Elena von Fueller. Missing Imperial Princess; and why she was missing, who was responsible, what had happened. Elena wanted to help the crew of the Brigand. She sympathized with the communists so much. That ship had begun to feel like home. Their mission felt righteous. So she feared mightily that to admit her identity was to jeopardize their mission and even all of their lives.

	Attracting unwanted attention, bringing untrustworthy outsiders into orbit– 

	it was unacceptable.

	Despite this, Elena’s heart could not help but beat rapidly with fascination about Conny. Her aunt, an elven relation, someone who spoke so irreverently about her mother. Maybe in another life, Conny might have been able to take care of her. To give her a home and family and a place to build a new life, without the precarity and violence of military surroundings. It might have made her soft, but perhaps, it would have been more of a home.

	Alas; oh well. Such soft thoughts, she already had too many.

	It was hardness, toughness, that she needed more of. So she steeled herself.

	Conny Lettiere would simply have to pass her by for now.

	With her head filled with worry and yearning, Elena slowly fell into an uneasy, fitful sleep–

	Dreaming of indigo hair swaying in the wind under the light of an artificial moon–

	–and infinitely tall trees making up the sky,

	“Paesan, wake up. I’m afraid you and I have some business. Quick sticks; I’ve not all day.”

	And awakened just as uneasy to a voice she was not expecting to hear. 

	And to the face of Conny Lettiere, hovering over her, hands behind her back, a mischievous grin on her painted lips. Looming, with a great pressure building up around her.

	“Paesan, I’m afraid you remind me of someone, and it has been weighing on my trust.”

	Her eyes glowed– bright red rings traced the outline of her retina, indicating power.

	Floating above her shoulder, a small metal rod like a conductor’s baton pointed at Elena.

	“Did you know Elena, that Elven Medeis, Loup Volshebstvo, Katarran Mageia and Volgian Kudo, all reference sticks as an implement with which to divine? Directions, insights– safe passage in caves, finding graves and treasure, and of course, the direction of the truth? Fascinating, no? Such different cultures clinging on to similar remnants of a dead past.”

	Elena, paralyzed in bed, felt the pointing of the stick to take an accusatory note.

	“So tell me, Elena– what was your surname again?” Conny said.

	Overhead, the stick stirred and glowed with a myriad colors.

	

	

	When Homa awakened the next morning, Kalika was still sound asleep behind her.

	Perhaps more because Homa slept lightly, than Kalika sleeping heavily. 

	It was still much too early. However, the day called to the once-sleeper.

	As good as it felt being held, Homa was feeling restless and wanted to get moving.

	Perhaps this was her chance to do something good for Kalika. Maybe bring back breakfast.

	Regardless of what she did, her legs demanded of her to get up and move about.

	Gently, carefully, she extricated herself from Kalika’s grasp– 

	and sat beside her a moment.

	Kalika looked quite beautiful, sleeping so peacefully. Her makeup had begun to run a little bit, her hair was tossed about a bit, and her lips were spread slightly open as she breathed. Her ungainly pose in the bed was very charming. When she was awake, she was so composed and so elegant, in control and never betraying weakness. Homa felt grateful that Kalika trusted her enough that she might be seen like this, unwound, without façade. She sat for a minute watching her, before feeling like she was being voyeuristic, and departing.

	In her mind’s eye, the image of Kalika at peace would not soon leave Homa, however.

	Outside the curtains, the lights were still pretty dim. It was early morning.

	There were people out, however, and Homa became one of them.

	At the front of the village, the pieces of the broken Tazia monument had started taking shape again. Sareh and Baran had also brought out a big metal pot and a large alcohol burner and dropped both near the stage and a stack of plastic benches. The layout of the festival was beginning to take concrete shape just like the Tazia. There were already aunties singing and talking in front of the salon and the little café and bakery, recently stocked again with flour and tea from outside. Homa wondered whether they had competitive prices out of respect for their unique situation– but she didn’t want to find out anyway.

	Slowly, more people began to awaken and to come out. Little kids met up around the front of the village and started to play and make noise. Young women assembled near the masjid, maybe waiting for school. Homa could not see a single man around. There was the Imam, and she had some recollection of a few elderly men in the crowd the past few days. Maybe some of the kids were boys, Homa did not know and could not tell, they were too little for that. No young men stood out at all, however. Maybe they had really all given up Mahdism and abandoned the village, starting their own families outside and forgetting it all.

	Bastards. Homa was making herself mad just thinking about it all over again.

	Then, as her anger started to simmer down again– it resumed a furious, instant boil.

	She saw someone approaching the front gate that sent her heart pounding. 

	Her body tensed.

	A tall, brown-haired Shimii woman, smiling, greeting the villagers as she entered.

	At her side followed a dour blond Imbrian woman, her gaze falling sharply on every face.

	Both wore black uniforms, and armbands with symbols of the Volkisch Movement.

	And despite Homa’s wide-eyed fury, the villagers greeted Rahima Jašarević like a friend.

	 

	 


13.6

	In truth, despite everything, the world was beautiful.

	War had broken the Imbrium to pieces; the Ocean had never felt darker and farther from hope; and their lives had been cast between the warring factions on a clandestine mission, the enormity of which meant that they might never return home. Every day was a test of their courage and will. One mistake could cost not only the unlucky crew member, but the lives of the entire ship, and ultimately, the mission to break the yoke of oppression from around the neck of Imbria. Each of their hearts, a simmering chaos; every moment, part of the unending work; peace and relaxation, fleeting and hard-earned.

	However, the view from the Captain’s chair was just so beautiful for Murati Nakara.

	She sat where Ulyana Korabiskaya once sat. 

	Grinning to herself, arms crossed. 

	Proud.

	Coursing with the power of the title and office. 

	Her responsibility for the hundreds of souls working on the ship transferring like temperature from the cushioned chair into her very body. Even if temporarily, she stood on the summit of her ambitions, and she gazed down upon the valley at the bridge officers expecting her command. It felt like there was a new world ahead of her now.

	And her bridge officers stared back up at her and beheld her in her new position.

	They seemed confused, but in reality, they must have been filled with respect.

	“Ensign Zachikova! Bring up our wireframe model of Aachen station!” Murati said.

	From the electronic warfare station, Braya Zachikova looked over her shoulder.

	She glared at the acting-Captain with a strangely unfriendly expression.

	Braya Zachikova, the ship’s electronic warfare specialist. She was a short woman, pale and skinny, with tawny hair tied into a spiraling ponytail that represented the most extravagant feature of an otherwise modestly-adorned girl. Thanks to the two thick grey antennae implanted where her ears would have been, Zachikova could connect directly to devices and control computers and programs far more adroitly than any other crewmember. These implants were a surgical intervention to save her from Hartz syndrome, a very debilitating neurological disorder. Her cold eyes were also cybernetic implants in the same vein.

	Murati had already worked with her before, but as the Captain, she saw Zachikova with new eyes. She was uniquely important among the crew members, but also the most defiant.

	“Why exactly should we do that, Senior Lieutenant and First Officer Nakara?” Zachikova asked.

	Each one of those words felt like a brick falling on Murati’s head.

	Did she really have to use all of her actual ranks? None of them mattered right now!

	“Because I want to see it! I need to reference something! That’s an order!” Murati said.

	Zachikova’s glare seemed to roll from Murati down to the woman seated next to her.

	A Loup in a heavily-modified yet familiar black uniform with a green instead of red armband.

	Looking quite similar to a Union Ashura Commissar. Quite similar, but not entirely identical.

	“Recall that in the event of an emergency, discipline under my master will be the same as discipline under the Captain– and that in such a situation her adjutant is functionally equivalent to her Commissar as well. Everyone should take this as an opportunity to practice and get used to working under a new command structure, in case the need ever arises.”

	Aatto Jarvi Stormyweather, seated where Commissar Aaliyah Bashara usually sat.

	In her hands she had a menacing crop, which she struck against her own palm.

	She had promised not to use it except as an aesthetic prop. 

	“You must follow that order, Zachikova.” Aatto said, smiling.

	As much as Murati seemed to enjoy her newfound position of power, so did Aatto.

	Despite some initial misgivings, Murati was too absorbed in her own role to police Aatto.

	“I am not just asking for things at random! This is for the mission!” Murati said.

	“Milord, is it therefore still required of me to calibrate the main armament, again?”

	From the gunnery section, Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa raised her hand.

	A slim and pretty girl with a dark and romantic affectation, her blond hair streaked with purple to match the purple lipstick and eyeshadow that she wore, and the black and purple tie she wore with her uniform, non-standard. She often spoke with an affected sophistication undercut by misuse of words or taking too long to communicate simple ideas.

	Murati had no opinion on this but she knew the captain was often irritated with her.

	“Yes! We need to be in top shape! That should be calibrated every day!” Murati said.

	From beside the gunnery section, Alexandra Geninov raised her hand also.

	A tall woman, brown-skinned and brown-haired, lent a slight dishevelment by the messy bun into which she collected her hair with a hair claw. Long-limbed, broad-shouldered, and good-looking enough to top the list of the so-called “Four Princes of the Brigand.” She regarded Murati with her odd eyes, one blue and one brown, slightly narrowed with an exagerrated weariness. Along with Fernanda, Geninov was the second common irritant on the bridge. Loud, distracted, and frequently making remarks about video games.

	Murati had played video games. They were fun, and that was that.

	But she got the sense– it was much more than that for Geninov.

	“So then, do I also have to wire-test all the torpedoes in the magazine, actually?” Alex asked.

	“Yes! Why haven’t you been doing that? What if we have a wire failure in combat?”

	“Back at the academy we were taught to wire-check as part of weekly maintenance.”

	“Now it’s daily maintenance!” Murati said. “We’re in a dangerous situation here!”

	Murati shouted orders with a grin on her face despite the reticence of the crew.

	At her side, Aatto crossed her arms and nodded her head as if in silent support.

	Both Fernanda and Alex gloomily set about their tasks as instructed.

	Grumbling, Zachikova summoned the wireframe model of Aachen on the main screen.

	For the first few days of their stay in Aachen, reconnaissance had been the focus of the crew’s efforts. The pilots, the special forces operatives, their allies from the Rostock, and even the Captain and the Commissar had all been involved in gathering on-the-ground intelligence on the layout of the station. On the screen, was the culmination of their efforts. A wireframe model of Aachen Station, with most of the interior modeled (save for the inaccessible upper tier). It was more than just a static map. Zachikova had hijacked dozens of unsecured private CCTV cameras throughout the station, which were pointed out on the model. She could use them along with publically available foot traffic and internal weather data in order to track and predict certain conditions within the station. Murati was astonished by the craft behind the model, but even more excited for its use.

	Information was one the strongest weapons for a military group. 

	A disparity in intelligence and intelligence-gathering capability between two opponents could severely impact their forces before a single bullet could be fired. Even a foe that was stronger in arms could be felled by a weaker force that had the right information and the capability to act on it. Movements of the enemy, the location and route of their supplies, their intentions and plans, the organization of their forces. The identity and location of their officers and political leadership. Such knowledge was powerful.

	Having this model, which could update in real time as conditions changed, was quite useful.

	Murati studied the model, paying particular attention to the third tier commercial area.

	It was there, in a fancy bar rented out by Gloria Innocence Luxembourg, that the United Front gathered. They would continue meeting there throughout the week. Ulyana, Aaliyah, Erika, and the officers of the John Brown, as well as Olga and Daphne at times, many officers of the Volksarmee attended the deliberations. Murati was not invited. She had to man the bridge, maintain the continuity of command. As much as she had wanted to talk serious theory with other militant leftists, she felt that Ulyana appreciated her abilities and had given her this opportunity as a test of her capability to lead the ship. Should the worst happen, the solemn duty of continuing the mission would fall on Murati’s shoulders.

	Murati would not allow anything to happen to the Captain, Commissar and Premier.

	Using the model, she wanted to begin planning contingencies.

	“Zachikova, I want you to draft a few simulated escape routes from the third tier down to Stockheim. For this scenario, our objective is to secure the United Front delegates and extract them in the midst of an event. I want you to test them with a simulated mass panic in each tier separately, and all tiers together. Once you have done so put it on screen– I will want additional simulations in case certain routes are blocked off. Log everything you calculate in encrypted files and distribute the keys to Illya and Valeriya.”

	Zachikova stared at Murati for a moment, but her expression softened ever so slightly.

	“Acknowledged.”

	She did not call her ‘Captain’ as Murati would have wanted, but she did not object.

	Perhaps she realized now that Murati was not giving them all work without reason.

	As much as Murati felt fulfilled to be acting as the captain even for a day or two–

	She would not allow herself to earn the title through tragedy.

	Using the resources she had been given to command, Murati would make preparations.

	Whether or not anything happened, she needed to be ready.

	Captain Korabiskaya had to be protected and supported with everything they had.

	That was the mission of Murati Nakara’s bridge on Murati Nakara’s temporary ship.

	“We will dub this mission, ‘Operation Spyglass’! Everyone get to work!” Murati declared.

	Voice filled with passion, she looked over to her left, where Semyonova was seated.

	Semyonova quickly input the operation name into the logs.

	Even though Zachikova was the only one actively engaged in the contents of the operation, Fernanda and Alex’s daily maintenance was to be rolled into it. Glancing around her bridge, Murati laid eyes on the helmsman, Abdulalim Kamarik, a private and quietly cheerful man usually listening to music while working on the ship. She wondered if there was anything he should be doing too. However upon checking her console on the captain’s chair, Murati discovered that Kamarik ran thorough maintenance checks on the Brigand every day and had meticulous logs and diagnostics of its behaviors that he frequently sent the Captain– and which were frequently left unread despite his great efforts.

	“Helmsman! I wanted to commend you for your laudable work!” Murati said.

	From his station, Kamarik half turned, glancing over his shoulder and saluting casually.

	“It’s no big deal. To a true helmsman, a ship is his lady love. And I’m a bit of a wife guy.”

	He cracked a smile and ran his hand over his console as if caressing the ship itself.

	Murati was briefly left speechless. She was not on the bridge often enough.

	In the middle of Zachikova running the simulations, Murati received a message.

	“Acting Captain, we have a request to connect from the Rostock.” Semyonova said.

	Another first for Murati as a Captain– a missive delivered by Semyonova. As the communications officer, Semyonova’s pretty face and sweet voice graced the crew every day. Blond-haired, round-faced, with immaculate makeup, long plump limbs and a curvy figure. She was configured like the wheat-striding, pleasantly fat, metaphorically fertile women used to propagandize agricultural life in Lyser– to a degree that fascinated Murati. Widely beloved and admired, Semyonova spent more time than anyone working, and yet she always did it with a smile on her face. There were rumors she had sleep disorders, and that her past-curfew lamentations represented one of the sailors’ “Seven Mysteries of the Brigand”–

	–Murati thought that particular item was nonsense, being herself a subject of gossip.

	She barely got to interact with Semyonova except through the officer’s labor union, in which Semyonova was the union representative and a fierce advocate for their rights, despite her typically soft disposition. And of course, she saw her in the daily broadcasts and affirmations. But there was something special about having the communications officer address her and tell her she had a communique– it was such a Captainly thing to have happen.

	“Put it through to me, Semyonova.” Murati said. She filled with enthusiasm.

	“Right away ma’am!” Semyonova said, smiling herself.

	Murati pulled the captain’s private monitor, attached on an arm to the chair.

	On the screen, a young woman with long blue hair and a military cap appeared. She had crossed out the symbol that was one the cap, scratching a star over it– a common communist military symbol, over what seemed like it might have been a warlord army symbol. It was Daphne Triantafallos, captain of the Rostock. Another captain; a captain who had been forged in battle. She had been with the Volksarmee for some time now.

	“Greetings, Captain Triantafallos! Pleasure to see you!” Murati said.

	“The pleasure is all mine, Acting Captain.” Daphne said. Murati’s excitement seemed to draw a small smile out of her. “I just received a Zachat from the Premier and thought I would check up on you. Is this your first time having control of the bridge?”

	“It is. I would highly value any insights you could give me.” Murati said.

	“Well, first, the Premier wanted me to make sure you aren’t working too hard.”

	“Captain, we can’t afford any slacking now, don’t you agree?”

	Murati was prepared for Daphne to disagree, but she nodded her agreement instead.

	“I’m the same as you, Acting Captain Nakara. I do sometimes believe that the Premier can be too lax in the name of preserving the comfort of the troops. I do feel an instinct to run a much tighter shift. However, we must not only work hard, but also work smartly. Imagine you expend all of your energy now; won’t you be tired when the enemy attacks? We must balance making appropriate preparation and maintaining readiness.”

	Readiness was a word that packaged the concept of rest in a way Murati could agree with.

	Her first instinct had been to disagree again, but Daphne put her argument together well.

	Murati would not rescind her orders today– but she would be a bit more lax tomorrow.

	“You make a convincing point. We’ve been caught sleeping enough times as it is.”

	“Have you now? Well.” Daphne laughed a little. “Let me think. I do have a bit of advice I can pass on. I am not the most experienced myself– but I had the good fortune that my first command came in the auspices of the Premier, who taught me leadership values that superseded the brutal discipline instilled in me in Pythia. I believe, Murati, that the essence of good leadership is unlocking the potential in others. Not just knowing who to delegate tasks to, but understanding them such that your orders almost mirror what they would have done if they were in command. However, you must balance this by commanding enough respect to be able to make people do things they would not do, while impressing upon them that the course you have set them on is not only necessary, but valuable.”

	Murati turned over her words in her mind. These sounded like quite long-term projects.

	Nevertheless, she would take them to heart. Decisiveness, responsibility, understanding.

	Unlocking the potential of her crew. This sounded quite resonant to her experiences.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya felt like someone who unlocked a lot of potential out of this crew.

	Murati looked at them briefly and they seemed at a glance like eccentric, bickering slackers.

	However, she knew that they had come together under extraordinary circumstances before.

	They had the potential; so did she. 

	She just had to be worthy of the moment if it ever came.

	“Thank you, Captain Triantafallos.” Murati said.

	“You can call me Daphne. I am confident in your abilities, Murati. Perhaps we can discuss Union military strategy sometime. I am also eager to learn from you as well.” Daphne said.

	“I would love that.” Murati said. “Doctrine is– a special interest of mine, let’s call it that.”

	They bid their farewells and Daphne’s face disappeared from the monitor.

	Murati sat back in the captain’s chair, sighing deeply.

	Her head felt a bit tight. She felt so much pressure even though nothing was happening yet.

	“Aatto,”

	She whispered– she knew the Captain and Commissar were able to do this at times.

	“Yes, master?”

	Aatto whispered back. They established a conversation among themselves.

	“A captain has to be able to rely on her Commissar, in a Union crew. Can I rely on you?”

	“Of course, master. I would throw myself into a mutiny at the first sign, to save you.”

	“That won’t be necessary. Aatto– I’m worried I am too inexperienced. What if I mess up?”

	“Hmm. Captain Korabiskaya is quite a force, I must say. However, master, you must also recall that you are not Captain Korabiskaya. You will find your own way of doing things– dare I say it, a superior way, borne of your unique grandeur. You will make unique judgments in unique situations. You will adapt, I know it. It is not only expected that your style of keeping the bridge will differ from hers, but also it is appropriate. Dare I say it, it is necessary.”

	“You are daring to say a lot of things lately.” Murati sighed.

	But Aatto’s insight was not incorrect. Murati did have her own way of doing things. As much as she admired the other captains in the Volksarmee– she had to have trust in herself too.

	That was perhaps even more complicated than just working with the crew as a stand-in.

	“Was I of excellent service, master? Was I Commissar-like perhaps?” Aatto asked.

	Murati smiled. “You are growing indispensable to me, Aatto. But please drop the ‘master.’”

	

	

	The scene playing out before her was so surreal Homa wondered if she was staring at it through borrowed eyes. Anger swelled in her heart that fogged her mind and vision but found its only outlet in small, impotent tears which she could not allow anyone else to see. But she did not understand what was happening, ever since two terrifying visitors crossed the gate into the Mahdist village and were met with adulation.

	In the fore was a Shimii woman, tall and stately, handsome in uniform, wearing her brown hair to the shoulder. Bushy-tailed, with a bit of fluff at the tips of her tall ears. She would not have looked out of place, had that double-breasted coat not been the black uniform reminiscent of so many that Homa had come to hate. Red and white armbands indicated her allegiance. One had an intricate black sun-disc and the other a hooked cross.

	At her side was a blond woman, shorter but lithe, busty, with luxuriously long golden hair and smooth red lips. The way she wore her cap partially hid her eyes so that they seemed permanently in shadow, but there was no hiding the sharp gaze that moved from face to face as she accompanied the woman in her protection. This was a Volkisch soldier, and judging by the alien symbols on her uniform, a soldier of a type that Homa had never met before.

	These two figures should have been met with scorn and fear– but they were welcomed.

	As the tall Shimii woman approached, people in the village noticed.

	First, the children playing outside ran up with enthusiasm to greet her.

	Behind them, the aunties seemed to take notice and smiled and left their places to see.

	“Councilwoman! Councilwoman!”

	Some of the older children called out to her with cheer.

	Smiling, the “Councilwoman” spread her arms to welcome them and kneeled down to their level so she could give them hugs. Several of the kids ran into her arms, waving their tails and ears with excitement. One of the smaller children, she picked up in her arms and lifted, and they cheered and clapped their hands and asked in the slurred Low Imbrian of a very small child if they had grown any taller since she had last seen them.

	“You have grown!” She said. “You are so big now! It’s very impressive!”

	Around her the children laughed. Some asked if she had candy or asked for gifts.

	“Of course I have candy! Has Councilwoman Rahima ever visited without candy?”

	Rahima reached into her double-breasted coat, and as if out from under the hellish medals which she wore so openly on her breast, she pulled out a little bag of honey and ginger sucking candies. This elicited a cheer from all of the children and they reached up begging for the entire bag, but Rahima instead equitably distributed one piece of candy to each of the awaiting children. They promptly gobbled up the little morsels.

	“Come now, there are more children than you, and everyone ought to get a share.”

	“No there aren’t, Councilwoman! They all left! You can give us all the candy!”

	The Councilwoman seemed to read these as excuses from greedy little kids and laughed.

	Behind her, the blond woman crossed her arms and watched the scene unfold quietly.

	Her expression seemed to soften from contempt to mild disinterest.

	When the adults came near Councilwoman Rahima a similar scene played out. There were many people who wanted to touch hands with her, and a few of the older aunties even patted her back or even her head as though she were a kid they could condescend to. This caused the blond woman to bristle noticeably, but she did not intervene to stop them. Rahima was little by little surrounded by a few dozen people who were all greeting her, thanking her, saying they would pray for her. Some asked her if she intended to stay for the festival. She seemed reticent to answer and simply let them all talk.

	Homa felt like she was looking at something ridiculous on the television.

	Could this have been real life? Did they not understand what the symbols meant?

	Was this really the ‘Councilwoman’ who had helped them so much?

	Were they all in league with the Volkisch Movement?!

	Perhaps alerted by the commotion, Homa soon spotted Baran heading for the front of the village with her walking stick, wincing as she made herself walk fast. Her reddish-brown hair was tied up a bit into a quick bun under the partial veil over her head, and she wore a shawl over her blouse. Both these things made her look a bit less vibrant than she usually did, and Homa noticed more how much her leg seemed to be troubling her– nevertheless, she marched right up to Rahima. She stood in front of her, quiet at first.

	Homa wondered what she could expect. A confrontation–? There was no such thing.

	Baren reached out to touch Rahima’s hand and Rahima patted her on the head.

	“Please, Councilwoman– I’m not a little girl.” Baran said, smiling a bit.

	“You’ll always be a kid to me, just like I’ll always be a kid to the aunties here.”

	Rahima’s face lit up at the sight of Baran.

	She seemed even more pleased when Sareh headed out to join them shortly after.

	Dressed in blue work pants and a long shirt, her hair tied up into a ponytail.

	Unlike Baran, Sareh was not smiling much, and shared with Rahima a curt handshake.

	“Councilwoman.” Sareh said.

	“You’re aloof as ever. I hope you’re taking good care of this one.” Rahima said.

	Baran grumbled a bit. “Councilwoman– Sareh is not my minder or anything of the sort.”

	Sareh seemed to smile for the first time in the interaction, looking at the embarrassed Baran.

	“Nope, I know what you two are.” Rahima said. “Anyway. I see you are holding a festival.”

	“Yes. We’re sorry– we did not want to trouble you, Councilwoman.” Baran said.

	“I’m fine. Forget the unpleasantness the other day. It’s taken care of. Right Bernie?”

	Rahima looked over her shoulder, acknowledging for the first time her blond companion in the presence of the Shimii villagers. She urged ‘Bernie’ to step forward, and with some reticence the blond woman joined Rahima, standing at her side and in front of the villagers. She pulled off her hat and started to bow with respect to the people in front of her– 

	but Rahima stopped her.

	“Sorry– Bernie, Shimii don’t bow, nor are they bowed to, remember?” Rahima said gently.

	“Apologies. How should I best express my respect?” Bernie asked.

	“Just a handshake will do– or if you feel strongly about it you could kiss Baran’s cheek?”

	Rahima grinned like a fox. Bernie turned to Baran and seemed to contemplate it–

	Baran offered the hand not holding her walking stick and shook with Bernie instead.

	Sareh seemed to shift back to mild annoyance toward Rahima, crossing her arms.

	“This is Bernadette Sattler, my security chief and aide.” Rahima said, introducing ‘Bernie.’

	“Pleased to meet you.” Baran said. “Thank you for protecting the Councilwoman.”

	“My pleasure. At any rate–” Bernie said, appearing to sigh at the scene that had unfolded. “The party office received a complaint recently. When taking statements we surmised the families laying out the accusations were covering up for their sons– the Gau office instructed the Wohnbezirk Order Police not to treat the boys as victims and instead reprimand them. This has been carried out and they are prohibited from coming here again, herr Gauleiter.”

	“Splendid.” Rahima said. “I’m very sorry for what happened. But we can put it behind us.”

	“Thank you for your help, once again.” Baran said politely.

	Homa looked to Sareh again. This did not seem to sit right with her.

	But she remained quiet. She, too, was not taking action against the Councilwoman.

	“Will you be attending the festival then, Councilwoman?” Baran asked.

	“I am considering it. It is a rare opportunity.” Rahima said.

	“We would love to have you.” Baran said. Her voice was neutral and polite.

	“Whether or not I decide to attend, certainly I will have gifts brought over. Since you had the courage to put on the festival this year, I want to make sure you have a magnificent rendition. There should be food and suitable beverages, there should be flowers, and you should have a proper Tazia monument, after what happened.” Rahima said.

	“We’re working on the Tazia just fine.” Sareh said. “Don’t concern yourself with that.”

	Her tone of voice was a bit elevated. Bernie shot her a look, and Baran glanced over.

	“Very well. I will not.” Rahima said. “Sareh, you’re still so overprotective. It’s cute.”

	“Tch.” Sareh made a little noise and averted her gaze. Bernie continued to stare at her.

	Then, what Homa had been dreading the entire time transpired, and Baran looked around.

	Again– she spotted Homa on the sidelines and beckoned her for another introduction.

	Rahima, too, followed where she thought Baran’s gaze was going.

	She met Homa’s unfriendly expression, held her eyes. 

	Perhaps curious; an unfamiliar face.

	For someone who seemed to have such history with the village, Homa must have stuck out.

	Would she be immediately suspicious? 

	Would that harpy at her side demand her papers?

	Homa’s curiosity had gotten the better of her and she had stuck around for every detail, every second of the village’s interactions with Rahima– perhaps she should have run back and alerted Kalika instead. Her heart started to thrash, her skin brimming with the vibrations of her sinews. Anxiety rushed in her very bloodstream. She had gone along with Imani plenty of times, but that was different– she had been conspiring with Imani, not against her as she was doing now. What if Rahima or Bernie could tell by the way her ears folded or her tail wagged, or her hands shook, that she was not who she said she was? 

	She could have run, maybe– but she did not do so.

	Obediently, simmering in anger and fear, Homa stepped forward.

	Baran urged her to join the group at her side and patted her back and shoulder.

	Could she tell that Homa was a complete mess? How far would her compassion stretch?

	“Councilwoman, I wanted to introduce you to Homa Messhud. She is a traveler from afar who is seeking her roots.” Baran said. She had used this same wording before, with Conny. “She has been very generous and already helped us avert a major problem. She also stood with us on that awful night a few days ago and will be an honored guest at the festival. We do not have guests often, as you know, so it is quite auspicious to have her.”

	“Auspicious indeed.” Rahima said. “I’m Rahima Jašarević.”

	She stretched out a hand to shake with Homa. As she had with everyone else.

	In her mind this must have been nothing special, just as Homa herself was nothing special.

	To Homa, this gesture was absolutely odious. That hand was tumorous with evil.

	In that moment she would have only wanted to hold Rahima’s hand to rip her arm off.

	Such fantasies would get her nowhere, however– she could not jeopardize the mission–

	And would it make sense to act defiant at any rate? Would it have meant anything here?

	In the time that Homa contemplated it, there was already the beginnings of awkwardness.

	“Ah, sorry, I’m a bit dazed. Didn’t sleep well. Forgive me– nice to meet you–”

	Homa felt so pathetic, as she made a simple excuse and then just shook Rahima’s hand.

	No defiance, no statements, she could do nothing. She was helpless again.

	Holding that hand felt like a complete defeat. Her breath caught in her throat out of shame.

	“Nice to meet you.” Rahima said. “Thank you for helping these folks. Messhud was your surname, right? It reminds me of Baran’s surname– maybe we could look it up in the registry. If you are looking for your family here there is no better resource than the Gau.”

	“Ah, thank you, it’s fine– I don’t want to trouble you–”

	“Oh, it’s no trouble. Come by the Gau office any time, we’ll discuss it.”

	Homa would not be caught dead in that filthy place.

	Rahima released her hand. Her eyes lingered on Homa’s for a moment.

	She must have dismissed her that quickly; she turned to toward Baran instead.

	“Baran, I want to talk to you. Sareh is welcome to join us as well.” Rahima said.

	“Allow me to treat you and the lady Sattler to breakfast.” Baran said.

	“I would love that. Perhaps miss Messhud and I will talk later.” Rahima said.

	Sareh looked at Homa in a way she interpreted as sympathetic.

	“Maybe. I’ll leave you all to your business– I’m rather tired still.” Homa said.

	She peeled herself from Rahima’s side, leaving the crowd as quietly as she could.

	Putting some of the shabby little plastic buildings between herself and the entrance.

	Before taking off into a sudden and desperate run once she knew nobody was looking.

	Her heart racing, her head pounding, her body needing any form of catharsis–

	Putting in such effort into running, her arms and legs turning quick enough to hurt.

	Hurtling toward the little house Baran had set up for them, hoping Kalika was still there.

	Running so fast she nearly tripped trying to stop herself at the curtain over the entrance.

	“Kalika! Kalika!” Homa cried out before she could even see the interior.

	Inside, Kalika was still asleep. Hearing her name shouted she bolted up to a sitting position.

	Groggy, her hand immediately reached as if for a weapon. But her bag was across the room.

	“H-Homa? What’s wrong?” Kalika said. Her voice caught briefly.

	That intensity with which she looked back at the curtain, and Homa, while Homa had to double over and collect herself, every muscle in her body aching, her blood burning under her skin as it rushed through her sinews, her chest tight– she felt like a complete idiot. Her reeling mind, stunted with anxiety, turned over what she would even say to her.

	“There’s Volkisch. In the village.” She managed to speak while gasping for breath.

	“How many?” Kalika said. She was alarmed. Of course– all of this was alarming.

	And yet, realizing her own hyperbole, Homa’s heart sank as she delivered the news.

	“Two. Two at the gates. Villagers– they’re friendly to them–”

	Every word she said made her feel more and more ridiculous for what she was saying.

	“Two?!”

	“Two–”

	Kalika laid a hand on her own chest and dropped back upon the bed.

	“Homa, have a sense of proportionality!” Kalika cried. “You nearly killed me with fright!”

	Her frustration and annoyance was so painfully evident. 

	Homa felt like she would never be able to forget that tone of voice, like she had committed an irreparable sin, another little moment of shame and embarrassment to punctuate how pathetic she was. Her ears folded and her stubby tail turned up as best as it could to indicate this shame– but just as suddenly, she became defiant and wanted to argue.

	“I was just trying to warn you!” Homa cried back. “Two of them are still dangerous!”

	“Homa what they are doing matters! I thought we were being invaded here!”

	“They’re shaking hands! The villagers love them! This whole place is Volkisch!”

	Kalika suddenly stood and put a hand over Homa’s mouth, another on her shoulder.

	Homa could not resist– her grip was so quick and so strong. She was physically quieted.

	Then– Kalika seemed to realize what she was doing, and her expression softened.

	She lifted her hand from Homa’s lips. It had been her warm hand, her biological hand.

	“Homa, I’m sorry. You scared me. I– I shouldn’t have reacted– I’m–” Kalika began–

	Homa bowed her head and then threw herself into Kalika’s chest, arms around her waist.

	Weeping. She couldn’t help it anymore. Her heart felt like it had broken.

	All she could do was helplessly cling to Kalika and weep.

	“Homa. I’m so sorry– I’m so sorry. There, there, it’ll be fine. Please– calm down–”

	Kalika returned her embrace, holding her tightly, a hand on her head, another on her back.

	Homa could hardly recognize that she was being held or even standing.

	Her vision swam and her head was unable to muster a thought.

	All of the emotions she had repressed cascaded out of her in that instant.

	Weeping so strongly that it hurt. Even Kalika’s warmth could do little to stem her tears.

	

	

	“So, paesan, what was your surname again?”

	Elena felt a sudden sense of menace pervade the room. 

	This was her aunt– she should have been someone who felt safe. But the need to maintain her lie had completely altered the situation. Sitting on a mattress on the floor in only her shirt and a knee-length skirt, with this woman looming in front of her, and that steel baton pointing and shaking as if it was seething at her– Elena felt a sense of sheer terror. With whatever defiance she could muster, she simply kept quiet.

	“Don’t overthink it too much– whatever the truth is, my dowsing will elucidate it.”

	“I’ll tell everyone you threatened me.” Elena said, with a trembling voice.

	“I’m not threatening you. I’m asking a question.” Conny said softly. “If you feel so threatened by this question then maybe I should ask Baran or perhaps even that Homa Messhud if they know who you really are. I have a lot of questions that are much more complicated and would be far less satisfying than to simply know– are you Elena von Fueller?”

	“I– I don’t know what you are talking about. Leave me alone.” Elena said.

	It was such a bitterly ridiculous moment.

	Under any other circumstances, Elena would have loved to be able to talk to this woman.

	Under any other circumstances– but these. Now she felt horribly unsafe with her aunt.

	“Very well. It’s like I said before– my dowsing will reveal the truth.”

	Elena felt a sudden, sharp pinprick in the back of her head–

	Then in an instant, her eyes went hot, and she tried to repel the intrusion with her power.

	Prompting a brief flash of an image in her mind.

	Brief in the sensation her body felt, the pain that it brought on–

	But in her mind, it lasted for a longer and much more vivid moment.

	An image of her mother’s beautiful, blooming garden in Schwerin Isle,

	and Norn the Praetorian standing amid the flowers with her boot buried into Elena’s gut.

	“As ever, I am here to uphold the promise. Don’t do this again.”

	Then in quick succession like the turning of projector slides, she was gone from the sunny garden and returned to the plastic shack in the underground, with her aunt standing in front of her with a puzzled expression. That stick which she had been pointed at looked almost as if it had split open into a triangle, its contours much thinner, and the interior glowing with colors. Elena’s vision swam and doubled over on the bed, holding her stomach, overcome with horrible pain and nausea. She felt the force of the blow to such a degree.

	“What was that feedback?” Conny asked. Her voice sounded suddenly alarmed.

	She knelt down next to Elena, whose pain was too consuming to make notice of it.

	Conny’s hand pushed up Elena’s chin and she stared directly into her eyes.

	“Please, no,” Elena moaned, shaking in Conny’s grip.

	She was not listening.

	Something had drawn Conny into a passion, and Elena feared she knew what it was.

	Her eyes looked like they were seeing through Elena, past her. Her expression, a twitch in her temple, the grip she had on Elena’s chin. She was angered by something. Her irises ringed by red light flashing the tell-tale sign of the power and the stick flying over her shoulder contorting itself into different shapes like it was made of liquid metal. 

	That stick– looked like it was in panic.

	“Norn.” Conny said, her lips curling into a grin, her eyes wide with anger.

	“Please let me go. Please.” Elena cried, helpless to extricate herself from Conny’s grasp.

	Conny was still not listening to her.

	“Norn– that bitch– as if she has not done enough to my family–”

	Elena drew feebly back, but not in time–

	Conny raised her hand and laid the palm on Elena’s forehead.

	Judging by her movements– this was an impulsive and sudden action–

	For a split second Elena felt like her skull had been pressed down like a button.

	Then there was a flash of light and sound that seemed to consume all of her senses.

	Disoriented, it was impossible to tell directions or time within that void.

	Until everything went dark, and the colors appeared in front of her.

	There was something warm about them, familiar, as if the maelstrom of colored light in front of her represented a person or many persons that she knew– or maybe even the concept of a person in some sense. She felt accompanied and felt drawn to the colors. They were the only sight. Red, blue, yellow, green, purple, orange, with black and white ribbons dancing around them as if framing the scene, visible only by each other’s presence. 

	All of them seemed to form a complimentary whole in this space.

	Elena was soon overtaken by a strong feeling however– regret, and a sense of helplessness.

	She felt that the colors must have demanded something from her and that she had to give as much as she could to fulfill their requests and desires but that she was ultimately helpless to do so. Elena tried to understand them, tried to understand their hurt and their need, but it was so vast, and it extended so far back into the past and it continued so far forward into the future that she felt dwarfed by it all and incapable of ever rectifying what she had done to them– she was suddenly certain, that whatever their predicament it was her fault. 

	Elena, villainess and heroine entwined.

	She wanted to save them. She wanted to give anything of herself to make them whole. She wanted to atone for causing and for never having known their pain by experiencing untold agony. She knew of no other way to rectify what had been clearly broken than sacrifice.

	If only she could have been torn into little pieces and given to everyone who was hurt.

	Then they would each have their salvation and revenge, whatever they needed.

	It was difficult to retain even this train of thought, however, because the emotions were so intense and so consuming that she could do nothing to grasp for specifics within the currents. Everything was so enormous to her. She was beset by shifting urges, by depression of the deepest possible sort that lasted only seconds, by an elation so powerful and consuming that she laughed loud enough to crack the earth but only for a microsecond. Elena decomposed into circling light and was remade as a titan above everything.

	And in the blink of an eye she was gone from the void and saw a place.

	There was a woman, a bit short, white-haired, youthful looking, wearing a robe and seated on a couch, with her legs over the armrests and her head on a cushion. Her bra strap and some of her soft white shoulder was peeking as her robe slowly slid its way off her, and she had on one shoe, and her hair was in a bit of a state. Shifting positions on the couch, she was entranced by her reading and the world around her seemed not to matter.

	But the book had no visible cover matter– and there was another woman, who walked in.

	Long, shimmering purple hair; a perfect figure in a showy green dress; a gorgeous face.

	“Oh, Leda.” Conny looked up from her book. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

	As much as Elena tried to focus on Leda’s face she could not see it.

	And as much as she tried to cry out there was no voice– she was nothing but colors–

	“Conny, why did you drop out of the institute? Why are you isolating yourself?” Leda asked.

	“Well, we’re loaded now, so what does it matter what my education is?” Conny replied. “I never integrated so well as you either. But now we are a peer family with handsome financial reserves. I can spend the rest of my life learning on my own and at my own pace.”

	“Mother is worried about you. She fears you have become depressed.”

	“She has nothing to worry about and she knows that better than anyone.”

	“Conny– I know that you aren’t my real sister.”

	This finally caused Conny to drop her book and pay attention to Leda.

	“Well– this conversation became ridiculous quicker than usual.” Conny said.

	Leda finally smiled. Elena understood this implicitly but still could not see her face.

	“Set aside your reservations and come with me to the palace.”

	That natural persuasion that she had did not work on Conny whatsoever.

	“Absolutely not. Are you joking? I am not so shameless as you.”

	Leda never once stopped smiling.

	“You can insult me all you like. I am still going to make the request. I have ambitions, Conny, but more than that, I have respect and love for you. It doesn’t matter to me, how old you are, what you have seen, whether you are my sister or grandmother or ancestor or even an Echo of something that the elven medici brought about to protect our race. I don’t care about any of that. My feelings toward you have always been real as much as you bristled toward them. I cherish you. It is because I cherish you that I want you to stop this. I want you to stop mourning the version of myself you concocted in your head, and join the real me. And I want you in the lives of my children. As you were in mine– or not. It is your choice.”

	Conny made no expression to acknowledge whether any of this was true or not.

	And the images were already fading, and yet Elena understood–

	That Conny chose not to have anything to do with Leda or her child after that point.

	Both because she disagreed so painfully and rabidly with Leda’s decision and path.

	And because she was deeply hurt that Leda was taken away at all.

	But also because a part of her felt so foolish for having cared at all in the first place.

	“Whatever. People come and go, but my life will continue, won’t it?”

	And all I will have each time are my regrets that will keep piling up and piling up.

	Until there is more to regret than any other possible thought or emotion in my brain.

	Elena’s eyes stung and wept, and she understood that feeling with such clarity.

	Then she saw another vision–

	Dim light, a murky steel sky, a small concrete path between crowded buildings.

	Walking step by step down the labyrinth of similar buildings, steel and plastic and neon.

	At the end of the path was a small monument, the only grave she would ever have.

	A square block with a plaque, beneath which there was nothing, in the middle of nowhere.

	Baden Student’s League memorialized the traitor Leda Lettiere.

	For daring to do. And what she had done was left unsaid.

	Having walked all the way to the monument, Conny stared at it for many minutes.

	Though she wanted for her heart to be a void without anything left in it–

	Though she wished the years had broken any capacity she had for sympathy–

	Conny’s knees buckled and she dropped in front of the monument, weeping with pain.

	Pain for a woman who should have surpassed her in every way, taken too soon.

	Pain for one of her kin who rekindled her sense of empathy.

	Elena approached the monument herself and tried to touch it.

	However– she was just an apparition in someone else’s memories and could do nothing.

	Her own eyes filled with tears that could not touch the steel or stone.

	Helpless but to be swept up– to another image.

	This time, they were in Aachen Station, and a scene had already unfolded.

	Conny put her back to a steel door that she had just shut behind herself.

	Some part of her stood there wishing so dearly that Rahima would open that door.

	That she would run out and grab Conny and claim her and never let her go again.

	That– she hadn’t accepted everything Conny told her about the system they lived in.

	That– unlike Conny, she had hope for destroying that machine with her own fingers.

	That– her youth would confer her the strength Conny had given up on.

	But Rahima never left that room. She cried and screamed and seethed alone.

	Trained too well in the cynicism and helplessness that Conny painstakingly inscribed.

	Why did she not teach her to rebel? Why did she not teach her grander ambitions?

	Of course– because Conny herself had lost such things.

	“What was the point? What was the point in caring? What was the point in believing that anything could have been different? I already failed so many times. Why did I believe so strongly that things would have been different? And– God damn it, why did I run away so quickly? If I was afraid of being hurt– I already am. I have never been hurt this badly.”

	Because I am not an Echo of anything– I am still just a human being.

	No matter how long I live or how I powerful I get– by myself all I ever will do is regret.

	Elena was beset with such pain that felt unimaginable.

	Her brain burnt in her skull as if it was encased in lit petroleum rather than spinal fluid.

	What she could only describe as her sanity, was starting to go. 

	Her sense of stability and control and thought, the homeostasis of her mind and and soul and the physical brain that translated their ethereal output into physical existence– it was wearing away. With exposure to the raw, turbulent emotion that was pouring out of what she now knew to be Conny’s memories– she was losing her grip in reality–

	Then, the turbulence suddenly and completely subsided.

	As if she had never felt the pain, Elena found herself standing somewhere.

	Stable, unhurt, able to see and hear again.

	She was–

	in her mother’s

	garden

	on

	Schwerin Isle,

	and everything she had experienced felt like it was crashing over her like water suddenly.

	Bowed by the weight, Elena dropped to the beautiful tiled floor, surrounded by flowerbeds.

	Of course, she was not alone– she was never alone here–

	Norn appeared across the way, dressed in her grey naval jacket and pants.

	Her blond hair collected into a ponytail with a black ribbon.

	Red eyes turning over a sight– but not the sight of Elena having broken the ‘promise’–

	This time Norn would be preoccupied looking at the woman that had come in with Elena.

	Her hair was not white like in some of her memories, but rather blue.

	But it was Conny. Dressed in her tasseled bra top and her blazer jacket and bell-bottoms.

	With Conny’s reappearance, Elena suddenly felt like she could breathe calmly again.

	“Finally I’ll get to have the satisfaction of beating you to a fucking pulp.” Conny said.

	Norn grinned. “Interesting. She did not foresee this sort of thing.”

	“She did not even know I existed, probably.” Conny said with a shrug.

	“No, but beyond just that, she could not have conceptualized someone ‘riding along’.”

	“Ah, she must be too young to have understood the Oneiric traditions of the Katarrans.”

	Conny withdrew from her pocket her steel baton and let it go.

	It began to float by itself as Elena had seen it done before.

	“Ancient Katarrans believed dreams took place in their own world to which the mind traveled in sleep. Katarrans believed this world could be accessed by physical intruders from the Plateau of Leng in the southeastern Katarre, what is now known as the territory of the Termeran Consortium. Amusingly enough, Leng is now believed to be site where the surface world first acquired Agarthicite. Perhaps there is something to it? Or perhaps we are interpreting all of this quite wrong? What do you think, Norn the Praetorian?”

	Norn looked amused. “I think you need to get out of this girl’s memories right now.”

	“I would say the same thing to you. You’ve caused her family enough grief haven’t you?”

	“They caused their own grief– and I am here to prevent Elena from suffering even more.”

	“Then expel me from her dreams and visions.” Conny said.

	“With pleasure.”

	Temporal Control.

	Elena felt a whispering in her ears, telling her what happened though she could not see–

	It had been so fast, happened in a blink.

	From her perspective, nobody had undergone the action of moving–

	But Norn stood a few steps closer with a cut on her cheek.

	Conny stood in the same place as before but smiling.

	Norn reached a hand up to her cheek and touched the blood, rubbed it between her fingers.

	“I see.” She said, neither anger nor pain in her voice.

	“I would be able to move through the real thing’s Temporal Control also.” Conny said.

	“So it is not about raw power.” Norn said.

	“No.” Conny smiled. “Temporal Control can stop physical things because Norn conceives of physical objects as having ‘time’ that she can ‘stop’. But phenomena cannot be stopped by it.”

	“In this case, the phenomena in question, is–”

	In the next instant, another cut appeared, this time on the side of Norn’s neck.

	“Did you know? Hanwan madou, is the pursuit and refinement of miraculous techniques, whether perceived as magic or simply great feats of dexterity. However, in the modern world, the myth has actually lessened in scope with Hanwa’s wartime psyche– madou is the mythical pursuit of causing destruction from afar with only a human’s vital energy. One of the main ideas behind madou is to cut something immediately and from afar.”

	In the middle of her speech, Elena noticed the steel baton flicking ever so subtly–

	This time, Norn raised her hands in time to block what seemed like an invisible blow.

	On her sleeve, the synthetic fabric was scuffed and looked like it might tear.

	“It only cuts with the lethality of an object you possess capable of cutting.” Norn said.

	“Yes, but your face is exposed. Aren’t psionics scary?” Conny said, tilting her head.

	Norn smiled. “You’re right. I wasn’t prepared for this– but the real one would kill you.”

	Conny frowned a bit, for the first time. “Perhaps. She would have water to work with.”

	“Tell me this.” Norn said. “Would you make yourself this girl’s keeper?”

	“Are you?”

	“No, I am not capable of it. But it was still something Norn Tauscherer wished.”

	“Was it? Then maybe she should not have killed her mother.”

	“She did not.”

	“Not personally– but she was part of the structure that doomed Leda.”

	“You should have saved her if you had this power.”

	Conny seemed to look at Norn for the very first time then.

	Not toying with her, not flaunting her ability– but speaking to her, with gazes locked.

	“You of all people should understand how meaningless it is to have ‘power’ in the world that we live in. After all, you were the Apostle of Water and yet you lived in servitude to a despot when you could have overturned the world yourself. Am I wrong?” Conny said.

	“You did not have to kill anyone. You could have rescued Leda.” Norn said.

	“To rescue her I would have needed to kill you, at least. Possibly many others.”

	“Leda was more formidable than you think. She truly believed she could kill him.”

	“So? Why are you changing the subject on me? Does that make her fate justified?”

	“No. But I am wondering if the end of my existence can be used productively.”

	Norn nodded her head toward the flower beds.

	Conny glanced over her shoulder. For the first time she noticed Elena behind her.

	Sighing, she continued to speak. Whether for herself or Elena– only she knew.

	“The Imbrian Empire would not have reformed anyway. Leda was never going to accomplish that even if she outmaneuvered her wretched husband. Because we have always needed more than just killing the right people to change the world. You also need the right people to exist to take up the mantle of leadership. And you need the material and social conditions for change. She acted in arrogance; and I narrowly avoided dooming myself and our remaining family through the same arrogance. I am mature enough to know this, Norn.”

	Norn grunted. “Elf– You do know that–”

	“Yes, you are not really Norn. You are an Echo of her regrets, clinging like a chain around the neck of my ‘niece’. Fate brought us together perhaps so my violence can have one use in life.”

	Conny lifted her hand.

	This time Norn made no move to stop her or to resist.

	Over her shoulder, the baton lifted its tip up and back, and then swung–

	“No! Auntie, leave Norn alone! Please!”

	Elena finally found her voice and called out, but it was too late–

	In the next instant, whatever of Norn was inside her would be cut out utterly– unless–

	Elena focused all of herself in that near-imperceptible instant–

	To shield Norn and to suffer herself and to teach Conny a lesson about her ‘arrogance’–

	There was no one to hold her abilities back anymore,

	And she hated listening to these people talk about hopelessness and inaction so much!

	In that moment, she was filled with a desire to shake this unjust world,

	and it responded.

	TERRAKINESIS

	Across the false Schwerin Isle of her memories the foundations and structures quavered.

	In front of Norn a stone slab rose that absorbed Conny’s invisible cutting, and a stone fist rose in front of Conny that struck her in the stomach. The blow sent her tumbling off her feet and onto the ground, clutching her stomach as Elena had clutched it from Norn’s previous blows. She came to lie in front of a flowerbed only partially conscious.

	Then– the quaking intensified– 

	and all of the floor and scenery collapsed–

	

	

	“Thank you for joining us for tea. I wanted to talk to you about some– recent events.”

	There was a meeting in Baran’s house. 

	Homa, Kalika, Sareh and the lady of the house sat around the little table. There were cups of light brown tea, sweetened with a bit of date syrup. Baran looked a bit more weary and troubled than she had been. Sareh looked tense and avoidant, her gaze wandering and unable to meet the other two at the table. It was not a homey atmosphere.

	“I saw your Councilwoman out there.” Kalika said. “Playing with the kids.”

	Homa envied how easily Kalika could breach the silence that had built up.

	Baran smiled. Her lips moved ever so slightly– a diplomatic sort of smile.

	“She’s always liked to play with the kids here. Maybe because she doesn’t have her own.”

	“Perhaps. She’s wearing a very colorful uniform nowadays, isn’t she?” Kalika said.

	“Yes.” Baran said, her eyes downcast. “I wanted to tell you we are not affiliated with that.”

	“What do you mean not affiliated?” Homa grumbled. “Everyone here loves that– lady.”

	Now the situation dragged Homa’s words out of her.

	She was about to say ‘bitch’ and just barely managed to control herself in that moment.

	Baran continued to look at the table. “I know it must have looked strange to you–”

	Homa cut her off. “More than strange! Alarming! Do you not know what they’ve done?”

	“Homa, don’t yell at her.” Sareh butted in, laying a closed fist on the table.

	“Please don’t fight. We’re all friends here, Sareh. I’m not offended.” Baran said.

	Sareh suddenly looked perhaps more sad at the scene than angry with anyone.

	“I agree.” Kalika said, laying a hand on Homa’s shoulder and squeezing gently.

	Homa had just gotten calmed down from her last outburst and her self-control frayed.

	She was still a little bit upset at Kalika, but it came from a place of pettiness.

	Because she knew Kalika was right, and that she was being irrational and stubborn.

	She knew that her shouting and blowing up would not help her or anyone else.

	But that did not help her to calm down and see things clearly.

	Everything that was happening was too unfair and odious.

	Sareh crossed her arms and drew in a breath as if preparing for what she would say.

	“Look. Nobody here is a member of the Volkisch Movement. We do not want to wear their uniforms and attack people for their sake. But for us, the council government never helped us at all. No matter how we voted, the policy was that the Rashidun in the town controlled everything and our situation remained the same. But Rahima specifically always helped us keep our heads above water, and kept the peace. So the people here want to believe Rahima has their best interests at heart, no matter what side she’s on. We know that the Volkisch Movement has caused a lot of violence– but in our eyes, the council government was responsible for our pain, not the Volkisch. The Volkisch have terrorized other Imbrians and peoples– if you find some really cynical folks here, they’ll say its deserved.”

	Baran nodded her head. She had a rather pitiful expression as Sareh explained.

	“That doesn’t make anything right.” Homa replied sharply.

	“I’m just telling you what the people here think.” Sareh said. “I already told you I’m not with the Volkisch Movement, I do not sympathize with them, I think they’re scum. If they weren’t scum they would have ended the restrictions that the Rashidun put on our community and made this place more livable. But you need to understand this, Homa– the status quo here has been the same. So why would we see any urgency? To us, there is no evidence the Volkisch are a world-shattering threat. Nothing has changed for good or for ill.”

	Those remarks were about to earn another sharp rebuke–

	“Homa. I’m on your side, but please try to understand them.” Kalika said.

	–until the anger was again diffused by a stern voice.

	Homa clenched her fists, but she said nothing out of fear of insulting Sareh and Baran.

	She knew that they were not evil people– they were just stuck in a horrid situation.

	Like her– they had no power to change anything by themselves.

	But she still wanted to be angry at them. Because it still wasn’t right to her.

	“Homa, Kalika, we value your friendship and what you’ve done for us, and we don’t want to lose it or to trouble you with anything. I know you are both really good people and that is why you have concerns about Rahima. I understand your perspective.” Baran said. “You don’t have to be involved with Rahima in any way– she will not know about you, and you will not have to interact with her. But I can’t deny Rahima if she wants to come to the festival.”

	“Trust me, I wish she was not coming. I’m not her biggest fan. She has condescended to the two of us far too much.” Sareh said. “I still begrudge her that as much as she helped us, she has not actually changed the situation here. But I have to set aside my personal feelings because she has undoubtedly still done a lot for us. Our people here admire her because of it. As much as she irritates me, we have to be grateful and show some respect.”

	Homa looked down at the table to avoid everyone’s faces. “Fine, I understand.”

	“I wanted to ask something else.” Baran said. “I’d like to hear your opinion on a local issue.”

	“I’m all ears.” Kalika said.

	Homa nodded her head quietly and played along.

	“Rahima talked to us about her plans for the Wohnbezirk. Apparently she thinks she’ll have a lot of power to change things soon. I wanted to hear an outside opinion. You see– she wants to promote Shimii immigration into the core station– but she also said she wants to make the Wohnbezirk officially non-denominational. Setting aside whether or not she will be able to do this– it’s not like she hasn’t broken promises before– but I’m torn about it. She did not have too many specifics; I told her I’d need time to form an opinion anyway.”

	Baran looked troubled as she spoke. She was not smiling, diplomatically or otherwise.

	“My question is: who sets the terms of what ‘non-denominational’ means?” Kalika said.

	“That’s what I am most afraid of.” Baran said.

	“If the old Rashidun in the town get to decide the details, you can bet there won’t be any Mahdist traditions involved. They will want us to just blend in and follow their lead.” Sareh said. “It feels like Rahima is just doing anything to say that she tried to mend the sectarian prejudices and we’ll end up in the same position or worse as before.”

	“I am wary of judging her too harshly until we see the plan in more detail.” Baran said.

	“If it were me, I would not accept even the base premise.” Kalika said. “Because I don’t think anyone wants the town to be ‘non-demonimational’. I think what people want is to be able to live side by side as their own persons with their own identities without conflict. They want to be acknowledged and accepted for who they are. But the world that they live in is one in which the Rashidun are prejudice against them. Suddenly saying that the town is not Rashidun, and the village is not Mahdist does not change that the people are divided.”

	“I agree! The more I think about it the more pissed off I get!” Sareh said. “If this village just had equal treatment there wouldn’t be a problem! We’re not asking to live in the core station or in the town, we’re asking to be able to grow food and to have working equipment down here! This is our home and we should just be able to make it more livable!”

	“Homa, what do you think?” Baran said.

	She reached out a hand to touch Homa’s own hand– and touched the metallic one.

	Homa could not feel it and there was something bitter about that.

	“I don’t trust that lady.” Homa said. “I don’t think this is what anyone wants.”

	Baran nodded. Even though Homa felt she had said something stupid and obvious.

	Nobody around the table judged her or dismissed her.

	“Thank you both. It’s helped me to think about what I’ll say to Rahima.” Baran said.

	“We’re always happy to help.” Kalika said. “But ultimately, this is your home, and your folks. I’ve seen how much the people here love you, Baran. I am sure that whatever your decision is they will accept it. So trust in yourself too, even if you have to defy what others have told you. Think about what your culture means and what it means to fight for it.”

	Kalika was always so wise and level-headed with everyone.

	She only had like six or seven years on Homa, but she was so much mature.

	“Thank you. I’ll need time to think on it– oh, actually, can I borrow Kalika for a bit?”

	Baran looked at Homa for a moment. Homa nodded her head with plain disinterest.

	“Right, I do need those dancing lessons for the festival.” Kalika said, smiling.

	“You can also try on the costumes. I can fit them to your sizes.” Baran added.

	“Can Homa sneak a peek, or should it be a surprise for her?” Kalika said suddenly.

	“Ah– that will be up to her.” Baran said, laughing a little bit at Kalika’s suggestion.

	Homa stared at them while they chirped and buzzed like giddy girls. She grunted.

	“Hmph. What are you giggling about? I’m not in any great hurry to see it.” Homa lied.

	

	

	Elena looked outside of her window, high up in one of the towers of Schwerin Isle.

	She was small enough that she might have fallen out. She was exactingly careful near it.

	Overhead, the glass sky distorted with the shadows of enormous things lumbering out of reach, displacing the water outside and causing the world to shake from the enormity of their movements. Far below, the fields of flowers and grass, and the distant forest, lit up with LED torches. She could hear the shouting of men reduced to a whisper by the distance, but still carried up to her perch owing to how otherwise quiet and still the nights were.

	Elena did not understand the sights.

	Then, in the distance, she saw the flash and fire of an explosion and drew back in panic.

	Shutting her window, gathering up her little coat from a nearby chair and making to leave.

	The door opened on its own as she neared it, giving the little princess another fright.

	Elena tumbled back and crawled away from the door until she recognized the figure.

	Norn Tauscherer, who had visited a few times. A friendly soldier, her father’s ‘sister’.

	Tall, blond haired, gallant in her grey uniform, a saber on one hip and a gun in the other.

	“Miss Norn!” Elena said. “There’s loud noises everywhere and fire outside! It’s scary!”

	“I know.” Norn said. Elena started to get herself up, and Norn knelt down to her level.

	“Can you stop it? I can’t sleep– it’s really scary– I was going to get mommy–”

	Norn shook her head. She smiled. “Mommy sent me to come get you. We have to leave.”

	Elena did not understand. This was so sudden. She had lived all her life in Schwerin Isle.

	“Oh, but I can’t leave.” Elena said. “I need– things– and Trude isn’t ready–”

	“Gertrude is leaving another way.” Norn said. “I know this is sudden. But we have to go.”

	There was another bright flash and a booming noise outside. For a brief moment, Elena saw Norn’s expression as she glanced at the window. She looked so furious, angrier than Elena had ever seen anyone get angry, besides perhaps her best friend Gertrude Lichtenberg. That brief flash of anger led Elena to believe that things were worse than she knew. That maybe Norn could not stop the noises and the fire and the giant things flying outside the glass.

	Maybe they really did have to leave.

	Norn turned back to Elena and laid her hands gently on Elena’s little shoulders.

	Fixing her red eyes on her. Red eyes that seemed to briefly glow–

	“Elena, we have to go. You want to go with me– you’ll understand later–”

	She felt like something squeezed gently on the back of her head, but it was gone quickly.

	“But– I don’t want to go.” Elena said.

	Norn blinked. Her face neared even closer to Elena’s and looked even deeper into her eyes.

	“Oh no. This is– of all things–” Norn laid a hand over her own face suddenly.

	What had she seen? What had happened?

	“Miss Norn? Did I do something wrong? I’m really sorry.” Elena said.

	Norn shook her head. “No, no. You have not done anything wrong. I am just– worried.”

	“Worried? Do the sounds and lights scare you too?” Elena asked.

	If someone like Norn could be scared by all of this, it must have been really scary.

	“Elena, can you be a big and strong girl for me for a moment?” Norn asked.

	As much as Elena felt like a small and scared girl at that moment, she could not resist a chance to prove to an adult that she was actually very formidable and grown-up. Those words seemed to unlock a determination that she had not possessed at any other time. She stood herself up as tall as she could and puffed out her chest and put on her most terribly serious girl face. In that moment, she was as adult as a five year old could be.

	“I can be big and strong!” Elena said.

	Norn nodded her acknowledgment of Elena’s strongness and bigness.

	She withdrew her saber from her hip. Elena’s eyes immediately drew to it.

	It was so large and so sharp.

	And it slid across Norn’s palm so easily, drawing out so much red blood.

	Shocked, Elena covered her mouth so as to not cry out like the scared child that she was.

	“Don’t be afraid. This doesn’t hurt me much.”

	“Why did you do that?”

	Norn smiled, as if to try to reassure Elena.

	Out the window, there was another flash and a distant thunder.

	“Elena, we are going to make a very special promise. A very important promise that is only for us.” Norn said. “You are a very special girl, Elena, and if you don’t make this promise, there are bad people who will chase you. They might also make you do bad things that you don’t want to do. I know this sounds confusing, but I need you to believe in Miss Norn because I have seen this happen. If you make this promise– you’ll be protected forever.”

	Norn held up her bloody palm. Elena looked down at it. There was so much blood.

	“I know it’s dirty, but please lay your hand on mine and promise me.” Norn said.

	Elena was still being strong and big, as much as she could. She would comply.

	She laid her little hand on Norn’s bloody palm, touching the warm, slick, thickening fluid.

	Norn looked into her eyes. Elena could have sworn Norn’s eyes flashed red again.

	“Elena, please remember this promise. Don’t ever be tempted to break it. Even if you must rely on others, even if you are afraid and don’t know what to do, even if you are desperate.”

	Though she did not understand, Elena swore that she would follow Norn’s promise.

	Implicitly the oath passed between the two of them, through their hands and eyes.

	No words were needed. Elena lacked the words to describe it anyway.

	However, her mind and the world understood it.

	One blood, one promise– old Katarran Mageia sworn in pain and sacrifice.

	Elena now understood. She understood what happened on that long-gone dark night.

	After her memory fully played out, there was something of an awkward silence.

	Neither the Norn in her memory nor Elena herself moved for a moment.

	Outside the window, there were no further detonations of ordnance.

	Then, Elena began to weep. In that small body, but with the voice of her adult self.

	“She should have told me.” Elena said. “All this time– I wish she would have told me.”

	In front of her, the figment Norn who had played her part so perfectly smiled at her.

	“She believed the knowledge of what happened would have only caused you pain. That her position prevented her from doing anything else but hurting you. But she was deeply afraid that you would suffer a similar fate as hers. She saw something in you– someone who could be manipulated and used and who would live to regret many horrible things. She thought, better for you to be helpless, than to be like her with power that others exploited.”

	Elena suddenly threw herself into Norn’s chest, embracing her as hard as she could.

	With her child body she could just barely wrap her arms around Norn.

	Could barely squeeze with as much emotion as she wished she could impart on the Echo.

	“She saved my life that night. She should have talked to me.” Elena said, weeping.

	The Norn in her memories smiled a little bit. She returned her affection for a moment.

	“Why did you stop your companion from dispelling me?” She asked, hugging Elena back.

	“I was afraid.” Elena said. “I was afraid I’d never understand Norn. That I would lose all of Norn’s influence on me, and my past. That I would lose her forever and have to live with that doubt of what she was to me. I didn’t want to hate her. I didn’t want to forget or to be forced to ignore what she did, even if it was painful. I’ve lost so many people from my past. I wanted to understand Norn, to know her. I felt that aunt Conny was going to erase all of that.”

	“You understand, none of your feelings here will be relayed to Norn.” The Echo said.

	“I know. I will make it my next goal to tell her. I’ll confront her with my feelings.”

	Elena looked up at the Echo Norn’s face. In that moment, she was an adult again.

	Her body had grown; the environment of Schwerin Isle on that dark night began to fade.

	“I want her to know that I do not hate her– and that I can handle myself now.” Elena said.

	“Then, I will return this to you. It has always been yours; it was never her doing entirely.”

	The Echo Norn smiled a last time, and faded away with the scene, rejoining Elena’s aether.

	As before the scene began to peel away–

	In her relief, in the outpouring of warm feelings that overcame her as her aether returned–

	She failed to notice that something out of place had been drawn to her.

	Something that wished to devour the fire that had been lit in her soul.

	

	

	Just as she had begun to feel that she had a grasp on what was happening, Elena felt like the metaphorical ground had fallen out from under her along with the physical ground. She found herself falling away from the scenes of her memories which she had been perusing before. Whether she was a physical body or a dreaming mind, she was no longer sure, and could neither discern her present location, where she had transitioned from and to where the fall would eventually lead. She was falling as if down a long, winding tunnel.

	And yet in her mind, everything and nothing was happening at once.

	She felt as if she was not only falling but also being pulled in every given direction.

	Images flitted in and out of her vision only enough to startle her again and again.

	Everything else– was a green void–

	An eternal, ever-shifting green that defied any imposition of the senses upon it.

	Elena was beset by a powerful feeling of precarity. Nothing certain; everything veiled.

	She felt burdened with a fear that a nebulous assault could be launched upon her at any second along with the irritating, frustrating self-awareness to know that she was being paranoid. Her mood shifted rapidly, imagining and dispelling potential threats in bewildering succession, believing for a second, casting aside just as fast, but always unearthing a new fear in time to replace the last object of her terror. In front of her were shafts of light that felt like tall grasses or flower stalks in her mother’s garden, and she fell through them and pushed them aside and clawed at them trying to discern what was behind each, only to find nothing. To know there would be nothing but to continue desperately turning each aside and each over because there was something out there. There had to be; there couldn’t be–

	More so than mere liminality, Elena felt like she was trapped in a cage of pure anxiety.

	Helpless, powerful, helpless again; falling, stopping, falling again; quick, slow, quick–

	But in the midst of the fall Elena realized something more powerful than the tumult.

	Something that focused her mind and forced reason into the unreasoning landscape.

	“I can’t stay stuck in here! There are people who I want to see! People who need me!”

	Elena had promised herself that she would not sit idle and helpless anymore!

	She wanted Captain Korabiskaya to be proud of her communist learning! She wanted to chat up Minardo and Khadija in the kitchen again! She wanted to learn to fight from Marina (who truly needed to be chased down and made to fulfill her promises at last!) She was in the care of Kalika and Homa and Khloe she did not want to worry them any more! 

	And– she wanted to see Gertrude again!

	Suddenly, everything around her, all of the green, began to take a definitive form.

	She could not allow her fears to control her; she could not keep burdening others!

	So many people had offered her their kindness. She could not let them all down now.

	All of the flitting figures, the covering grasses, the shifting visions–

	Took on a form and enveloped Elena and gave her a place to land.

	Elena came to lie on a cold floor, and she opened her eyes as if waking up from sleep.

	Still carrying some of the anxiety of the fall, she was startled and looked around herself.

	She was alone, inside of a structure. Ceiling, floor, walls, light. She could breathe.

	Lime green walls — concrete perhaps?– and a shiny, spick and span, dark green floor.

	Clean enough to almost see her own reflection upon it. Her own confused expression.

	All of the walls looked a bit roughened. They were not metal plates projecting color; they were physical materials painted over. She marveled at the texture of the wall, running her soft fingers over a surface so rough it almost hurt. Though she was in a corridor, she could see around the nearby corner that the next room opened up a bit more. There were LED lights providing solid and stable lighting throughout. There were doors, or at least, there were the impressions of doors. Not only were some of the doors missing handles, and some of the empty thresholds missing doors, there were other misplaced accoutrements of interior planning scattered about. Exit signs placed over empty spaces in the walls; guidance arrows pointing up or down; a smeared, illegible map that could not have been of these halls.

	As Elena explored the space, she realized it was a facsimile of an office floorplan.

	Like the administrative building in Luxembourg; or some of the Heitzing interiors.

	“Hello? Is anyone there? Conny?” Elena called out.

	Her voice echoed down the halls.

	Trying not to panic, she chose a direction and began following the corridor.

	Around the corner, into a wider corridor full of doors in similarly strange configurations.

	She tried several of the doors but many opened up into walls, into windows looking into walls, into misplaced signage, or into rooms with more doors– none of which felt like they would lead anywhere. Elena closed them all back up, not eager to become lost in the door maze, and continued down the same corridor that she had been navigating.

	Through a room of hanging television screens all displaying strobing green colors.

	Past an irresponsive elevator bank, as if the panel had its power cut– or never installed.

	Through more long, green halls. She found one window that looked into a room full of doors.

	She could not open the window– and none of the doors had handles–

	“This must still all be because of psionics. Like my visions of Conny and Norn.”

	She tried to keep her mind steady, to tread onward, and to focus on what she wanted.

	Manifesting an exit, or a sign of an exit, or a way to awaken from this nightmare.

	When Elena had used her psionics on Marina, she had done so by desiring obsessively.

	Demanding of the world that it change; demanding of Marina that she obey.

	Elena desired— as she walked, she focused on all the things she wanted to do, the people she wanted to return to. Promises she had made, and commitments and responsibilities that she had given herself. She did not want to be trapped anywhere, not anymore. She did not want to be idle. She desired to leave, she desired for the walls to move and the doors to open. Her fingers naturally curled into a fist, her nails digging into her flesh from how much she tried to concentrate. She tried to fill herself to bursting with desire as she turned a corner–

	There was a square room with a single water cooler behind a door without a handle.

	“Damn it! Whoever is doing this, you won’t get away with it!” Elena shouted.

	Once again her voice traveled as a lonely echo down the halls.

	Teeth grit, fists clenched tight, she stomped her way farther along the green walls.

	Her concentration was beginning to waver.

	She was starting to feel something of a chill too.

	Last she remembered, she never even got out of bed before Conny made a mess of things.

	She was still dressed only in a shirt and skirt, no socks, no shoes, no jacket.

	At least she had underwear.

	“I no longer care if that woman is my aunt. I’ll kick her the next time I see her!”

	If I ever see her again.

	Elena found herself turning another corner and wandering, bleary-eyed with confusion, into what looked like a lobby with a tall ceiling. There was a green carpet embossed with a wireframe tesseract in brighter shades of green, leading up to a front desk behind glass. Tall standing glass panels with green splotches and smears like melting figures seemed to be art pieces decorating the area, but also gave the lobby a labyrinthine feeling. Elena navigated the panels, making her way between a series of green bubble seats to the empty desk.

	In the back was a green mural in textured paints. It vaguely resembled a tree.

	Standing in front of the desk, Elena rang a bell that had been set upon it.

	The sound echoed through the room. Nothing happened.

	She picked up the handset phone that would have belonged to a secretary if there was one.

	Trembling hand lifting the device, fearing what she might hear–

	setting it on her ear–

	Nothing at all.

	Of course.

	Elena looked at the handset as if it had offended her.

	She slammed it back into its dock.

	Around the desk she saw two doors that looked real. 

	She tried one and the handle refused to move so she went to the other. On that second door the handle was so limp that her touch caused it to pop out of the hole in the door. Elena could then push the door open and continue her journey. Behind the door was the actual office space. Artsy glass streaked with green paint separated a few different desks, each with a handset phone, a boxy computer, and overflowing stacks of papers.

	Expecting there to be nothing written on any of them, Elena pulled out one of the sheets.

	Every sheet had an official-looking letterhead and shared a single format.

	And all of them contained the same text. A surprising amount with surprising contents.

	Preliminary Report on Elena von Fueller

	Findings: Stupid, libidinal, bourgeois, dependent and bratty. Her brain practically boiling in a soup of hormones. Good for nothing but her body and status, and her attitude is downright pathetic. Claims to have lived a long life of hardship, such as tea parties, a classical romantic courtship with a knight, and living in a billion imperial mark station with a dozen maids. Has never worked a day in her life and exclusively relies on others to save or protect her. Wants to bark and beg and submit and have filthy lesbian sex with her peers to a shameful degree.

	Suggested intervention: Physical correction of behaviors and internment in a gilded cage.

	Each of these insulting reports had a different author–

	Ulyana Korabiskaya; Bethany Skoll; Marina McKennedy; Logia Minardo; Khadija al-Shajara–

	–Gertrude Lichtenberg;

	“None of this is real! None of it!” Elena shouted, ripping up the paper in her hand.

	In a fit of anger she practically attacked the stack of papers on the desk–

	However, the more of them she ripped,

	more copies fell,

	from seemingly nowhere overhead

	neatly

	settling

	on the desk

	Elena looked at the replenishing stack on the desk, of the exact same paper.

	Teeth grit; she pushed over the papers onto the seat behind the desk.

	Prompting even more papers to drop from overhead to replace them.

	All of them saying the same demeaning things– all authored by people she knew–

	“It’s fake– it’s obviously fake I know that it is–!”

	She left the desk and charged down the aisle between all of them, her hands shaking.

	Her heavy breathing and hurried, stomping footsteps the only noise in the emptiness.

	Until–

	Elena lifted her gaze from the floor and stopped moving, held her breath–

	She thought she heard flowing water.

	In her mind, this meant that there must have been someone making that water flow.

	Someone turning on a faucet or drinking from a water cooler or bottle filling station.

	She felt an immediate anxiety– finding someone in this place might be dangerous.

	Cautiously, she advanced, out of the room with the desks, approaching a frosted glass door.

	Though it was difficult to see, she though there was indeed a shadow beyond it.

	Quietly, she tiptoed to the door, held her breath, and peeked through it.

	The room beyond the door was immediately familiar. 

	Elena felt that she had looped such a room a few times already– a square room with lines of water coolers. When she last crossed such a room the water coolers were pristine but disused. In this particular room, however, there was a figure at the water cooler. But the figure was as incongruous as the water coolers themselves.

	Elena clutched the door and pushed herself against the wall to keep from falling.

	Her knees shook. She could not understand what she saw.

	In front of a water cooler, there was a tall figure that was bundled up in ragged green cloth with a hood, but the hood was stitched shut to what appeared to be a hard white mask. There was no gap between the mask and the cloth as if the cloth was skin and the mask flesh, and there was an expression carved on the mask, with cut-out eye slits and a jagged slicing streak resembling a smile. But these features moved in an eerie and impossible way as if rather than static carvings on a surface they were the actual contours of a face. The green creature’s expression shifted from a neutral sort of expression to a terrified grimace, each change prompted by its interactions with the water cooler.

	Repeatedly, it would lift a green, smooth claw with incredibly long and sharp digits.

	It would press down the button to dispense water.

	And startle itself– stepping back, terrified, covering its mask, until the water subsided.

	Then it would look at the water cooler again with a curious expression on its mask.

	Again, and again, Elena must have watched this pathetic sight a dozen times.

	At no point was she closer to understanding what this creature was or where she was.

	She knew there was no other way to go. If she doubled back she felt she might never escape.

	Confronting this creature now was a sign of something changing. She wanted to have hope.

	Maybe the end of this labyrinth was in sight?

	Elena tried to swallow the lump she felt forming in her throat.

	Looking down at her hands. In her previous visions she had been capable of power, right?

	Victoria had been able to swipe her hand and cut chunks out of the bare dirt.

	Elena felt that she had the basic mechanism down– desire.

	When she desired strongly for something to happen the world seemed to respond to her.

	Steadying her breath, and flexing her fingers as if it would help the power to come out–

	Elena opened the door and stepped into the room.

	At first the creature paid her no attention.

	She approached, step by step, clearing the door threshold and the landing, and stepping in between the lines of coolers. One step, watching the creature, another step, never taking her eyes off it. She advanced about a meter from the creature in this way and began to feel confident that it might not look at her. She kept her distance as much as she could, hugging the opposite line of coolers to the one where the entity stood. 

	Step, by step, she neared, and then she crossed the space of the creature.

	Now that it was behind her– she turned around, to be able to keep tabs on it–

	And it turned around too.

	That masked expression met Elena’s eyes and her face turned pale and her heart sank.

	Her whole body shook.

	The creature’s eyes, thick black lines, seemed to expand and contract impossibly.

	Its long, cloth neck bent and reared up as it examined her from afar.

	Elena, breathing hard, took a step backward from it.

	Suddenly, the creature lifted its claw-like arm–

	In response Elena shouted and drew back–

	And the entity covered its face.

	Shaking arms, one a claw, the other a skinny, emaciated limb, drawn in front of its mask.

	Just as Elena had been stepping back from it, the creature began to step back from her.

	Seizing the opportunity, Elena turned around and ran for the door.

	Any thoughts of fighting the monster had vanished from her mind.

	Praying for a real handle, she turned it, the door unlocked, and she crossed.

	Slamming it behind herself and putting her back to it.

	Breathing heavy, her arms and legs aching, feeling like she could collapse from the effort.

	She had taken off with such a sudden snap of movement she felt like she tore something.

	But she was still in a dangerous place– sweat trailing down her eyes she looked forward–

	There was a desk in the middle of the room. She was in some kind of personal office.

	And there was someone behind the chair, a woman in official-looking clothes–

	“Good afternoon. Elena von Fueller is it? A celebrity client, with a substantial debt.”

	

	

	The hum of an air conditioner, the striking of a clock, and a smell like plastic.

	“Please, have a seat. Would you like some water or coffee?”

	Elena, mind going slowly numb, simply nodded her head and did as she was told.

	Taking a seat in front of the desk. The woman behind it handed her a paper cup.

	There was brown liquid in it. It was odorless and room temperature.

	When she tried to drink it, it tasted like nothing and passed through her like air.

	“Elena von Fueller, thank you so much for coming in today. I am positively elated to be the one to introduce you to CAGES. We are the industry-leading solution for young girls to repay their debts to the world through surrender and permanent isolation. Our protective services are top of the line at stripping you of all agency and responsibility so you can thrive in a pristine enclosure. You will worry no one again, no one will ever be burdened by your presence again. You will cease to take up space. Your sin will be absolved. Our solution is data-driven, on the chain, AI-optimized for effective outcomes with high scalability.”

	As the woman in the suit talked, Elena glanced at the walls.

	Paintings of green splotches, set on green frames upon the green walls.

	There were no more doors, no connecting corridors, and no out-of-place windows.

	Just an office. Elena, the eccentric sales representative, and the hum of the air conditioning.

	Behind the professional-looking lady expounding the virtues and values of locking her up forever, there was an abstract mural painted ‘action-style’. Distressing, chaotic, like the wall had been battered with the paintbrush, Elena could pick out every single shade of green from the darker to the lighter ones in the mix. Over the few seconds that she stared at it the mural felt to her that it was actually a depiction of something– a girl, her body the lighter greens, her neck slit by a dark green streak, her near-yellowing arms hanging limp at her sides. Encased in a cage of neon green from which she would never escape.

	Her wavering vision settled on the woman behind the desk again.

	Questioning her sanity with every word, she asked: “Bethany, is that you?”

	“CAGES Inc. is not liable for any resemblance to real or historical individuals.”

	It was Bethany, though. Her soft and fair skin, her dark hair in a bun, her kind eyes, her large, inviting chest– the blazer and skirt and tights really flattered her too– Elena felt a bit rotten for thinking that, but she could not help herself. This was undoubtedly Elena’s head maid. She woke her up every morning, dressed her, yelled at her, told her little things about her mother off-hand. She was the first woman that a teenage Elena recognized as being beautiful and attractive, before going off to school. Someone she admired and wanted to take after, at times– sometimes even someone Elena wished she could become. 

	She was a servant, but she always felt like a friend. Perhaps the woman who had given her some of the most conflicting feelings of her life. She would have known her everywhere, known her voice, her patterns of speech, the exact shade of her hair, her eyes–

	“Bethany, why are you here?” Elena asked. Her own voice sounded so weak and distant.

	“I am here to serve you a best-in-class absolvement of your earthly sins experience.”

	Bethany had her arms on the table, with her fingers entwined and a wry smile.

	She really looked like a saleswoman pitching something– but it was all nonsense.

	“Bethany– what do you mean– sins–” Elena said. 

	Her voice bereft of any ability to assert the wishes of its owner. Everything was so surreal, and her mind was reeling the thought of seeing Bethany again in this bizarre context that she could barely string a sentence together. It felt like at most she could say the individual words with pauses between short enough to count as speech, and no more.

	“Believe me, Elena,” Bethany reached out a hand and laid it on Elena’s shoulder. Her skin was not cold or warm. It was room temperature. Like everything else in the office. Room temperature, odorless, but terrifyingly solid. “I know that it feels impossible to repay your substantial debts to society. Every minute of every day you are filled with the cruel agony of being. Forcing everyone to suffer for your existence, the constant need that you have for other’s assistance and attention. But it is alright– we are here to help you!”

	Elena’s eyes teared up. She started to shake. “Bethany– I don’t– this isn’t– I can’t–”

	“Think of it this way. You won’t have to cry again, and nobody will ever cry for you. You will be permanently safe and everyone will be permanently safe from you. Isn’t the world outside so frightening and full of pain? It was your fault that Gertrude Lichtenberg nearly killed all of your new companions and that you will never be able to see her again. It was because she was accompanying you that Marina McKennedy ended up in a position to help cause the Kreuzung Core Crisis. If we look back farther wasn’t it because of your power and status that Heidelinde Sawyer joined the Volkisch Movement? It seems to me the evidence is mounting that Elena von Fueller is a real debt-racking-up machine! That is where CAGES comes in– we can help you to humanely absolve yourself of your horrifying and evil existence.”

	As ridiculous as it sounded the ideas began to seem so enticing as she listened to them.

	That was why Elena began to cry– in recognition of all that she had done wrong.

	She feared that she tried so hard and accomplished so little– but had she tried hard at all?

	Maybe it had been difficult because she was so weak. 

	Running away with Marina, ending up on the Brigand, building up the courage to intervene in Goryk’s Gorge, and trying to learn about communism and to support the Volksarmee. But in truth, hadn’t she done absolutely nothing at all throughout the journey? She had not even taken one step forward. There was still an entire world out there that was built solidly on a foundation laid down by a sin that was inscribed into her very blood and skin.

	Elena was afraid. She was so afraid and there was no holding back that anxiety anymore.

	Afraid she would never see Gertrude or any of her friends again; afraid she could never mend the things the Imbrian Empire had done to its people; afraid that she was useless to her new companions, another mouth to feed for no reason at all; and afraid that these conditions could never change and that she was doomed. That ‘renouncing’ her royal status meant nothing because everyone in the world still believed her to be a royal anyway and would never believe she was a ‘proletarian’. She was afraid that she was helpless to take action, and perhaps even helpless to change even her own self for the better.

	Perhaps it would have been for the best if she let Bethany “absolve her of her debts.”

	If she was painlessly erased from the world and nobody had to bother about her.

	However–

	“What you’re saying is that I should run away from responsibility.” Elena said. Her voice was trembling, her chest shuddering, and she felt like she had so little strength in her limbs. “You are not saying that I would take responsibility, or that anything would be fixed. You won’t actually make things better. You’ll just take me away like that settles everything.”

	Bethany continued to smile as if hardly acknowledging that Elena spoke.

	“This is a common misconception. It is impossible to repay the debt any other way. You will never make up for your many sins, you will never learn or get better, you will never stop being a burden to others. Your only means of absolution is to sacrifice yourself. Everyone hates taking care of you because you are a drain on their resources, after all.”

	“That’s a lie!”

	Elena stood suddenly, both hands on the table, facing Bethany closely, a fire in her eyes.

	“Communists don’t think that anyone is a ‘drain on resources’! It’s not a matter of whether they deserve resources, or whether they have earned them– everyone is given what they need! The crew would never think that about anyone. Sure, maybe I could take up less because I do less, and I try not to bother anyone– but when I haven’t eaten in a while Minardo berates me and makes me eat. If I’m cooped up in my room too much then the Captain or the Commissar might pop in to ask how my reading is going. And the sailors have gotten to used to having me around, and they wave at me every day. No– I don’t think anyone hates me. And if they do, it’s not because I ask for food and shelter.”

	She spoke with conviction and near-breathlessly, practically shouting in Bethany’s face.

	Though she felt silly to be saying everything so earnestly, she believed it.

	Believed so strongly that it made Bethany’s sales pitch seem even more ridiculous.

	“And I’m done with you pretending Bethany would say these horrible things to me!” Elena shouted, buoyed by her previous statements and seizing an opportunity, since Bethany did not respond quickly enough to preempt her. “Bethany would have always supported me, she cared about me– she was strict, but she– Bethany protected me–” Elena sobbed a bit. “You are mocking her. I don’t know if I can stop you– but I am definitely leaving, right now.”

	Steepling her fingers on the table, Bethany listened to the entirety of her speech.

	Never once ceasing to smile politely and to speak in a disturbingly even tone of voice.

	“Elena, I’m afraid that this is a capitalist society, and that means someone has to pay.”

	Bethany calmly stood up from behind the desk, dusting off her skirt.

	Under her sleeves and the back of her suit jacket– something began to writhe–

	Elena saw the barest flitting image of the tendrils before she took off running.

	There was a whip-crack at her heels, and a shredding sound.

	She narrowly avoided the strike but she was rushing too fast to realize it.

	Slamming through the office door, rubbing her shoulder that performed the tackle, and hurtling through the room with the coolers. That green creature was still there, still stuck in its loop with the water cooler but Elena had no time for it now. Running so quickly she was going unsteady, with her head down, her eyes tearing up and the tendons on her legs screaming at her, she charged past the creature with complete abandon–

	Too close, as the creature was startled by her appearance and flailed–

	Just grazing the green limbs sent a spike of panic through Elena that caused her to tumble.

	And sent the green entity into a panic that launched it toward the office.

	Shrieking inhuman noises issued from it as it gave everything to get away–

	“Out of my way please. I am completing a sale.”

	There was a crack, something whipped across the green entity and sliced it in half.

	In the next instant it was gone as if it never existed, and Bethany stood where it had been.

	Walking toward Elena with a polite smile and her shoulder exposed and livid.

	A mass of black and brown, leathery, belt-like tendrils writhing like snakes grew where there was once skin. All of them ended in silvery implements, like buckle frames and prongs and end tips, and they whipped sharply at the air as if hungry for something to strike. Bethany’s bra strap seemed to snap from the emergence of the belts. Several buttons popped off her suit jacket. Despite her disheveled appearance and the exposure of skin she looked utterly untroubled. Were the tendrils expressing the emotions her face could not?

	Elena got herself off the ground and bolted away from the sight.

	Down the corridors again. 

	She expected the room with the desks to be next–

	Instead, she found herself in a long hall. Here the lights dimmed dramatically, and she was framed by glass walls each containing enormous streams of flowing green wax like giant lava lamps casting eerie reflections. To her horror she did not recognize and had never seen this sort of room. To see it in place of the desk room she had explored previously– 

	she felt completely trapped.

	Bethany called after her. 

	There was no shift in her voice, no acknowledgment of the chase.

	“Elena, why don’t you look at some of the enclosures we have available? There are many lovely choices. Perhaps a classic dog kennel? Or maybe a bird cage, so metaphorical and romantic! Oh, I know– the Tower is so fashionable right now among women your age! We can furnish you with visions of a loved one managing the confinement, so you don’t have to feel alone in eternity. Perhaps Gertrude Lichtenberg? At least look at the inventory!”

	“Leave me alone!”

	Elena turned around. Bethany was in the hall, suddenly and without warning.

	Regardless of her efforts, Bethany seemed able to catch up with her easily.

	She thrust her hand out, focused her desire— to harm Bethany, to shove her, to cut her–

	Invisible force ripped from her cold palm. Distortions in the air, a hurtling projectile.

	For an instant she saw Bethany distort as the force overtook her.

	A green flash– Bethany stepped aside the blast. Chunks of concrete blew into the air.

	Green clung to her body like a gas or fire that quickly dispelled. She had used her aura.

	Elena had cut a deep gash into the floor but done nothing more.

	The fake Bethany was completely unharmed. She had avoided everything.

	Her tendrils stretched a considerable distance in retaliation, whipping toward Elena–

	She focused her desire on battering them back, and her force crashed into them in mid-air.

	There was a burst of air resulting from the clash, and Elena was shoved back.

	Though the tendrils retracted she had not even severed a single one or caused any harm.

	“What the hell are you?” Elena cried out, still holding her hand out, a now empty threat.

	That smile had ceased to be an expression. It felt almost static on Bethany’s face.

	“Oh, I understand. Empathy-based sales tactics. That’s fine– I have been called many things. I was once called ‘the Trader’ or ‘the Collector’. Nowadays I consider myself to be simply, The Service Agent. However, I have also been known as the “Legacy of the Transaction Regime” by more erudite individuals. But that name is a bit unwieldy. All I want is to complete our exchange as efficiently as possible– so just refer to me as you wish!”

	In the palm of Bethany’s hand appeared a series of objects, lifting, dancing in the air.

	A dog kennel, a little tower, a bird cage, each with what appeared to be a girl doll inside.

	But the dolls were crying, and writhing, and there were terrified expressions on their faces.

	In each enclosure, in a dark corner, were the whipping tentacles striking around the dolls.

	“These are just demonstrations, of course, which have no bearing on the quality of the final product, but as you can see, our designs are very beautiful. A lot of attention to detail. I’ve selected three that have the most resonance with your age group. What do you think, Elena von Fueller? I’m afraid if you do not choose one soon I will have to choose for you.”

	“It’s Elena Lettiere! Lettiere!”

	Elena suddenly shifted her attention to the walls.

	She did not know whether she could have struck the fake Bethany–

	–but she could hit the environments! Elena again focused her desire.

	Lights flickered, glass shattered, and a wave of trapped wax spilled out into the hall.

	Elena drew back as quickly as she could while concentrating her desire to shatter the walls.

	In the chaos of collapsing glass, spilling wax and sparking bulbs, Bethany disappeared.

	Though unsure of the pursuer’s fate, Elena took the opportunity to turn and run.

	Shutting a nondescript door behind herself, and entering a simple, green-walled corridor.

	It resembled the one she had started in, giving her a brief comfort. Did she loop around?

	If that was the case, then perhaps it was possible to find an exit.

	Elena doubled over, catching her breath, her legs shaking from all the effort.

	She glanced every which way, keeping an eye on the entrances and exits.

	Her sharp ears peeled for any sounds other than her own harsh breathing.

	Elena was nearing her limit. 

	Never had she run so hard, so long and so fast in her entire life, not even in Luxembourg did they make her tear across concrete like this. She had been too coddled and she cursed herself. She recalled that she was barefoot, and when she looked down at her bare feet the soft pink skin was turning red and there was peeling white between her toes. She felt she did not have the strength to see what the soles of her feet had become from all this running and that if she did see it, she would not be able to keep fleeing.

	It hurt– everything hurt. Her calves felt torn, and her arms throbbed and her back ached.

	Sweat trickled down her forehead and over her chest despite how cold the labyrinth felt.

	Labyrinth– yes, subconsciously, she had been calling it that to herself, from time to time.

	But it struck her that in her exploration, she had not seen a trace of Conny, Norn or anyone.

	Everything in these corridors and offices was completely focused on herself.

	She was alone here with that mockery of Bethany and those anxious green entities.

	What was happening outside? Had someone found her body? What state was she in?

	And what happened to her aunt, Conny? Was she responsible for all of this?

	No– she couldn’t believe that her aunt would put her through all of this.

	It must have been some kind of mistake. Maybe she lost control of her psionics.

	Everything that happened was set off by Conny threatening her. She remembered it all. Conny touched her head, and she met the Norn inside her who prevented her using psionics. Now she could use her strange abilities freely, at least in this horrible place. Maybe Conny was not ready for how wildly Elena’s power would spiral and this was the result. 

	Some kind of punishment?

	“Elena, someone has to pay, and I know in your heart, you want to be the one to pay.”

	Elena’s head snapped up from the floor. Bethany had appeared around the corner.

	No sounds, no warnings, she was simply there as if she always had been.

	On her shoulder, the belts growing out of her lifted their buckles warily like snakes.

	“You can sign the dotted line; put down the credit– it’s all you. Everything is because of you, after all. Everyone had to sacrifice so much for you. Obviously you could never do anything in return. That just wasn’t like you, it wasn’t your role. You’re a treasure, and people had to fight over you. Now I understand perfectly: you belong in a cute little treasure chest.”

	Bethany clasped her hands together and spread them apart.

	Flying between her hands was a little treasure chest, brown with golden supports.

	She demonstrated a little doll of Elena inside it, crying in a mass of tentacles. 

	The lid slammed shut on her.

	“Aren’t you so very tired right now, Elena? Don’t you just want to be put away for good? You’re so afraid of failing, of your capacity to affect change– you don’t need to fear anything in this little chest. You’ll be a cute little pearl without a single thing in your brain.”

	“I want you to let me out of here. Right now. Or I’ll let myself out.” Elena mumbled.

	If this thing wanted to talk, they could talk– but she wasn’t going into any “enclosure.”

	“And what would you do then? How would you repay your debts?” Bethany said.

	Despite everything that had happened– Elena felt a strange certainty about her words.

	When she spoke it was as if her heart was speaking without any filter or reservations.

	“First thing I want to do is give my stupid aunt a talking-to.” Elena said. “Then– I want to do something to put Bethany to rest. I feel like nobody mourned her and she deserves it. And I want to give Marina a big hug too, she’s been hurting so much. I’ll talk to the Captain or Minardo or Khadija too; I will ask for a formal position in the crew. I want to do my fair share.”

	“That sounds so exhausting, and so far below what you owe the world.” Bethany said.

	“Maybe. But there’s another thing I really want to do actually. I think you would approve.”

	“I can approve a free trial of one of our enclosures.”

	Elena slowly lifted herself up to a stand. “No. I want to see if I can use this out there.”

	Emanating from Elena, a roar of power that shook the foundations of the labyrinth.

	In less than a second, the walls and floor around the fake Bethany shifted.

	With the floor rising, the ceiling coming down and the walls closing.

	TERRAKINESIS

	In her mind Elena desired with every ounce of her certainty to crush her pursuer.

	And so the concrete walls moved like pieces on a block tower to enclose her space.

	However, she was not immediately dashed into a smear as Elena had hoped–

	Amid the crushing stone, Bethany bowed but remained defiant. 

	One hand on the ceiling, and its elbow to the right wall, and the other hand keeping the left wall at bay. Her back began to bow but she remained upright. There was a groaning noise as the walls struggled to complete the new shape that they were ordered to take. Wisps of fine dust kicked up as the concrete strained. Elena felt a pinprick of pain in her mind, but she drew in a breath, held her hands out, focused on her desire and tried to clap her hands together in a facsimile of crushing– and found her palms unable to join. Representing the resistance that she was facing, giving her a way of understanding it better.

	“This is your only way out, Elena. Your only deliverance.” Bethany said.

	Despite her precarious position, that polite, professional smile never went away.

	On her shoulder, the belts started whipping furiously at the ground.

	But they fell just short of Elena– as if they never could have reached her.

	“I am done running away.” Elena said simply, trying to push her hands together.

	Watching someone with Bethany’s appearance struggle in this trap brought her fresh tears.

	It was so cruel, and it was so pointless, but she would put on an end to it.

	“You cannot escape your sin.” Bethany said. Her tendrils grew ever more fierce in their lashing. “You will be overcome by fear. You will need the help of others, again and again, they will have to keep coddling and saving you, and they will be so disappointed. You will never change. You will never escape the limits of your own self. Life is transaction, and you will keep taking, taking and taking from everyone around you, begging for them to shield you from your crippling, all-consuming fear. You will never even move a step. You will never earn any profit with which to repay your debts. You will always be a little freeloader.”

	Elena pushed her palms closer together and found that they moved as she wanted.

	There was another quake, another groan of the concrete.

	Bethany’s arm began to shake and bend. A crunching sound issued.

	Her elbow split, bone and blood exposed. She winced, briefly, with pain.

	To sustain the weight, she fell down to one knee and took the ceiling on her back. Pushing against it, while the forearm of her ruined arm took one wall, her hip against the other. Her tendrils could no longer attack and helped hold the stone. Despite the blood and injury, the fake Bethany continued to stare at Elena with a semblance of her polite smile, as much of it as she could muster. One eye twitched, the corners of her face rose with the pain.

	“Even if I have to rely on people again in the future– it won’t be the same as before.”

	Elena’s hands moved ever closer to touching.

	The ceiling and floor budged ever so slightly, forcing Bethany to bow to a low crouch.

	Her face contorted into a grimace of pain. Her entire body shaking with the effort–

	“I am trying to learn and change. I want to see the communist’s hopes blossom and I want to do what I can to help. I want to fight for that hope just like my new companions. Nobody who helps me now is waiting on me; nobody who feeds me is paying obeisances; nobody who protects me is fighting for royalty. I am their comrade; a soldier without a name.”

	Her palms touched, her fingers entwinted. Bethany’s face softened into one final smile.

	And then the walls and ceiling shut with a final crunching of bone, smearing of blood.

	Putting an end to the entity known as the “Legacy of the Transaction Regime.”

	In so doing, the green walls that had surrounded her began to flake and chip off.

	Green dust and sparks seemed to loosen from everything, slowly, progressively.

	Elena had begun to peel back the world. Of this she was incredibly certain.

	She walked through her own grisly trap, the corpse already gone, sure she had killed it.

	Beyond it, she stepped into a broad lobby-like area with tall, shining white glass doors.

	There was a green carpet, green lamps, and more of those smeared green glass stands.

	Bubble seats; one of which was occupied. Elena’s heart skipped a beat–

	But she knew it was not Bethany anymore. She was buoyed by a great certainty.

	That certainty was power– it helped her walk, helped her stand tall despite her weariness.

	She ambled confidently to the bubble seat and found a man seated on it.

	He had his legs tucked under him, and wore long pants and a long, shiny green shirt almost down to his knees. He had dark brown skin and a full beard and messy black hair, and out from that hair extended a pair of cat-like ears one which was frayed by a scar. He had a tail, too, which had a gold ring around the tip. When Elena found him, he seemed to be in meditation, but he opened an eye and smiled at her. His wrinkled face bore a soft smile.

	“A princess?” He asked.

	“No! A proletarian.” Elena said sharply, quite irritated to still not be taken seriously.

	But the man smiled at her even more. “Interesting. Nevertheless, you are worthy.”

	Elena blinked. He was different than the entities from before. He felt strangely familiar.

	“Who are you? Is that the way out there?”

	She pointed out the glowing white doors. He nodded his head.

	“Yes, you are at the end of this place. You have calmed it for now. As for me. I am but a mere mystic from a people raised to revile them. I have denied myself heaven so that I may forever assist in the passing of the wisdom that made up my earthly power. I am a sinner, and I do not deserve sympathy. But you are here at last because the song of humanity beckons you.”

	He gestured as if for Elena to move away, and she stepped back.

	When he stood, Elena realized he was incredibly tall. His back was broad, his legs strong.

	She reached out to offer a handshake, but he shook his head.

	“Between men and women– that isn’t appropriate.”

	Elena retracted her hand with some confusion.

	“I feel like I ought to know who you are.” She said.

	Even amid the brimming shroud of her certainty, he was an enigma.

	He responded first with a small, wry smile as if he understood her confusion.

	“Once, I was called Muawiya. An Apostle of Earth in an era without soil.” He said. “I am ashamed of my latter years. Instead, remember me as the Apostle of the Earth who moved a mountain to give his people shelter. Honor my penance and do the same for yours.”

	“Thank you. I will do everything that I can.” Elena said.

	She felt like a fool not knowing who this stately, powerful-sounding man could be.

	He must have been a part of her memories too, like everything else she had seen.

	But she had never heard of a Muawiya before, and even the certainty could not elucidate.

	“Unlike certain mystics who crave physical existence, this is the last you will see of me.” Muawiya said. “I will not further shame myself. But it has been some time since humanity bequeathed this particular inheritance. I needed to see what would become of it.”

	By inheritance– he must have meant the power she now possessed.

	“Can I ask you–?”

	Muawiya’s eyes wandered back from where Elena had come. He grunted.

	“I’m afraid there is no more time. But your answers can be found outside here.”

	He turned to face what had become a doorway into the green corridors.

	At the door were dozens, maybe hundreds, of the green masked entities all packed there.

	Peering out at the two of them, flexing their clawed digits, vaguely hollering.

	Ungodly sounds emerged from those braying masks. 

	Elena felt the green fear in her again.

	“Hmph. Less than Thoughtforms– mere dregs of human fallibility. Off-notes of the song.”

	Muawiya flexed his own hands and set his feet.

	Elena thought of assisting him, briefly, but he seemed to read her intentions immediately.

	“Leave, now. Preserve your spirit. Do your part, for your own guilt, and leave me to mine.”

	She did not argue with him.

	From how he spoke, she understood this was something beyond her ability to alter.

	He had given himself this task; and she had given herself a task as well.

	Without turning back, Elena hurried from the bubble seats to the front door.

	Behind her, the shrieking grew stronger; followed by the rumble of shifting concrete.

	Elena laid a hand on the door,

	silently thanked the mysterious man for his assistance,

	and pushed,

	filled with a desire to escape this place and return to the Humanity that

	beckoned.

	

	

	Homa wandered around the village with her hands in her pockets, staring at the ground.

	Kalika was with Baran and Sareh, learning to dance; Khloe was running around the village making sure the electric system would not short out the oxygen machine again; Elena was sleeping in and Homa could not blame her. She was completely at loose ends. Nobody to do anything with and nothing to do. She wondered how the villagers kept from going insane in a place like this. Did they even have fantasy books around here?

	If only she had the slate portable Imani had gotten her–

	But the communists did not want to take chances with it being bugged and got rid of it.

	Imani–

	Homa sighed deeply. No use turning over that agony any further.

	“I should just go back to the house and sleep the day off.” She mumbled to herself.

	Her head continued to replay her pathetic tantrum at Kalika that morning.

	Wasn’t she an adult? What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she control herself?

	For Kalika to have seen her act so pathetic,

	and then even get irritated with her–!!

	She wanted to be buried in the back of the cave.

	Homa’s meandering brought her around the back of the village. Here the fence separating the village ground had begun to break down. Outside of it were the rough floors of the cave that had not yet been hewn into foundations for homes. In the distance Homa heard sounds like objects repeatedly struck together. She ignored it for several minutes, until she walked past a raised, rocky outcrop and exposed the source of the sounds behind it– there was a gaggle of children who could not have been older than nine or ten all playing.

	Alongside Rahima, who had taken her coat off and rolled up her sleeves to join the games.

	And Bernadette Sattler, who stood off to the side with a very small smile on her face.

	Rahima seemed to notice Homa rather quickly.

	“Miss Messhud! How good are you with a sword?” Rahima winked playfully at Homa.

	There was a plastic tube in her hand. The village kids had been using these plastic sticks to play swords, chasing each other around and clashing them very deliberately to make sound. There was no apparent malice in their strikes and parries. They seemed more interested in clanging sticks together and making a loud sound than in hitting someone with a stick. 

	Even when clashing with Rahima, they aimed for her stick.

	“Why don’t you join us? I regret sending you away so quickly earlier.”

	Rahima waved the wooden pole at her, beckoning her. Around her, the kids also called out.

	Homa stared at sight quietly and fully intended to walk away.

	However, the children joining Rahima in calling for Homa complicated things further.

	She didn’t want to be mean to little kids. These kids got denied enough things as it was.

	It would have been a sorry scene for her to ignore them all and walk away.

	For the moment she resigned herself to Rahima’s company and crossed a gap in the fence.

	Making her way on the rough ground toward Rahima and Bernadette.

	Rahima acted far too cheerful in response. Too elated have someone else to play with.

	She clapped a hand on Homa’s shoulder as if to encourage her and handed her a stick.

	Standing so close to her with the kids around really cemented the difference in height.

	Rahima was tall, and she was handsome, a fully formed woman to Homa’s protoplasm.

	“Kids, you’ve seen Homa around right? She’s been traveling with a Katarran mercenary! She must have picked up some secret Katarran techniques along the way! Right Homa?” Rahima looked at Homa and winked at her with a mischevious smile. Homa could hardly believe how silly this all was. Even Berdanette looked a bit embarassed and averted her eyes from them.

	Sighing internally, Homa replied. “Yep. I know so many Katarran techniques.”

	She wasn’t even trying to sound enthused, but all the kids took her at her word and cheered.

	They demanded she show them a secret Katarran sword technique.

	Would they be impressed with just anything? They were little kids after all.

	Homa looked at the stick in her hand. It wasn’t too heavy.

	Making a dramatic show of breathing in, she threw the stick up so it would spin.

	Then she caught it and thrust it forward. All of the kids cheered, and Rahima cheered too.

	Bernadette succumbed to peer pressure and performed a very brief clap.

	“Amazing! With the spin, it increases the power of the move!” Rahima said.

	“Yeah– that’s exactly what it does.” Homa said.

	Back when she was working at Bertrand’s, when she was bored and certain that nobody was watching, she would throw her tools up in the air and catch them again. She had even learned to juggle some of the lighter and safer hand tools like the screwdrivers and the bubble levels. She had passed many an empty work-day this way. Now, in this moment, she felt the tiniest swelling of pride as she was praised for this simple, childish trick.

	Immediately followed by a truly dismal shame at being so easily swayed.

	Rahima must have really liked kids. What a stupid thing to participate in!

	After demonstrating her secret technique, all of the kids wanted to practice it.

	Homa had not planned for this, and she feared the kids hitting themselves with the sticks.

	However, Rahima did not look worried. She let the kids run off and practice for a bit.

	“Aren’t they so cute?” Rahima said. “At that age, they really want adult validation.”

	“Uh huh. They’re adorable.” Homa said, trying to sound engaged.

	She was ambivalent about kids; she thought she would make a horrible parent.

	The last thing she wanted to do was to parent someone as bad as Leija had–

	Leija–

	Homa prevented herself from unearthing the corpse of that sentiment any further.

	“Bernie, how do you feel about kids?” Rahima asked.

	“Hmph.” Bernie averted her eyes again. “The Family is a cornerstone of the State.”

	“Nobody is keeping a ledger of your ideological statements, Bernie.” Rahima said.

	“I will raise children if I am required to in peacetime. Otherwise, I will not.” She said.

	“Well, I would love to have a lot of children.” Rahima said. She turned to Homa as if addressing her next remarks at her. Homa hardly understood why she was making any conversation with two obviously awkward people. “When I was a small child I lived with a big family, and I’ve been lonely as an adult. But given my– predilections– I am looking to adopt.”

	“I believe you would make an exceptional father– mother–” Bernie corrected herself–

	“It’s fine, either/or– I think I would prefer to be the father figure, if I’m honest.”

	“I understand, Gauleiter.” Bernie said. “Regardless. You would be an excellent parent.”

	“No need to flatter me, Bernie.”

	“It is not flattery. You are disciplined, forthright, and resourceful. I know this first-hand.”

	“Ah– well, thank you.”

	Homa wanted to tell them to get a room and make the babies if they wanted them so much.

	Of course, she said nothing instead.

	“Homa, would you like to have children?”

	Rahima smiled and leaned into her a bit. There was an air of mischief to her.

	Had she not been studded with fascist medals and symbols it might have been charming.

	“I am deferring making any decision until I am older.” Homa said, without enthusiasm.

	“Makes sense.” Rahima said. “I see you are quite a mature girl.”

	What a thing to say– was she checking her out or something? 

	Did she think Homa was a kid? She treated Sareh and Baran like that too.

	Over time their chatter naturally died down a bit. 

	Before them, the kids continued to clang and click. 

	Rahima allowed some time to pass quietly before she prodded Homa again.

	“Homa, where do you come from, if you’d permit me the curiosity.”

	“I’ve lived in Kreuzung most of my life.” No use being tight lipped.

	“Ah, I know that Kreuzung recently had some troubles.” Rahima said.

	“Yes. It spurred me to want to travel.” Homa said. She thought it was a good excuse.

	“You have picked a difficult time for a pilgrimage, but I commend your bravery. Youth should have some impulsive decisions after all. I did hear from Baran you have a Katarran bodyguard. I’m glad you thought everything through. When I was young, I traveled here alone– I was tricked and mistreated so many times on my journey here.”

	She looked at the kids. Whenever she topped speaking, their laughter overtook the silence.

	“What do you think of this village, Homa?” Rahima asked next.

	Homa felt her stomach turn. What could she even say that wouldn’t arouse suspicion?

	“It’s tough here– but the people are tight-knit.” Homa said.

	Rahima looked out, at the kids, at the cavern walls. Her smiled dimmed just a little.

	“They are. They have been living here for so long. Longer than I ever have been here.” Rahima said. She began to go into the story. “It’s a tricky situation. In the past, before Baran, before I was ever born, there was a horrible pogrom here. A no-name Rashidun family accused some local Mahdist boys of attacking their daughter. It was a small spark, but there was a lot of fuel on the ground. With the aftermath of Mehmed’s Jihad, and the reprisal campaigns between the big Shimii clans in the Imbrium. Everything was tense; everything ignited. That’s what led to the division of the village. The Imbrians were aghast– they didn’t understand how deeply the hate ran even as they counted the bodies. But the Imbrian solution to the Shimii had already been segregation, so they simply segregated again.”

	Homa breathed in and out to try to contain her irritation and give herself time to think.

	She knew things like that happened between Shimii, and it made sense for this situation.

	But to hear that these people had suffered something so horrible in the past broke her heart. It made Baran’s cheerfulness and attempts at optimism feel even more painful.

	And it made her angrier at Rahima for what she chose to do in response.

	Did she really think the Volkisch would be any different?!

	“The Wohnbezirk was already self-segregated in a way.” Rahima said. “Mahdists always kept to themselves. They stuck together and kept their traditions alive under scrutinity. Mahdists are a people of defiance. The Rashidun had power in the Wohnbezirk, they had political positions, because they were the majority. It was easier to administrate the place by letting them do it. They would make law that most people agreed with. But they did not institutionalize the shunning of Mahdists. Individual Rashidun might have practiced it– but it was the Imbrians who built a gate and separated out the Mahdists. And eventually, the Rashidun took advantage of this. It was in their interest, economically and politically.”

	“Can you change that? Will you?” Homa asked bluntly, unable to keep herself in check.

	This earned her an unfriendly glance from Bernadette.

	“I have to be exceedingly careful.” Rahima said. “Or I might light another fire instead.”

	Homa shot her a look, her malice toward her briefly undisguised–

	“Kid,” Bernie addressed Homa, “Think about who you are raising your voice to right now. Rahima Jašarević is the Gauleiter of Aachen under the Reichskommissariat Eisental. She has more responsibitilies than you can ever imagine, and has been handed so many problems, as you just heard. You will be satisfied with the explanation she has given you, which is more than you are owed, about mechanisms of state you couldn’t possibly understand.”

	That’s just an excuse. You took all this evil power for yourself to do nothing?!

	Her irritation became more evident– but it would be short lived–

	Suddenly, Bernadette reached out and seized Homa suddenly by collar of her shirt.

	Forcing her to look at her, eye to eye with what was certainly a Volkisch killer.

	In that moment, the gun in Homa’s jacket felt frighteningly heavy, poorly concealed–

	“Did you not hear me? You will apologize to the Gauleiter at once.” Bernie hissed.

	“Bernie, Bernie– that’s enough. Let her go. I am not offended.” Rahima said.

	Homa glared at Rahima and Bernadette, feeling a momentary defiance–

	“Gauleiter, this malcontent has been staring daggers at you all day.” Bernie suddenly said.

	She noticed that?! Homa felt her heart sink, felt the hopelessness numb her limbs.

	“She has engineered things, so she ended up here with you! Think for a moment– she might well be plotting something! She says she came from Kreuzung– a place which just saw a terrorist attack that was quite likely orchestrated from here in Aachen itself. She is with a Katarran and visiting this remote place. She has already won over the spiritual leadership here, and for what reason? With charity? Don’t you find this suspicious?”

	Homa’s words caught in her throat. She couldn’t even beg or plea– what would she say?

	Bernie’s grip on her tightened. Her free hand moved, perhaps to check Homa’s coat–

	“Enough!” Rahima shouted, loud enough to startle the children. “Enough, Bernadette.”

	As quick and hard as that grip had been, it released her as suddenly as ordered.

	Bernadette let Homa’s shirt go– and gave her a quick, dismissive, petty little shove back.

	“In my presence, you will allow me to be one to unravel conspiracies.” Rahima said. “I do not need your mind wandering in wild directions like this, lashing out at people. None of this helps me, Bernadette. Stow your paranoia, especially toward my people.” She turned and reached out a hand to Homa as if to wipe her coat where Bernie had struck– but the startled Homa stepped back in response. Sighing, Rahima withdrew. “I’m sorry, Homa. Please excuse us. We are both rather stressed. We’ll return for the festival. Please let Baran know it will be in a civilian capacity. To ease her worries. I assure you we will be more amicable then.”

	Rahima picked up her coat, sighed, and made an authoritative gesture toward the fence. Bernadette sighed as well and followed her orders, leading the way through the gap and escorting Rahima out of sight. The sound of their footsteps grew ever more distant. 

	Homa stood stunned, watching until they left, all of the children looking at her with worry.

	Her legs gave out on her from stress. She ended up sitting on the bare rocky ground.

	Around her, the kids gathered, rubbing her shoulders and hair with their innocent concern.

	Asking if she was okay, if everything was alright, if she was hurt somehow. As much as she wanted to say something, she was paralyzed with the stillborn fear of that moment. So close, they had come so close to unraveling because of her aimlessness and stupidity. Had she stayed out of the way none of it would have happened. She had just barely gotten out by the skin of her teeth. All of her worst fears manifested– she nearly failed Kalika.

	While the kids planned to go see Baran to get Homa help– she sat there, stunned silent.

	

	

	When Elena opened her eyes, she was back in the shack in the Mahdist village.

	Laying in bed with her disheveled clothes, the sheets strewn about, her shoes tossed away.

	Conny hovering overhead with a little smile.

	“Looks like we’re back. That was an unexpectedly dramatic baptism.” She said.

	Elena stared at her and practically growled her irritation.

	TERRAKINESIS

	Nothing separated her from earth but thin plastic.

	Beneath the shack there was rock that Elena manipulated into sharp spikes.

	Two such implements burst from under the floor at her command.

	One reached a sharp point to Conny’s neck, another angled at her lower back, 

	both frozen still in their positions.

	Poised like loaded bullets, that could have thrust into that fair skin in an instant.

	Conny raised her hands with a smile, awkwardly trapped between the two prongs.

	“Elena, doesn’t your dear aunt look so much less scary now?” She said in a pleading voice.

	“My dear aunt has been acting like a lunatic! She nearly got me killed!” Elena said.

	“Big, bold emotions run in our family! Leda was prone to this too, you know!” Conny said.

	Elena grunted again, annoyed. She waved her hand and the spikes dug back into the ground.

	Conny nearly lost her balance from the way she had to stand to avoid being pierced.

	She breathed heavily, doubled over and holding her own knees like she had run too much.

	“You nearly gave me a heart attack, ragazzina!” Conny complained. “I am on your side!”

	Despite her annoyed tone of voice, she had started smiling again after a little while.

	Elena was still quite cross with her– but in the next instant, all of the wind left her.

	She dropped back onto the bed, feeling like her muscles had been sapped of vitality.

	Then her head swam and eyes burned. She was not in the aether and faced psionic feedback.

	Eventually, she passed out completely, too exhausted to maintain consciousness.

	Conny looked at her with a mixture of amusement and perhaps, a hint of pride.

	“Ugh, she’s a living firecracker just like Leda. Why is it always like this?” She sighed.

	Glancing down at the holes in the plastic, Conny made her way to the bed.

	She sat down beside Elena, stroked her hair, and laughed a bit to herself.

	“I’m so glad I decided to stay for the festival.” She cooed, exhausted herself, but elated.

	 

	 


13.7

	Atop a machine mostly covered by tarps, there was an exposed section of freshly installed hydraulics. A young engineer stood on a rolling work platform, covering the hydraulics with a piece of exactingly stitched armor plate. Their long, salmon-pink dyed hair partially tucked away into a bun within a fire-retardant synthetic wrap, and a protective mask covered their round, soft-featured face. A fire retardant jumpsuit and gloves protected their body, a bit short and a bit plush, not as toned as that of their more traditionally soldier-like companions but fit enough for duty. They had the strength and the stamina to pick up the heavy welding gun and the dexterity to precisely join the segments of plate. They bumped one of their breasts on the railings, and it smarted, but they were careful of the rest.

	With an almost meditative focus, without shaking or flinching, they completed the weld.

	They then removed their mask and hair cap to better appreciate the fruit of their labor.

	Pink hair falling over their fair face, pushed aside by soft but skillful hands.

	Valya Lebedova wiped the sweat off their brow and smiled at the freshly welded plate.

	Running that gentle hand across the smooth join. This was some of their best work.

	“It’s coming together. Soon we’ll test for seaworthiness.” They said to themself.

	They had been keeping themselves quite busy since docking at Aachen. 

	While the officers and the security team were engaged with the United Front, the Brigand’s engineers were giving the ship and its weapons another tune-up, taking inventory, and running the stitchers day and night to resupply their stock of spare parts as well as replace worn parts. They were also continuing the work of building cooperation with the Rostock and its engineers– something made much easier by the invention of ZaChat.

	All the while, Valya had been working in the hangar on the squadron’s Heavy Divers.

	Working with machines suited them well. They considered themself an acceptable pilot, but not an exceptional one like Khadija, whom they could barely keep up with, or Shalikova, who piloted boldly and aggressively. Even Murati, who was also somewhat overshadowed by Khadija and Shalikova, was still stronger and more skilled in battle than Valya. In a mecha, Valya was a grunt, an additional gun. But with tools in their hand, and the time to spend, they could do work on the machines that was more unique than the efficient and routine maintenance taught by the academy and reproduced unerringly by the average engineer. 

	Valya had been out in there, in the sea, had been shot at, had shot back–

	It was terrifying– but it imparted a personal knowledge of how the machine operated.

	And what a pilot valued out of the machine, and how to optimize for those eccentricities.

	An engineer working on dozens of Streloks had to be efficient, but Valya could be exacting.

	Not only in tuning up and repairs– the Brigand across its battles had collected a stock of captured or surrendered enemy equipment, as well as broken-down hulls and other miscellany from their own damage and losses. There was a sizeable pile of metal to break down and reuse, as well as an entire hull that was surrendered by Sieglinde Castille. Valya wanted to do something with it– they had been working on assembling a brand new mecha working off these materials. To make use of the advanced hull Sieglinde brought in.

	Whether or not it saw immediate use, they could always find a home for more machines.

	Thankfully for Valya, Murati had been incredibly supportive of their ideas.

	With assistance from the engineers, and Khadija’s support, they were given the time and space to work on engineering projects were it related to the Divers as a special member of the hangar crew. Khadija would have to have more standby time when out at sea because of this, as the first-line standby pilots were originally her and Valya– but she was nice enough to agree. Some of the burden was also taken up by Sameera, who volunteered to be on standby much more often. Valya was lucky to have such supportive comrades.

	Everyone was careful not to talk about it as if Valya would be replaced and join the engineers. Valya knew Murati could not promise that, since the available candidates to replace anyone on the squadron were in a state of flux. Aiden had been demoted to a sailor, the Rostock could not spare more crew, and Homa Baumann was a big, ambiguous maybe. Valya had no illusions that they would be going out and fighting if needed, and they had no reservations against doing so. They were fighting a war and Valya was a soldier.

	“Hey, are you going to marry that weld? You’ve been staring at it for long enough.”

	Valya looked down at the base of the work platform, where a tall woman waved at them.

	They smiled back at her. “Hey, let me have this moment!” They laughed.

	Soon they joined their aunt Galina Lebedova on the hangar floor. 

	Galina was the Chief Technician overseeing all aspects of engineering and maintenance work on the ship. She looked the part– tall, muscular, broad-chested, wearing the standard work coveralls, but with her own flair too. She wore makeup, complimenting her round, friendly face, and when she was not engaged in work she wore the coveralls halfway down, off her shoulders. This exposed the bodysuit she wore beneath, and the impressive definition of her body. Her dark hair was dyed, much like Valya’s was, but with small streaks of blue.

	Valya felt quite small near their aunt, but they were used to it. 

	The Lebedovich family was quite fecund, with Valya having many siblings and many cousins and many older folks and being among the smallest of their generation. They were spread out all over the Union. Valya was part of the generation that grew up with the Union’s ideal toward child rearing and was raised by the state more than by their parents. 

	Whenever the kids all got to visit their parents, and the parents’ own siblings and relatives joined in, the actual, massive scope of the family came into stark relief.

	Nevertheless, Valya felt that they acquitted themselves well enough among their family.

	After all, only two members of their family were on this suicidal black ops mission.

	It would be an impressive bit of their resume if they came back, however!

	“How is it coming along? Have you given it a name yet?” Galina asked.

	“Not yet. I might entreat Murati or the other pilots to name it.” Valya said.

	“Sounds like a fun idea. Maybe you could make it a ship-wide contest.”

	“I’d rather not draw that much attention to the whole thing.” Valya said sheepishly.

	Galina looked up at the tarp-covered mass, the machine Valya had been building.

	“You’ve come a long way Valya. I remember when you were just a kid tinkering with a little quadrotor you won as a prize at school.” Lebedova said. She reached out and laid a hand on Valya’s head and messed up their hair. Valya protested only mildly. “Now you’re turning out to be a wizard with the spare parts here. Everyone is excited to see what you cooked up.”

	Valya felt a bit nostalgic, recalling that little machine. They had largely forgotten it.

	Life had been filled with projects for Valya, they had always been busy in school–

	And once they were awed by the power of a Diver, there was no turning back from that.

	Tinkering with rotor revolutions and weight-shifting on a drone was literally child’s play.

	A Diver represented the power of the future. Murati could see that too.

	Maybe– Murati could see it more than anyone.

	After all, it was because of Murati protesting, that Valya had gotten practical pilot training.

	Many, many years ago in the Academy– not that Murati knew that.

	But it was this which led Valya to value Murati’s insights.

	They turned to their aunt with a carefree smile.

	“Well, they will see it soon! I honestly think I’ll have it ready in a day or two!” Valya said.

	“Hmm. Has anyone pulled you aside and made you have any fun lately?” Galina said.

	She leaned into Valya with a skeptical expression on her face.

	Valya leaned back a bit. “I’m doing what I like, and I like what I do. So there’s no problem.”

	Galina drew back with a sigh. “I just can’t help but notice it– with how busy you are–”

	“Notice what?” Valya said.

	“Well, at first I thought you might be getting on with Khadija, at least–”

	Valya started waving their hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I’m not– I haven’t ever–”

	“I mean, I know that now obviously.” Galina said. She made an exaggerated sigh that clued Valya on to the fact that they were being teased. “In this ship where passions are always burning so bright– I bet your parents will be disappointed when you return home without bringing a nice girl to introduce to them. They are expecting some grandkids you know?”

	“They can forget it! I don’t want one child let alone six!” Valya said, crossing their arms.

	Chief Lebedova burst out laughing. Valya narrowed their eyes and stared critically.

	Mighty thankful that the Union state and its laws could thwart their parent’s demands.

	“Besides, I don’t see you settling down with a ‘nice sailor boy’ either.” Valya shot back.

	“My time has passed.” Galina shrugged. “Now that I have fully disappointed all of my own close family with my sapphism and whimsy, I can live my life as I choose free of their dour expectations. I have left such things to the next generation. Please pick up the slack for me.”

	“What are you even saying? I refuse!” Valya said, knowingly playing up their reticence.

	Despite all the teasing, Valya got along well enough with Galina.

	Though they would not admit it, Galina was someone they aspired to become.

	Valya could empathize with Murati’s desire to someday command a ship.

	Their ambitions, however, were fixed squarely on the shop floor and its machines.

	Commanding respect and organizing all of the hangar tech as Chief Technician.

	Everything tuned up to their specification; and an entire floor working on their designs!

	Maybe the Union could promote Murati and take on Valya alongside someday.

	And perhaps a refined version of the machine under the tarp could fill their hangar.

	“Valya, I did want to talk to you about something serious.” Galina said. She looked around the hangar. Valya thought she knew what it was about– Gunther had taken the day and was out in the station. As soon as Galina got to speaking again, Valya had her suspicions confirmed. “Murati approached me about Gunther– I obviously don’t mind anyone lodging complaints for any reason. I just wanted you to know, he is ordinarily a very quiet and work-oriented guy. I know you have had to pick up the slack for him a bit, and it might feel unfair. But I think he just isn’t used to how spontaneous things have been on this ship. He is very– rules oriented. And a lot of disorder has been brought in. Can you give him a chance, for me?”

	Valya shook their head. They didn’t mean to get directly involved in Gunther’s situation, but given how they worked closely with Murati, it was an easy assumption to make. 

	They would not pretend that they were unrelated. 

	“It’s not necessarily about it being unfair to me. I think it’s unfair to the pilots. Gunther is the frontline guy for the Divers, I know there must be a lot of pressure on him but if he makes a mistake or doesn’t get to something, it could be lethal for Murati and the others. It could be lethal for me. That’s why I am trying to take care of everything myself. If you, Murati and the Captain would formally make me an engineer, I would sort everything out.”

	They stuck out their chest with a proud little smile. Almost sure that they were sparkling.

	Galina sighed a bit, crossed her arms. After a moment, she replied. “I’ll talk to the captain. I’m sure someone from here or from the Rostock or hell, even the John Brown, could take your seat as a pilot. Aiden was not an especially useful addition to the sailing crew– I would have a lot less to worry about if I could fob off more work on you.” She winked. 

	Valya frowned in response.

	Only at the last snide remark– they were excited at the prospect of joining the engineers.

	“I won’t disappoint you– but I will complain to Semyonova if you are unfair to me!”

	“I guess you’d still be in the officer’s union huh? What a pain.” Galina joked.

	The two of them shared a bit of laugh to show the situation was not too serious.

	“I can’t make any promises. But the hangar crew would love to have you.” Galina said.

	Valya nodded their head. It felt like they were so close to their personal goals now.

	They would do whatever was required of them for the mission to succeed. That much would never change. However, confidence did not come easily to little Valya– and with each passing day, they were becoming more confident in their mechanical skills.

	Soon, they would prove that to everyone.

	

	

	“Ah, master, you look so positively radiant in the captain’s seat.”

	“Heh, I do, don’t I? I imagined this moment so many times. I bet I pull it off exactly.”

	“Indeed, indeed. Have you thought about what you will say when you order a fusillade?”

	“Absolutely. Of course I have thought about it. It’s integral to morale. Every word.”

	“Then master, why not roleplay a full attack, so that you might perfect your technique?”

	“You know, Aatto– you’re completely right. As I ask others to prepare, I too must do so.”

	Murati was in such a vital mood she saw nothing silly about this proposition.

	A Captain was a figure of strength, a symbol to the crew, just as much as their function as an element of battlefield control. Every aspect, every gesture, had to command respect and dignity. Such things as élan and esprit de corps might have sounded unscientific to some persons, but a soldier’s enthusiasm and sense of belonging to a professional unit had tangible effects on their performance in battle. Soldiers respected and motivated by their officers put on a greater effort to the bitter end than bored, abused grunts did.

	So in the middle of the day at an unspecific hour of no other meaning–

	Murati stood up from her chair, put on a deadly grin and pointed her index finger.

	Her arm was perfectly straight, precisely parallel to the ceiling.

	Just as her lips parted, with her bridge staring in confusion (rapt attention)–

	The door opened, and a seemingly young woman in a suit and vest walked in nonchalantly–

	“Murati–?” she said, but would not be heard until the weighty deed was finished–

	“All guns, drown them out with thunder! Continuous barrage!” Murati shouted.

	She then realized someone had entered, and her head suddenly snapped to the door.

	Dropping her arm, staring. Feeling self-conscious and strangely surveilled.

	At her right-hand, Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa stared as if seeking confirmation.

	“Um, that was a simulation.” Murati said, waving her hands. “Forget it, carry on.”

	Everyone on the bridge seemed to shrug off the moment pretty easily.

	Murati, however, felt rather silly that she had been seen doing so by Euphrates.

	Standing at the door, an impish grin on her face, with her arms crossed over her chest.

	“Having a lot of fun with the big chair, Murati?” Euphrates said. “Let me join you!”

	Without waiting for acknowledgment, she crossed in front of Murati and Aatto and sat down in the farthest seat at the top, where Erika Kairos sat if she was available. Somehow the blue-haired immortal Eloim did not feel too out of place in that position– Euphrates was a person who had earned Murati’s respect and affection as much as the Premier. 

	And this meant–

	–it was rather mortifying whenever she saw Murati acting impulsively.

	“Master, my entire body quaked with the power of your voice.” Aatto cheered.

	“I– I don’t want to hear things like that.” Murati replied, averting her gaze.

	Euphrates laughed a bit to herself and laid back on the chair.

	She shut her eyes and looked rather placid for a moment. 

	Then– Murati heard her voice.

	“Have you gotten better at speaking telepathically?” She asked wordlessly.

	Her voice appeared soundlessly in Murati’s thoughts as if she herself had recalled it.

	It was only because of her own psionic experiences she knew that it was telepathy.

	Despite the method, the communications were surprisingly clear and easy to understand.

	Even though the voice might have sounded a bit dim, the content was perfectly transmitted.

	“I practiced with Aatto.” Murati said, launching the words right into Euphrates’ mind.

	“Aatto is a good partner for you. Her abilities are limited but her resistance is strong.”

	“I still don’t want to risk hurting her. We’ve only practiced telepathy, nothing else.”

	“You’re such a considerate girl. Have you been able to practice vectoring at all?”

	“Here and there. It’s difficult to control. I can’t seem to limit my strength at all.”

	“You’re either uniquely gifted or uniquely cursed, Murati.” Euphrates smiled.

	“Great. It’s an excellent title for my biography: Uniquely Gifted, Uniquely Cursed.”

	Murati sank back into her chair with a gloomy expression.

	Euphrates telepathically projected an image of herself patting Murati’s back.

	Somehow, though the action had not been taken physically, Murati still felt a bit comforted.

	“I did not just come here to bother you.” Euphrates communicated. “I wanted– to talk.”

	Despite their soundless communication, Murati still felt the hesitation in her “tone.”

	“I’m listening. You know if its for you, I can make the time.” Murati replied.

	Euphrates put on a mischievous face. “Murati– putting it so straightforwardly–?”

	“What? I don’t get it– why do you look so happy–?” Murati narrowed her eyes.

	“Nevermind, nevermind. This is something serious.” Euphrates put a hand over her own chest and sighed a little bit. “I talked to Daksha Kansal. She and I have a long history– I have already told you some stories. But I don’t believe I ever communicated just how much I was once enamored with her. I admired her greatly. Unfortunately– we had a bit of a tiff and departed on bad terms. I don’t believe I can ever talk to her again in a private capacity. I thought you should know– she is someone involved with your past too, after all.”

	More than that, Daksha Kansal was someone Murati distantly admired.

	Every communist leader had something to teach– even Ahwalia unearthed certain lessons. Daksha Kansal led the Union through its tumultuous birth. She focused everything on reclaiming the prisons and slave work operations and turning them into homes and factories, and distributing the products to the exhausted, exploited masses for their survival. 

	Daksha Kansal said to the former slaves that it would take work and struggle still to live freely, rather than passively being free. Despite the pain and weariness, the people of the Union took up their tools again, for themselves, for their home, and worked again.

	It would have been easy for the Union to collapse in those precarious days where so many people with nothing cobbled together everything they could for a fighting chance, and still found themselves lacking for so much after achieving the victory. Winning against the Empire did not bring plenty, it did not even bring enough, not right away– the hardship continued and there was always more work. Daksha Kansal knew how to keep the fire alive even after the the adrenaline died down and the people took stock of how difficult the future would be. They could not eat freedom; but they feasted on her hope.

	Had the Murati of 979 A.D. been in that position she would not have known what to say.

	Sometimes her mind reeled at the pain and immiseration around her in affluent Imbria.

	She was a kid back then– her memory of how bad it was had been dulled by time.

	Would she have fallen to her knees at the sight of the bleak prison the slaves inherited?

	Daksha Kansal could have only been a colossus.

	Even moreso to Murati, who received her emancipation and admission into the military, her childhood dream and desire, through the direct intervention of Daksha Kansal, Bhavani Jayasankar and Parvati Nagavanshi. These three figures flitted in and out of her life and worked in its background, and though she knew none of them personally, clearly she could only be biased about their importance to the world. Ideologically, she agreed strongly with them– and personally, she admired and sought their bravery and character.

	But she also knew that they were human and fallible.

	Daksha Kansal abdicated power and vanished from the Union, inexplicably.

	Murati had not wanted to acknowledge that too much– but she could not ignore it.

	As much as she wanted to believe in her as a simple hero, it was unscientific to do so.

	She had to account for the fact that Daksha Kansal left them all in the middle of her work.

	With that in mind, it was possible to want to disagree with her too.

	Murati and Euphrates continued to speak telepathically.

	“Are you afraid that I’ll take her side or something like that?” Murati asked.

	“I am afraid of offending you. I am trying to be careful with my words.” Euphrates said.

	“What happened is between you two. If you advocated for me or the Union broadly, I thank you for doing so. I don’t demand you disclose anything to me; and if you are afraid I would not be predisposed to believing you, well, you have nothing to fear. I’m not so ideologically rigid, you know? You are someone I esteem too– someone I swore to protect.”

	Euphrates’ eyes drew wide again. She smiled. “Murati, thank you. I am touched.”

	“It’s my honest feelings. I don’t agree with your positions all the time, but I admire the strength of your character. And I know you are someone who has suffered a lot, just like us. I’d be a pretty shameful communist if I turned my back on you out of blind idolatry. When you baptized me I felt your loneliness and pain– I want to do what I can for you, you know.”

	Euphrates wiped her fingers gently over her eyes. She had shed a few tears. Seeing her like that almost made Murati weep too, but she held her own tears back. It would have seemed ridiculous for her to weep out of nowhere from the perspective of the crew. 

	So she held strong.

	“Thank you, Murati. I am truly grateful. But– you should be careful how you speak.”

	“Huh? What is this about? I told you these are my honest feelings.”

	“If you tell a woman you’ve ‘sworn to protect her’– such a thing can be misunderstood.”

	“What are you saying? There is no way to misinterpret that. It means what it means!”

	“This is why everyone’s always gossiping about you…”

	Euphrates sent her another mental image of herself patting Murati’s back.

	Murati tele-projected back an image of herself with a serious expression.

	“You know, I am thinking of starting a new project.” Euphrates said, this time out loud.

	Out loud, physically, but their volume was still low enough to be semi-private.

	“Sorry, I am not joining your new gang.” Murati said simply. “I have responsibilities here.”

	“Of course, of course. I am not recruiting you. I just hope that I can continue to hitch a ride– and perhaps enlist your help in finding former colleagues of mine.” Euphrates said.

	“You have to ask the Captain for a definitive answer– but I don’t think anyone wants you to leave.” Murati said. “I certainly do not. So I hope you can run your project here.”

	“Don’t worry, it will be a while yet before we part ways.” Euphrates smiled.

	She reached her out and physically patted Murati’s shoulder.

	“I am not particularly proud of how my meeting with Daksha went. It– ended in a fight.”

	She sent this message telepathically, resuming their mental correspondence.

	“You fought?” Murati responded silently. “Like– physically?”

	“We fought. It was a very emotionally charged argument. I lost myself. I truly regret it.”

	Murati was briefly a bit speechless. This was the last thing she expected to hear.

	Her own hand reached out, physically, and squeezed Euphrates’ shoulder in comfort.

	“Did you win?” She asked telepathically. Trying to project a tone of levity to Euphrates.

	For her part, Euphrates smiled serenely and said nothing more, leaning into Murati’s arm.

	Though surprised by the display of affection, Murati allowed Euphrates to rest on her.

	

	

	On the second day of the United Front deliberations, the delegates gathered to discuss the creation of an information exchange between the parties as proposed on the previous day. Familiar figures from the first meeting attended once again, although the mood was initially much more subdued than the brawling of the previous day. Taras Moravskyi and Tamar Livnat presided over the meeting, introducing topics and approving proposals, a formality; Zozia Chelik and Ksenia Apfel remained mostly quiet; Erika Kairos, Ulyana Korabiskaya, Eithnen Ní Faoláin and their adjutants stood in for the Volksarmee; while Gloria Luxembourg remained the only attending delegate of the Reichsbanner Schwarzrot.

	Gloria looked rather bored, rubbing a finger on the table while Erika made a proposition.

	“In my time with my esteemed colleagues from the south,” Erika said, gesturing toward Ulyana and Aaliyah on the table, “I discovered that the Union has methods for sending encrypted information through the Imbrian relay network while making the source difficult to trace without time-consuming and very specific scrutiny. Rather than sharing these protocols in full, and each developing a system independently– I propose we all collaborate on a platform built by one of our officers, known as ZaChat. Using ZaChat as a base, we have a means of quickly getting in touch with each other. We can at the very least use it as initial point of communication before switching to a more secure means. Along with the adoption of a cipher dictionary, we’ll be able to coordinate from afar, while the fascists will remain none the wiser. What do my esteemed colleagues think of this idea?”

	“We would have to trial the program.” Tamar Livnat replied. “But I agree on the basics. A simple way to send encrypted messages, and a cipher to make those messages appear innocuous are both necessary. If you already have some technology we might as well use it– I doubt my comrades will want to use any Imbrian-made software for this task.”

	“You can’t trust none of these newfangled networks.” Moravskyi said. “All that stuff was laid down by the Rhinean and Palatine megacorps! None of these portables and private computers and this ‘internet’ business is safe, not one bit of it! They are watching it all the time for any sign of dissent! But I suppose we won’t be able to move fast if we have to wait for actual couriers back and forth, so it’ll have to do. But I don’t like it one bit.”

	“Comrade Moravskyi, perhaps you know a means by which our information exchange can exchange information without the use of computers? We would give that proposal some thought. Otherwise we must press on.” Tamar said. She sounded like she making fun of Moravskyi, but it was not entirely obvious– she was very careful and measured with every sound from her lips and every movement of her face such that it caused the listener to doubt whether she was being snide. Moravskyi did not seem to realize he was being criticized and remained quiet as Tamar continued with a smile on her face. “If the comrades in the Volksarmee would be so kind as to provide us systems with ‘ZaChat’ installed so that we might quickly get up to speed with it– we will agree to Erika Kairos’ proposal.”

	“Absolutely. We will turn over a few devices to the delegates tomorrow.” Erika said.

	After Erika’s proposal, there was little additional debate. 

	Everyone agreed that it was both necessary and smart to have a means to quickly share intelligence with one another and that it would enable them to act in concert to target Volkisch assets, or to protect each other’s assets. It was a good way to muster their full resources without imposing on each other’s autonomy or creating a chain of command that would be odious to the parties. These deliberations were rather uncontroversial.

	Conversation turned to the uses of the information exchange. 

	What was before implied was openly discussed– the three groups should share intelligence with the aim of assisting each other in missions to degrade and destroy Volkisch assets and loosen their control over Eisental. This too was an uncontroversial idea. If they were only going to agree to send ZaChat direct messages to each other with no intent to stage any direct actions with one another then the deliberations were entirely pointless.

	However, a debate eventually arose on the asymmetry between the parties in action–

	“Both the Schwarzrot and Volksarmee have military or near-military grade vessels. The Eisern Front moves in civilian vessels– some of which are not even owned but chartered. We have very little naval potential, and we risk everything when we take to the seas. It was a gamble for us to appear at these deliberations– we don’t even have the luxury of keeping our papers fully up to date as we smuggle people from station to station and maintenance costs can be burdensome to us for travel.” Tamar had once again taken an active role. When she brought up this topic, it seemed to take Moravskyi by surprise. He had been designated the principal speaker for the Eiserne, but Tamar would always talk first, with that unflappable smile on her gentle and pretty face. “I believe it would be a show of good will from our comrades if there could be a provision for the Eisern Front to receive at least a single armed vessel.”

	“You are using a lot of passive tenses.” Erika said. “Tamar, do you want us to procure that vessel? Do you want us to gather funds? Do you want us to undertake a mission to steal a vessel? You can and should be direct with your proposals. And also how does Moravskyi feel about this proposal? To which arm of the Eiserne would this vessel be transferred?”

	Erika turned to face Moravskyi, who looked a bit confused about the whole thing.

	“We aren’t suddenly going to switch tactics to fighting naval engagements.” Moravskyi said. “Our strengths wouldn’t change from getting one ship– we are still going to operate from within stations. So I guess Tamar is asking for her comrades to receive a ship. That’s on her.”

	Being called out did not seem to dull Tamar’s spirit any. She continued to speak calmly.

	“I apologize for not being clear. You are correct that my forces are still focused on station combat. I would still like for the Volksarmee to transfer a vessel to the Aerean Preservation Militia. Our forces are not going to become a naval powerhouse overnight, but having an armed vessel would help us to resist dangers to our forces during transfers by sea.”

	“We refuse to transfer away any of our naval power.” Erika said. “Our prerogative is to be able to target and destroy Volkisch naval assets. We believe this will be crucial going forward. We can assist your forces with our naval power, much as you will assist us with your land forces. But we will not turn over one of our vessels to an unproven crew.”

	“My– a show of the ample generosity of our partners, I suppose.” Tamar said.

	Erika bristled at Tamar’s gentle, casually delivered sarcasm and prepared to reply–

	“Don’t start another pointless fight. I’ve had enough of you people arguing.”

	Gloria Innocence Luxembourg finally spoke up, sounding childishly fed up.

	“I will buy you a vessel and equip it with weapons. I have people for this.” Gloria said.

	“I would have preferred the transfer of a Volksarmee vessel. They have captured Imperial military equipment that is tested and proven– which I am not sure you can guarantee. They also have equipment that blends in well with the enemy, which would greatly assist us in our sabotage and infiltration missions.” Tamar said. “For example, we could get a lot of use out of the ability of your miraculous little hauler to blend in plain sight.”

	Ulyana fixed Tamar with a sharp gaze. “You must be out of your mind. It’s not happening.”

	Tamar’s eyes briefly glanced over to Ulyana. Her lips still curled into the same little smile.

	“Tamar, let’s not be unreasonable now.” Gloria said. “I will buy your group a vessel, any size, any equipment you need. You can even make the exterior hull ugly looking as you like.”

	Her entry into the conversation as the unofficial arms dealer of the United Front settled the immediate tension, but Ulyana would not easily forget Tamar’s insinuations. Moravskyi did not interrupt the conversation, but when Tamar asked for the Brigand he did stare at her with shock. He must not have known the depths to which she might stoop– perhaps not even for what purpose. Regardless, it was agreed Gloria would supply a Cruiser to serve as an Eiserne Front flagship. It would be operated by the Aerean Preservation Militia. 

	Gloria agreed on a timetable for delivery.

	With that messy episode settled, a conversation sprung about expanding the exchange.

	“In a United Front strategy, it is assumed that we will not only work among ourselves.” Moravskyi said. “But we will join any workers who oppose the bourgeoisie– in this case, I assume we will try to assist any workers that are opposing the Volkisch Movement. I was thinking– will we extend our information exchange to fighters outside of the groups meeting here? Would we bring more people into the fold? Mother anarchy opens her arms to anyone willing to accept her, but I know the reds are more cautious than that.”

	“I think you’ll find we are quite willing to work with anyone.” Erika said.

	Tamar raised a hand to her lips and giggled just a bit.

	“Yes, that much should be obvious, Comrade Moravskyi. They brought Republicans here.”

	She pointed out Eithnen and Tahira with a mirthful expression on her face.

	“You know what, lady? I’ve just about had it with your bitchy little attitude.” Eithnen said. “There’s no Republicans in this room. I hate the Republic of Alayze more than anyone. Sit your prissy ass down, shut your hole, and let the big guy finish a sentence for once!”

	Eithnen correctly identified Tamar seemed to be needling Moravskyi as much as anyone.

	Gloria stood up from her chair.

	“Tamar, you chose Moravskyi as speaker for the Eiserne. Let him do the talking.” She said.

	“Do not censure her!” Moravskyi said. “We anarchists are candid! We speak our minds. I appreciate that about comrade Livnat. I don’t want her to shut up, whether she insults me or engages in teasing. I’m a grown man, I don’t care. I want her able to speak however.”

	Tamar merely shrugged in her seat but remained obediently quiet for the discussion.

	Without Tamar’s interruptions, the rest of the United Front agreed on two points.

	First, if it would be useful to a mission and the candidates were trusted, more people could be added to the information exchange, on either a temporary or extended basis. Zachikova would be asked to create provisional statuses with limited permissions and time-limited access that would self-terminate in certain conditions. Essentially, a status of informants who could send data without being able to see anything themselves, whose sessions were cleaned out on a regular basis, and who were kept at the periphery of the systems. 

	Erika Kairos agreed this would be implemented.

	Second, the door was opened for more groups to completely join the United Front provided they shared enough of a semblance of worker-centered politics and had mission capabilities the Front could make use of against the Volkisch. Such solidarity would not be extended to groups without a rank and file and some level of organization. They decided a membership of at least fifty persons was needed to fully join. That would keep out small time ideological actors who were best retained as distant “informants”. Once a group joined the front they would added permanently to the information exchange, with their leadership having some access to add members of their organization as required for mission needs.

	“Sounds good. Look at us, we’re like one big happy family.” Moravskyi laughed.

	At this point, Tamar’s bodyguard, the tall, lithe, dark-haired woman in the dark coat, approached her and whispered something. Tamar smiled, listened, without turning her head, and waved her off. The bodyguard then left the venue. Ulyana Korabiskaya seemed to want to ask what that was about– but she seemed to think better of it after some consultation with her Commissar Aaliyah Bashara. The two of them passed on the opportunity to speak, and Moravskyi declared the resolutions formally approved by the Front.

	With a decent amount of official work behind them, the front members started to chat.

	They set the next day’s topic, which would be going over tactics and strategy, and what should and should not be on the table, as well as exchanging information about capabilities between the forces to better understand how each would deploy. Erika promised a demonstration of ZaChat. Finally, Moravskyi adjourned the meeting, but nobody left right away. Particularly because Moravskyi turned to Gloria with a pointed question.

	“Hey, Miss Luxembourg.” He said, a bit derisively. “When are we going to see your mentor at one of these meetings? It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten to debate that hag Kansal!”

	“Hag?” Gloria narrowed her eyes, annoyed. “She’ll show up when she shows up.”

	“Is she not going to show her face then? What a waste.” Moravskyi said.

	“We hardly need any more social climbers in our midst.” Tamar said, cracking a little grin.

	“What is your problem lady? I’ve put up with enough of your idle chatter.” Gloria said. Her saccharine facade had been largely absent in this particular meeting, where she hardly spoke. But now she was being ‘candid’ herself. “Daksha Kansal is a hero to all communists! She has better things to do than argue with the likes of you people! That’s why I’m here. So stop clamoring for her to appear if all you want is a target dummy for your petty and ancient grievances. We’re here, in the present, and we agreed to cooperate, so cooperate!”

	“Gloria, do you know the history of the revolution that produced the Union?” Tamar asked.

	“I know enough.” Gloria said. “Are you going to quiz me on it, schoolteacher?”

	Her barbs were not as fierce, but her heart was clearly into the conflict now.

	Ulyana and Aaliyah watched with mild annoyance as this all played out.

	Erika Kairos sighed and crossed her arms and tried to stay out of it all.

	“Do you believe the revolution was started by Daksha Kansal?” Tamar asked.

	“Everyone knows that. Obviously. She was key to everything.” Gloria said.

	“That’s what you all tell yourselves now.” Moravksyi said. “But it wasn’t the case.”

	“How do you figure? Hmph. She was the organizer behind the General Strike!” Gloria said, passions enflamed. “That’s what she was imprisoned for! Everyone knows the history! She broke out and organized the slaves, leading to several bloody prison takeovers, plantation riots. The key moment was the uprising in the shipyards that are now Sevastopol and the uprisings in what is now Solstice, the control centers for the Imperial administration. The nascent Union took over much of the merchant marine that had been paralyzed in the Sevastopol and Solstice ports due to the panic in the Imbrian control centers. Kansal’s group also overran the magazines and distributed real armaments to the slaves. This is all history, and you can look it all up! So what do you all believe is the actual truth then?”

	“Little lady, Kansal was not the first one to rise up.” Moravskyi said. “She was not even the second or the third. Solstice rose when the rest of the colonies were already fully rioting, and she took advantage of that. I know because I was there. I was there with her even.”

	Gloria stared at Moravskyi but did not reply quickly anymore. She looked like it was dawning on her that she spoke with too much certitude and that perhaps there was more to the story than she imagined. She had the quiet and guarded expression of someone fearful to have appeared foolish. Now she must have been thinking how to spare herself.

	Tamar took the opportunity to add on to what Moravskyi had declared.

	“Not only that– but you should also examine how the oppressed slaves without means could have begun to revolt in the first place. Sure, they had the numbers, but how did the systems of the Imbrians fail to stop some starving prisoners? It was because the anarchists from Imbria, particularly Bosporus, had been working in solidarity with the slaves for years. They assisted the slaves by smuggling in tools and weapons and with technical assistance. They recruited collaborators from the Imbrians too. All of this before the so-called ‘revolution’ that Daksha Kansal would like you to believe that she fomented alone.” Tamar said.

	Rhetorically flanked, Gloria stared at Tamar as if she had been trapped by her too.

	“People flocked to her because of her role in the failed General Strike. Demagoguery was the only reason she took the revolution as her own in the histories. In reality there were more factors responsible than simply the titanic qualities of Daksha Kansal.”

	Tamar looked once again rather sure of herself, and Gloria could not refute her.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya did not hold her silence this time around.

	“You anarchists are making a lot of insinuations– but you are explicitly unwilling to mention one important thing in all of your arguments.” Ulyana said, crossing her arms and staring down Tamar once more. “The actual, chronological, first slave revolt that exposed the vulnerability of the imperialists, overthrew station administrators and that secured arms, was not led by communists or anarchists. It was actually the Shimii Mahdist nationalists under Mogliv Omarov who rebelled first. They created the conditions in which further prison breaks happened. And Omarov organized his people himself by making use of the time and space allotted by the administrators to practice their religion. He was not assisted by either anarchists or communists– it was all Shimii on that first night.”

	Tamar’s smile slowly melted away. Moravskyi suddenly looked every one of his years.

	Ulyana continued. “I know because I was there too– as a matter of fact, I was the one who freed Daksha Kansal, Bhavani Jayasankar and Elias Ahwalia from their cells. I was sixteen years old and I had been organized and prepared by them. I lost all of my family and so many people I fought alongside. I fought for everyone’s freedom, just like you, Moravskyi– and you, Tamar Livnat, should think twice about your rhetoric. Out of anyone in the room it has been you who has sounded the most inclined toward ‘demagoguery’ today.”

	Omarov had been first; but anarchists, communists, and simple folk, all threw open prisons.

	Enough people did so to succeed in the end.

	Ulyana opened those doors and knew better than anyone the order of those events.

	She would not let anyone forget those nights.

	That winter of their souls in 958 that was freezing cold not physically but psychologically.

	“If Mogliv Omarov could work with the North Bosporan and Volgian communists, and even become a professed communist himself– what are we fighting among ourselves for?” Aaliyah said, suddenly backing up Ulyana. Ulyana looked surprised that she had spoken but on the verge of tears, seemed to appreciate the help. “None of us have any power over each other or over Eisental. We’re as much in cages as back then. We need to focus on breaking out of the cage first and cease all of this bickering and confrontation. Can we agree to that?”

	Ulyana looked across the table at the anarchists. Tamar briefly averted her gaze.

	Even Moravskyi looked a little cowed by the stories being told.

	“I agree with them.” Zozia Chelik finally entered the conversation. At her side, Ksenia Apfel seemed to pay attention for the first time as well. “I did not come here to have school level ideology debates. There are twisted, brutal people in control of this nation who will stop at nothing to kill us all. That is the most urgent issue. I think we had some productive discussion today, but lets table the history lessons. We can all kill each other after we kill the Volkisch.”

	Ulyana flinched a bit at her nonchalance, but the morbid joke got a laugh out of Moravskyi.

	“Bah.” He said. “You’re not the only one with bad memories of 958 and 959 though, Ulyana Korabiskaya. But nevertheless– I respect that you were there and saw it all. I can’t and will never respect Daksha Kansal, but I will put it aside out of my respect for your deeds.”

	Moravskyi reached out a hand across the table and Ulyana gave it a curt shake.

	He then reached out to Gloria, though without the praise he had given Ulyana.

	Nevertheless, he got a diplomatic little shake out of her as well.

	There was no further discussion and seemingly little desire to hang around the venue.

	Another day passed, and the United Front simply went their separate ways again.

	However–

	Outside the venue, Erika Kairos sent her retinue ahead, stating she wanted to go for a walk.

	By herself, she approached Taras Moravskyi as he was also about to leave.

	“Comrade, how about a drink to put the bad blood behind us?” She offered.

	Moravskyi grinned and clapped his hands together. “Hell, why not– if you’re paying!”

	Erika smiled in return. They signaled their respective camps and left right away.

	It was later said that of the two of them, nobody could tell which one was was the loudest one yelling and laughing, arguing and joking, singing and even crying, at a no-name bar in the neglected Katarran underground of the station. A big bearded man with a shout like an earthquake rumbling and a seemingly unformidable Katarran woman with a strangely deep gut and a roar like a beast. Surrounded by Katarran mercenaries who saw weird folk come and go every day. A place where nobody would look or listen, nobody would remember, as they cheered for every dead comrade whose name they could recall, sang revolutionary songs, and kept the cheap Katarran whiskey flowing. They argued the characters of historical figures Moravskyi knew, and that Erika had read about; they discussed the character of Katarran warlord states; they somehow agreed on who the bastards were that most deserved a bullet in the head; and laughed at the expense of foolish liberal ideologues.

	Even later, the Katarrans there remembered– when they walked out they both looked like they were perfectly sober as if they had not spent the whole time drinking their heads off, and that perhaps their behavior had been solely the result of their passions. Erika picked up the entire tab and they would go their separate ways. This was the first time that members of the Eisern and Volksarmee so openly mingled together. While it remained to be seen whether anything more substantial would then come of it, both Erika and Moravskyi left feeling a bit more positive than they had been since the United Front had begun. 

	As they had stopped outside the United Front venue, they stopped outside the bar.

	Shaking hands and smiling, having come to something of an understanding–

	“I was foolish to shoot you down so quickly.” Erika said. “Can I request a truce?”

	“Bah! What truce do we need– you reds are so formal– just leave it in the past, tovarisch.”

	They shook hands vigorously and pledged not to fight again for now.

	A hearty liquor tab was a small price to pay for the tiniest bit of solidarity.

	Erika returned to the Brigand that night and told everyone the United Front might just work.

	

	

	While the passions were flying at the United Front, elsewhere in Aachen–

	A young woman in a fancy red track suit stood in the middle of the lobby at the base of the Aachen core station. She had just come in from Stockheim, her silvery-pale hair tied up into a ponytail, hands in her pockets, pilot’s sunglasses perched on her nose. 

	Beauty lay in the eye of the beholder, but there were certainly many who found her face quite attractive, soft and fair, with a sharp and distinctive indigo gaze. Her fashionable clothes fit her slender body quite well. She got some fleeting looks from other women, which she noticed, but Aachen’s crowds kept moving around the melancholy girl.

	After a few minutes standing alone, she sat down on a bench near an advertising screen.

	She craned her head as if it would allow her to see over the crowd. She found nothing.

	Beside her, a vertical video played of an Imbrian woman, young, blond-haired, fair-faced, in an apron over a lovely dress. Ably cooking an entire meal in a single appliance, boiling, roasting, frying, braising– all from the comfort of her rather spacious room and all thanks to the OmniVittles Advent. A grandiose name for a new instant pot from Rhinea Home Innovations, a Rhineametalle subsidiary. Made from cast iron with a proprietary mesh of titanium and depleted agarthicite for unprecedented heat transfer. 

	Twenty-five different cooking functions; home software integrated.

	Sonya Shalikova watched the entire advertisement playing out directly beside her.

	Its booming soundtrack and the chirpy voice of the actress transferred directly into her guts.

	Once it was over, the screen became static with a long list of legal disclaimers.

	Shalikova then looked back at the crowd and shook her head with a sigh.

	“These people are all insane.” She muttered to herself.

	Looking into the crowd for any signs of her “date” for today.

	Such a ridiculous notion– they had been trying to kill each other just a month ago. Now she had to take Selene out, and she did not even have money to do it. She would probably just accompany her on whatever she wanted to do. But what did Selene Anahid even like? What was she even like when she wasn’t trying to kill her? Shalikova had a glimpse into her behavior in their last outing. She was combative and pushy and weird— but– there had been a glimmer of something there too. When she thought about it again– 

	she recalled Selene smiling and laughing–

	There was something there– it was an image that evoked certain feelings–

	“What am I even thinking about her so much for?” Shalikova grumbled.

	Maybe it would not be so bad. No reason to dwell on it, she told herself.

	Regardless of what happened she was already here and already agreed to this date.

	Maryam had been supportive of it too, maybe even excited about it. She was so silly.

	Shalikova suspected that Maryam wanted to support her in making a friend.

	And while she was not opposed to it she could not imagine a relationship with Selene.

	“I guess Khadija and Sieglinde are getting along okay.” Shalikova said.

	Fishing in her mind for whatever similar situations she could find.

	Sieglinde had also been an enemy of the Brigand who caused significant damage. Murati, Shalikova herself, and Khadija had all been nearly killed by her, and her actions led Murati to be terribly injured. When they next met, her assistance to Norn the Praetorian nearly got them all killed by Selene. However, the Captain and Commissar agreed to her defection, and she seemed to show remorse. Now she was something of an errand runner for the sailors when she was not being bossed around by Khadija to eat with her or go out. 

	They were even rooming together.

	“Wait, are they–?” Shalikova was suddenly struck by how close those two seemed.

	Her usual sharp insights must have been distracted of late by a certain marshmallow.

	Khadija flirted with everyone so it was not a stretch she might just be teasing Sieglinde.

	But she never grabbed her other targets by the arm and dragged them out to a bar.

	Her mind began to transpose the example back to the issue she had been hoping to solve–

	Shalikova shook her head, feeling that her brain had run into a computing error.

	Obviously she could never have such a relationship with Selene! Pointless to consider!

	Sighing, she looked back up at the crowd hoping to spot anything–

	And finally saw a slender arm reaching up above the crowd and waving as it neared.

	“Hey! Sonya! It’s me! Remember, I’m not late, you were just early, ha ha!”

	“Whatever! I’m over here, come around already. And don’t call me–”

	When Selene finally cleared the crowds and Shalikova saw her in full, she went silent.

	Glossy pink lips brightly smiling, her lustrous purple hair falling behind her, the “rabbit ears” tucked inside it like twin bands of rainbow color amid the purple. She dressed in a tight, off-shoulder brown top with a plunging middle. Emphasizing cleavage to the point Shalikova could see thin outlines of Selene’s lacy bra cups over the edge of the folded, creased fabric of the top, along with obvious thin black straps extending over the center of her exposed shoulders. Paired with a high-waisted black skirt with four flower-shaped buttons, and red tights and black heels, and a cute little beret on top of her head– Shalikova could not keep from staring. Was this the same girl as the day before? Had she been wearing her makeup so meticulously, had her skin been so softly flushed, her lips so– attractive–?

	Had her collarbones been so pronounced? And was she that curvy or was it the clothes?!

	Shalikova tried to play it off almost immediately, but she was caught staring.

	And then Selene’s smug sneer resurfaced, confirming who this angelic nymph really was.

	“Haha! Look at your dumb face! I stole your breath away didn’t I, Sonya?”

	Shalikova bristled and averted her gaze in a huff. Selene crossed her arms, giggling.

	“Stop calling me Sonya. You will call me Shalikova and only Shalikova–”

	“Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya, Sonya–”

	How quickly she rattled them off! And without spitting or stumbling! Her lips–

	“Ugh, fine. Fine! Stop being so childish. Let’s just get this over with.”

	Selene blinked, Shalikova tried to look away, and then Selene imperiously pointed at

	Shalikova’s–

	groin–?

	“Why are you wearing the same thing as yesterday?”

	No– she was just pointing at Shalikova’s clothes nonspecifically–

	of course–

	“It’s my best set of clothes. I had it washed and pressed yesterday, it’s fine.”

	“No, no, it won’t do. You can’t keep wearing the same thing over and over!”

	“Why not? I like it and its not worn out or anything. Why do you care?”

	To say she ‘liked it’ was a stretch but it was comfortable enough to keep wearing.

	Shalikova was genuinely confused as to why Selene cared so much about her tracksuit.

	Selene approached her, and grabbed her arm and pulled her up to a stand.

	Wrapping her arm around Shalikova’s and tucking herself close to Shalikova’s shoulder.

	Sending a jolt of electricity down Shalikova’s spine, and setting her skin to tingling–

	With the warmth and softness of her body–

	“Let’s go get you something else to wear and then we can run around!”

	Selene started walking, and caught in her embrace, Shalikova was led along with her.

	Outside the lobby, there was more room for the crowd to disperse, and there were far less people on any given floor and hallway of the commercial district. This meant the crowds thinned out and it made the walks along some of the storefronts feel more private. In the center of the grand atrium the walled-off display put on a light show that bathed Shalikova and Selene in gentle colors as they strode between planter pods with bushy plants, looking over the storefronts on their floor. Overhead, the near ceiling was made up of the next floor up, and Shalikova felt like she was caught in a twister of steel and color, with the sky made of more mall floors, staircases, and the eerie glow of the art installations floating in the water collected behind the center glass, always present at their flanks.

	In the midst of the dizzying architecture, the closest thing was Selene, warm and chipper.

	She looked on at the grandness of the place with girlish curiosity and awe. 

	Pointing out the lights and the storefronts and the shoppers and workers going to and fro with a cutesy smile on her face. Stopping to smell the grassy scent coming out of the planter pods dotting the halls. Retaking Shalikova’s arm whenever she wanted to get going again. Perhaps she had not been paying attention to the sights when she was crossing the mall herself the day before. Perhaps it was the lights that dazzled her since the art displays were not lighting up as much yesterday. Or maybe she was getting into character, trying to charm Shalikova by acting girly. Shalikova tried to remain a bit aloof to it all herself.

	However, she was also a bit happy that Selene appeared to be in good spirits.

	Back in Goryk’s Gorge, in the cockpit of that evil machine, her psionic screams filled Shalikova’s mind, and her pitch-black aura demanded her death. Such was her violence that the ocean quaked. Anger, hatred, panic, these were the emotions that filled the water in Selene’s wake back then. It seemed almost impossible that this cute, trendy girl her age could have been the demon that nearly killed them all. At times, Shalikova felt close to wondering whether it was not another Selene, somehow, who had done so.

	Then Selene smirked and said something snide, her voice too-perfectly recalling the past.

	“You’re trying to play it cool? That’s so lame. You should act all touristy with me.”

	“Huh? So you’re just pretending to care about all this stuff?”

	“I’m not pretending, you simpleton, I’m getting into the mood of a big station date.”

	“What if I told you I’m in my own mood as well?”

	“Ugh, being the cool stoic type is so cringe. It’s all about being genuine now.”

	“Being genuine is pretending to care about stuff?”

	“Uh huh, it’s more genuine than pretending not to care!”

	Shalikova sighed. She looked at the art installations floating in the middle of the atrium.

	All of the pieces composing each installation had indecipherably abstract shapes, but the high-power colored LED clusters installed on them allowed them to scatter strange patterns of colors and shadows across their surfaces. It was this, their combined amorphousness and the colors they cast around the environment, that seemed to be the source of their novelty. Shalikova looked at them and tried with all her heart to be excited about it all.

	“Wow. Colors.” She said. Her voice barely registered one scintillion of an emotion.

	Selene stared at her. She sighed herself, and smacked Shalikova in the mid-back.

	“Come on, let’s go clothes shopping, before I change my mind.”

	Shalikova almost said that she wouldn’t mind it if Selene abandoned her for being boring.

	However– she was unable to say this as much as she wanted to believe it.

	Because enough of her conflicting inner self was ultimately drawn in by the whole thing.

	Selene dragged her off to a clothing shop. Shalikova had never really shopped for clothes, so she had not known what to expect. In the Union, she spent most of her life wearing clothes that had been given to her. Kids in the kids hall had sets of dorm clothes and school clothes, while at the academy and in the military she wore uniforms. Clothes were purchasable with social credits if there was a surplus of materials, or acquired with vouchers given out as incentives– as far as Shalikova knew, this just involved selecting designs for a stitcher machine to put together. She had never bought, nor had she ever won any clothes. She knew vaguely that the Union had fashion designers who worked on new clothes, either blueprints or by making it themselves, and there was a process for getting those designs into public circulation, or they could trade them directly for other handicrafts with other citizens.

	Shalikova had no inkling of walking into a special clothes shop and picking out clothes. Most Union fashion she was directly aware of just involved violating the uniform code and seeing if the commander cared enough to reprimand. That was how it was for the military.

	Because she never participated in any of those things, she only really knew that the track suit she was wearing was not something just anyone could get, and Illya must have used her own connections and maybe waited on a list in order to get it. She suspected Illya received black cards because of her connection to Nagavanshi, allowing her priority to procure anything. 

	However, even her vaguest ideas failed to capture the place Selene took her.

	It looked completely empty.

	There was a desk, and orange floors, and a white ceiling with sunlight LEDs. Other than that it was a small square with a few benches and couple of portable computers stood on charging stands. Shalikova almost wanted to ask where the clothes were, but she felt like Selene would have made fun of her for it. She collected herself quickly and continued acting stoic. As soon as they crossed the door threshold, Selene rushed over to the front desk and put down some reichsmarks and talked to the employee.

	Behind the desk, a young woman in a vest and pants smiled and pointed at the wall.

	“Got it! Thank you!”

	Selene turned back to Shalikova, smiled, and pointed at the same wall.

	“Ours is that one, let’s go.”

	“Right.”

	Shalikova’s laconic reply drew out another impish grin from Selene.

	“You have no idea what’s going on, do you?”

	“Of course I do. We’re– shopping for clothes.”

	Selene continued to look at Shalikova like she had the funniest face in the world.

	She subsequently led her to the same wall, twice pointed-out by others.

	At their approach, the wall opened up, revealing a small room. Shalikova and Selene entered. They were surrounded by touch-enabled, clear displays both on the walls and below their feet, as well as clusters of LEDs in every direction that looked a bit more complicated than simple light sources. Shalikova had never seen anything like it. The room had one bench on the back wall for them to sit. There was a slot on the door that opened and shut.

	Behind them, the door closed. 

	Then a slot on the wall opened up, revealing two pairs of glasses, recently cleaned. Selene took one pair and handed the other to Shalikova, prompting her to take off her sunglasses and replace them with the glasses. “These will protect our eyes properly. Put them on.”

	Shalikova quietly did as instructed. She put her sunglasses in the pocket of her tracksuit.

	Selene perched the glasses on her nose.

	“Alright, now we just have to strip.” Selene said, winking an eye. “Do you get it now?”

	“Get what? Why are we stripping? Are you that obsessed with me?” Shalikova cried out.

	“I’m not obsessed! You bumpkin! It’s a holographic room! It projects the clothes on us!”

	“I– I did not agree to strip down in a tiny room with you. This is just strange!”

	“It’s not strange! We’re both girls, and we’ll just strip down to our underwear!”

	As if it would be a gesture of good will on her part, Selene started to strip first unprompted.

	Undoing the buttons on the corset of her high-waisted skirt, pulling it down–

	Shalikova looked away.

	“Oh come on! You can’t be this much of a wimp!” Selene berated her.

	Shalikoa looked back.

	Selene pulled her top further down her shoulders, off from her arms and chest–

	Her lingerie was really cute and lacy, the black contrasted her skin well–

	She had the smallest bit of a bulge too–

	“Damn it, alright, I’ll play along! I’ll play along!”

	To distract herself from Selene’s stripping, Shalikova began to strip as well.

	Her gaze averted; she couldn’t help but feel Selene’s leering just out of her sight.

	“Wow, you really are a flattie– but the line of your shoulders and back is kinda nice.”

	“What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“It means that you look good. Honestly, your body would make you a good model.”

	“You just mean I’m really skinny. Ugh. Damn it. Quit looking.”

	Their clothes ended up in two discrete bundles behind them.

	Beneath the tracksuit Shalikova wore a pretty standard sports bra and some undershorts.

	She tried not to linger too much on Selene’s body and her own choice of undergarments.

	Standing side by side with her like that felt utterly ridiculous.

	“You’re not that much bigger than me.” Shalikova said, still not looking.

	“You’re crazy, it’s a world of difference. I’m so much curvier than you.” Selene replied.

	“You’re still skinny.” Shalikova said.

	“Thanks! My figure was genetically engineered for perfection!” Selene laughed.

	“What does that even mean? Oh, nevermind. Can we just see some clothes?”

	Selene grinned again and the lights around them flashed briefly all together.

	Because of the glasses, Shalikova hardly noticed that initial flash.

	Intersecting colored beams then swiped across their bodies with dizzying speed.

	Like a laser predictor, the beams gathered data on their measurements, and represented it on the wall for them to make corrections. Selene was satisfied with her own and Shalikova’s were completely accurate. Once the measurements were taken, they were given access to the catalog. Across the walls, there were dozens of pictures of different outfits. Tops of all kinds and colors, a plethora of skirts, as many pants as there were humans on earth to wear them. Accessories flitted by along with the outfits they were suggested for. 

	Everything could be color coordinated with one command or deliberately clashing colors could be selected. There were preset outfits and colors for various trendy styles like “phantasmagothic,” “business academia” and “orientalist punk.”

	And everything came with its price tag in reichmarks.

	“So you paid to get in here to try on the clothes?” Shalikova said.

	“Uh huh.” Selene replied. “You pay for the showroom, try on outfits until you find one you like, and you pay for it. They stitch it out for you basically as soon as you swipe a credichip, and you can even wear it out of the venue. Which is what I intend for you to do.”

	“What if you can’t afford some of these prices?”

	“Trying stuff on is cheap at least. You can come in here and dream a little!”

	Shalikova imagined a working class girl coming up here to try on holographic outfits and felt rather miserable about the whole thing. Selene did not seem troubled by the prices and for a girl like Shalikova it was difficult to ascertain how much anything cost relative to anything else. Minardo had once remarked to her while on kitchen duty, that even a standard weight loaf of bread in the Imbrium could be five reichsmarks or it could be twenty reichsmarks depending on a variety of factors and especially what brand was on it, which made victualing much more annoying. Shalikova had used reichsmarks (or, in her case, they were old imperial marks) to buy snacks before, and some of these clothing items were arbitrarily worth ten snacks or a hundred snacks or a thousand snacks without explanation.

	The snacks were themselves processed too. How much did a potato cost relative to chips?

	She did not know, and so, she had no idea what a working class girl could afford.

	However, she quickly learned what Selene could afford– seemingly anything at all.

	“I knew this would happen– I’ll just pick for both of us! I want to get started already!”

	Selene quickly scrolled to over a few garments with her fingers.

	Though she was not touching the wall, where the pictures were located, they still moved.

	Her finger was being tracked by the lasers.

	Poking at the air, she made her selections, and the lasers began their work.

	In a few moments, as if the lasers were stitching the air, the outfits slowly appeared over their own bodies first as threads of color and then forming seemingly solid garments. Selene had put on an incredibly sleek halterneck cocktail dress with a diamond-shaped back window and high cut sides revealing a lot of leg, and a see-through slice of sheer fabric diagonally across the belly and the side of one breast. To match, Shalikova had been given a black suit over a button-down shirt, but the suit sleeves were partially see-through up to the shoulder, along with black suit pants with a very slight bell bottom. She had a very bright pink tie. After the outfit was overlayed on them, the surfaces turned into mirrors.

	Shalikova looked herself over and looked at Selene, who seemed quite satisfied.

	“You look– great.” She was about to say ‘incredible’. “And you made me look boring.”

	“It’s kinda boring, but only enough that it turns out kinda handsome you know?”

	“No, I don’t know. I actually don’t get it at all.”

	“Sonya, a super hot and super fashionable girl like me needs a kinda boring boyfriend, she can’t have one that’s too out there, because the kinda boring boyfriend helps her to stand out and shine more. She’s like a cool accessory for the super hot, super fashionable, super bright girl. She accepts the position because she scored such a hot fashionable girl.”

	Shalikova turned the nouns and pronouns being used in her head for a moment in confusion.

	But that was the least of all the offending points in that explanation!

	“So who decided I’m your boyfriend now?”

	“Ugh, you’re so stupid, it’s a mood, I already explained this to you! It’s for fun!”

	Selene put her hands on her hips and leaned into Shalikova with a (cute?) little frown.

	Shalikova was about to retort that, well, unlike Selene, she was not having fun.

	However–

	That was not exactly true and so again, she could not air her protests.

	As much as she thought she wanted to– she ended up in a conflict with herself.

	Some part of her, when she looked at Selene’s face, simply decided to go along with things.

	And perhaps that part constituted a plurality of her.

	Like a little soviet voting bizarrely in her heart as much as the executive pleaded against it.

	“Anyway, now we’re like, a handsome secret agent and a femme fatale!” Selene said. “See how much fun this stuff is? There’s so many different little details. We can even alter some of the scenery around us to show off the outfits in different lighting conditions before we make any decisions. That’s the kinda thing that makes this shop not have a refund policy. You get to be sooo thorough and the shopping is an experience in itself. Watch this, Sonya.”

	Selene hovered her hand over the mirror and a part of it became an interactive menu.

	Around them, the scene dimmed, and they soon found themselves on a balcony overlooking a sprawling city at night, full of distant lights. It was the kind of scenery Shalikova only really saw in comic books or movies. Light and shadow danced gently over them, lending a melancholy edge to their facial features. It was certainly a different perspective on their outfits, and the context did give her a new appreciation for the clothes and the space.

	Shalikova turned around, and behind them there was a ballroom behind half-closed doors.

	When Shalikova reached for the door, there was nothing but the flat surface of the wall.

	“It’s not that detailed.” Selene said, before pretending to look out over the balcony.

	Shalikova was pretty surprised that no matter how she moved, the clothes stuck to her.

	Her body still felt like she was naked because she was, but she looked realistically clothed.

	“Oh, Sonya! It’s really too bad!” Selene said, making such an affected voice that Shalikova knew she must have been playing pretend– until she kept going and the more she spoke the less Shalikova was sure of whether it was play. “To think you have resisted me to the bitter end! I gave you an out if you only became my permanent lifelong boytoy, but you refused! Now we are on opposite sides of the war, and I will give the state all of your details so they can do so much torture to you forever and ever! But at least we can spend this one final night together as if we were lovers! Come have a final drink with me Sonya!”

	Shalikova blinked, stunned. “Selene, are you playing around, or are you really–”

	“Obviously I’m playing around!” Selene shouted, instantly agitated.

	She stared at Shalikova expectantly enough that the “secret agent” came up with a reply.

	“As if I would give in to you so easily? A laugh riot! Dame Selene, do you truly think you have me cornered, when it is actually I who has taken your back?” Shalikova played up her response. Even Selene looked a little taken aback. She tried to channel a bit of Murati into her followup. “The difference between us, you vile woman, is that while you work alone, I always have my reliable comrades supporting my efforts! They will spring me from whatever trap you devise, and through our collective efforts, it is you who will fall to me in the end! Enjoy your final moments leading this dance of death– while you still can!”

	With a flourish, Shalikova pointed her fingers like a gun and winked at Selene.

	Selene’s eyes drew wide for a brief moment. She really did look like she had been cornered.

	“You– you get some marks for effort.” She hurriedly turned back to the wall.

	Scrolling through the items to pick a new set of clothes for them and new ambiance.

	Shalikova grinned, feeling a bit triumphant. She had flustered Selene, gotten her back.

	Now it was her turn to be smug! She was getting her bearings– time to counterattack!

	Around them the night balcony melted away, as did the cocktail dress and suit.

	In their place appeared a cozy little venue, false stone and fake wood tables. 

	There were steaming cups of coffee on the table with milk froth and streaks of syrup. Everyone around them looked like couples, two to a table, and the venue was completely packed with these phantom lovers. Shalikova was now dressed in a long brown coat over a red checkerboard shirt with loose-fitting black sweatpants and plastic clogs. Selene’s outfit was a turtleneck sweater under an overlong orange cardigan decorated with adorable cartoon dogs and cats playing, along with an ankle-length pleated white skirt.

	Everything was so bright, peaceful and colorful, it suited their simple day-wear.

	Hands behind her back, Selene leaned forward and smiled serenely,

	and for a moment Shalikova was defeated again.

	“Heh, look at you. Do you like this sort of thing better than how I like to dress?”

	Shalikova did not want to answer that, one way or the other.

	“So what’s the scenario here? Let me think.” Selene leaned back and forth on her feet and began to whistle while looking around the fake coffee shop. “Oh I know!” She looked at Shalikova and put on an overly cheerful little smile, different from her overly cheerful sneer. “I know I said we would be studying for the class today, but I just can’t keep my eyes off you! Ever since your first lecture I have been entranced! I didn’t just call you here to study– more than scoring in class, I need to score high marks with you, Professor!”

	“Absolutely not!” Shalikova said. Squirming as she stood from how near Selene leaned in.

	“You’re such a bore! Play along already!” Selene demanded.

	“Student Selene, I’m writing you up for harassment!” Shalikova replied.

	“Professor, if you try to get rid of me I’ll show up at your room with knives.”

	“With knives?!”

	Selene made a snipping scissors motion with her fingers, wearing a wild look in her eyes.

	“I’ll cut right it off and you’ll be mine forever in death.” She said, stroking her own face.

	It was such a sudden turn that Shalikova couldn’t take it seriously.

	“Now it’s scissors instead?! I can’t keep up with the plot anymore!”

	She almost surprised herself with how easily she came up with a line to say.

	Both of them broke out into laughter together.

	“So, are we buying these?” Shalikova said.

	“No way, this kind of thing doesn’t suit me. And you need to suit me too.”

	With the scenario played out, once again Selene arranged for a change of scenery.

	When the lights shifted again, the two of them stood on opposite edges of a small hot tub.

	Now Shalikova’s slim body was loosely wrapped in a wet t-shirt over a one-piece swimsuit.

	Selene had a one-shoulder purple bikini top with a high-leg bottom and a loose, sheer skirt.

	“Fancy meeting such a handsome stranger! It looks like we were both assigned the same hot bath huh? Why don’t we make the most of the booking mistake? It will become your lucky day instead, handsome stranger. I’ll even let you rub my shoulders and feet.”

	This one was far too dangerous. It was impossible to play along with it.

	“Selene– I– how do you find the time to come up with these.”

	“What the hell do you do on a ship when there’s no fighting going on, huh?”

	Shalikova did not have a lot of hobbies. But she would not say that.

	“I just– I hang out–”

	Selene sighed. “I get what you’re insinuating. Well– thanks for playing along.”

	Why did she sound so disappointed? What was she even expecting?

	Shalikova almost felt bad for cutting the scenario short.

	“Here, you’ll wear this out. You owe me one, by the way, these are nice.”

	When it came time to leave Selene selected an outfit quite quickly. She picked out the garments, paid for the outfit, and then dressed herself again while they waited. Less than a minute after Selene was done paying for it, a slot opened on the door and the freshly stitched items slid into the room in vacuum-sealed pouches, along with a bag for her old clothes. Shalikova found herself with a red hooded jacket, a black tanktop, and a pair of tough blue polyester work pants with distressed knees. Everything felt high quality to the touch and felt comfortable to wear, but the garments were surprisingly simple. It was only when Selene approached Shalikova and undid her ponytail that she realized it was intentional and this was the outfit Selene always had in mind.

	“Here, wear your hair long. It looks better with this fit.” Selene said.

	Shalikova looked at herself in the mirror. And the girl in the mirror looked taken aback.

	With Selene standing by her side– she liked how she looked maybe a little too much.

	“You look handsome. Let’s go, I’m getting hungry.” Selene said.

	Once more, she wrapped her hand around Shalikova’s arm and quickly led her out.

	Carried once more in the middle of the storm that was Selene– but enjoying herself.

	Shalikova found herself without the trepidation with which she started.

	“Now I’m not embarrassed to show my face with you!”

	“Excuse me? You were embarrassed before? The girl who is always shouting nonsense?”

	Selene dragged Shalikova over to a brightly lit little eatery in a corner of the commercial area’s second floor. She must have found the place when she was roaming around before because Shalikova would have never thought to look for it, it was quite tucked away. The shop specialized in schnitzel, which was a pounded, breaded and fried chicken cutlet, though they also had pork. There were few people around, and food seemed to come out quick.

	“I– don’t eat meat.” Shalikova said.

	“You don’t eat meat, or you haven’t eaten meat?” Selene asked.

	“We don’t have that stuff– where I’m from.” Shalikova cautiously said.

	“It’ll be fine you bumpkin. I’ll pay for everything, remember?”

	“Then I’ll just have what you’re having.” Shalikova sighed.

	Hopefully it wouldn’t end up upsetting her stomach too much.

	They sat on stools next to a countertop that ran the length of the shop. Once their plates were ready, they slid along the counter over to them. It did not take very long for the food to arrive. Two plates of golden-fried chicken schnitzel with a mustard-flecked cream sauce and a side of a perfectly fried egg, some potato wedges dusted with garlic, and stubby cucumber pickles. A spork and a knife sat off to the side of the plate along with disposable plastic cups of sugary soda pop. Selene picked up her spork, immediately jabbed her two cucumbers, and using her knife, peeled them off the prongs and onto Shalikova’s plate.

	“I’m sure you’ll appreciate them more than I would.” She said.

	“You don’t like pickles?” Shalikova asked. She grinned, feeling cheeky.

	“Is something wrong with that? I’m an adult, I can eat however I want.”

	“Yeah, you can eat like a little kid, just like you behave like one.”

	“Shut it or I won’t pay for yours.”

	Selene suddenly jabbed one of the cucumbers back onto her plate.

	She cut a round piece, dropped it onto the mustard cream, and cut some chicken with it.

	Taking the whole bite into her mouth, as if to demonstrate to Shalikova she could do it.

	Shalikova laughed and cut into her own chicken.

	Taking a bite, she was surprised by the slightly fibrous texture, which she was unused to in food. Her first ever bite of meat was quite savory. She first tasted the fried breading, heavily seasoned, followed by the slightest hint of vegetal notes from the oil, as well as a slightly eggy taste to the cutlet overall. When she took a bite with the cream sauce, the sour and zesty notes complemented the meat quite well. It was pretty good– she enjoyed it but was not blown away. It definitely beat most cafeteria food not prepared by Logia Minardo.

	Selene, meanwhile, made some ungodly noises as she devoured her cutlet.

	One would have thought she hardly ever saw food with how much she relished it.

	“I see you staring! You don’t get it! This stuff is crazy! They flatten, bread it and fry it!”

	“I’m just happy you’re enjoying yourself.” Shalikova said.

	“Hmph!” Selene turned her attention back to her plate, but now clearly self-conscious.

	Wary about its effect on her digestion, Shalikova carefully tucked away her own schnitzel.

	When she finished, she picked up her plastic cup and presented it to Selene.

	“Cheers?”

	Selene stared at her for a few seconds, but complied, lifting her own cup of soda.

	“Cheers!”

	She tapped Shalikova’s cup gently.

	After eating, Selene and Shalikova walked together through a few other shops.

	Once she found herself in the middle of a long row of stores, Selene activated. 

	There was an electronics shop where she bought a digital picture frame that had a built-in camera. She beckoned Shalikova to pose together for a picture in the middle of the shop. Shalikova smiled for it. Once the picture was taken, she handed Shalikova the bag. 

	Immediately on-target without a second lost, Selene then flounced over to a toy store. They had a stitcher capable of printing small, custom plastic figurines based on the purchasers, through the use of a camera and laser predictor. Selene got two little figures made, one of Shalikova and one of herself, both of which were miniaturized, cutesy representations with oversize heads, but strangely faithful abstractions of their clothing. She handed Shalikova the Selene figure and kept the Shalikova figure for herself. Shalikova hardly knew what to make of this but accepted the gift. They were boxed, bagged, and Selene handed them to Shalikova to carry while she skipped and jumped over to a music store.

	Barely keeping up, Shalikova found Selene inside the venue, filled with shelves occupied with listening stations. Every listening station was a newly featured album that could be purchased in either a digital license, or a data stick format, or as a physical grammapress disk. Because the latter was the most expensive, Selene chose to get a grammapress of Mia Weingarten’s “In Forgotten Depths, I Found Your Heart.” A stitcher machine on the site set up specifically for making grammapress discs printed one out for her after a few minutes. Grammapress disks were rather large, and after being boxed and bagged, and handed to Shalikova, the haul was becoming a bit unwieldy. Selene did not care at all.

	“What kind of music do you like? This lady sings pretty good.” Selene said.

	“Um. There’s this DJ who makes synth tracks about fish having sex.” Shalikova said.

	“Huh?”

	“I hear one of my colleagues playing it all the time and its kind of catchy.”

	“You’re crazy.”

	Selene passed through a boutique tea shop, where she picked up a box of chamomile; a shop purporting to sell magic crystals, where she purchased one that increased “vital energy”; a bag shop where she purchased a designer satchel; a perfume shop where she asked outright for their most elegant and mature scents, all of which had names like A Night With Him and Moonlight Rendezvous. All of it turned into boxes and bags for Shalikova to carry.

	At a hat shop, she tried on a synthetic “straw” hat with a red ribbon around its band.

	“What do you think? Kind of a vibe isn’t it?” Selene asked.

	“It’s lovely. Are you going to buy any more? Or help carry any of it?”

	Selene cracked a little grin as Shalikova shifted around boxes and bags she was carrying.

	“Now you’re getting in the mood.” Selene said.

	Shalikova was once again too baffled to mount an effective response.

	Selene eventually took mercy on her. They found a service for pack mule drones that would stash everything a shopper purchased on their backs and plod their way back to an address with the cargo, delivering it to a designated room or even to a ship. Selene told Shalikova the location of her berth in Stockheim and left her to sort it all out. Shalikova left all of Selene’s things with a pack mule drone except for the Selene miniature, her gift to take home. She carried its box in her hands, while holding the bag with her tracksuit on her wrist.

	Leaving one hand free in case–

	“Ahh! Sonya, look over there! A cute coffee shop!”

	Selene had found a little cafe venue northwest from where they had started. They had already nearly completed one circle around the commercial district and only on the first two floors of it. Despite this Shalikova had already nearly fallen over with goods once already, and they had spent what must have been hours wandering around together.

	But Shalikova continued to follow Selene– because she did not want it to end just yet.

	Hearing Selene’s cheerful voice melted some of the ice around her heart.

	“I’ll be there soon, I was just seeing the mule off.”

	Selene took Shalikova’s free hand and pulled her into the shop together.

	The venue had a cute facade with fake wooden letters signing its name, Cafe Anemoia, within a pink frame. It was difficult to tell whether it was a franchise or a single location. Big beautiful pictures of its drinks being served in a variety of cozy settings adorned the tinted LED windows. Inside, the cafe was a completely different experience to the one projected by the holograms in the clothing shop. Through the use of LED walls, environment control cooling, scent projectors and ambient noise, it created the impression of a cozy little cafe with seats full of customers, a wooden counter, and steaming hot coffee photogenically topped with cream on every table. However, the illusion was quickly broken when they stepped up to the “counter” and a predictor computer-generated human who moved uncannily gestured at them while they made their selections from a computer menu.

	“This is really weird.” Shalikova said.

	Selene shrugged it off.

	“Well, the drinks would be more expensive if they had a venue full of real wood stuff.”

	“And real staff, I guess.”

	Around them, slow and romantic strings with a gentle, clapping beat began to play.

	“Anyway, order whatever you want, on me!” Selene declared.

	Shalikova tried to ignore the eerie stare of the illusory employees and scrolled with her finger through the menu. She felt that her taste in coffee was entirely ordinary. She liked coffee with a bit of creamer and a bit of sugar. So the constellation of different toppings, syrups, stir-ins, add-ons and the dizzying array of brand logos associated with them set her head to spinning. Would she have Poppler™ (A Volwitz Brand) soda slush with her taro creme ice coffee? Would she add a drizzle of “Shimii spice syrup” to her 90% frothed creme-cafe?

	In the end she ordered a “milk coffee” which seemed like the most ordinary one.

	“That’s so you— but its kinda charming.” Selene said, giggling at the selection.

	She ordered a “purple taro swirled latte” with beet sugar and a sprinkle of cured lemon zest.

	In the process, she hit the beet sugar button several times, ending up with five instances.

	“That much sugar? I can barely keep up with you as it is.”

	“You will simply have to go faster.”

	While the holographic staff pretended to make the drinks, there was no pretense to realism. Behind the scenes a coffee machine that was just barely audible brewed the coffee and a stitcher machine put everything together. Their drinks came out of a physical slot that opened in the middle of the LED projection, completely ruining the scene.

	“That is kinda weird, you’re not wrong.” Selene said, sighing at the sight.

	Regardless of the verisimilitude of the romantic atmosphere, the two of them sat in an actual, physical booth seat and sipped their drinks together. There was some care to make the projection on the wall of the booths a bit higher fidelity to create a false distance to the next “table” of fake customers but Shalikova was not very impressed by the whole thing. It felt like a waste of LED panels that some poor ship could have used better.

	“I thought this kind of thing wasn’t your style.” Shalikova said.

	“You misunderstood me. Cutesy nerdy girl clothes and shy professor type love interests are not my style. I like romantic little coffee shops quite fine with the right company.”

	Selene sipped from her coffee and shut her eyes tight.

	It must have been sweeter than she bargained for.

	Shalikova sipped her own and liked it just fine. Better than Union instant coffee.

	Still not worth all this grandiose artifice, however.

	“I never realized you would have such a big imagination.” Shalikova said.

	“I read a lot! I love magazines and stories! I have tons of ideas!” Selene said.

	She sounded proud of herself for it.

	Perhaps– she had not been able to experience many of her moods.

	Shalikova could almost relate. Except that, she had so fewer fantasies to realize.

	For so long, she had been bound by guilt and by duty, not knowing how to live.

	It was only recently that she had really begun to care for herself.

	This day was a new adventure for her too.

	“That is really nice. I think I am not a very creative person I guess.” Shalikova said.

	“Everyone who says that definitely has something they are creative about.”

	“I guess– I did sew a plushie bear one time.”

	Selene’s face lit up. “Sonya you have to sew me a plushie too!”

	“Um, I can try? Should I have it mailed to the Antenora?”

	“Oh– shut up.” Selene looked suddenly in a sour mood. “Nevermind that. You are so dense. I was just– I was just saying that to be in the mood. To get the like, boyfriend experience.”

	Shalikova hardly knew how to answer, but her clueless face must have cheered Selene up.

	From across the table, after a bit of fuming, she held her face in her hands

	and looked at Shalikova.

	“You know, I have never been to a coffee shop with anyone. This is my– first time.”

	Shalikova figured as much, but–

	Was this part of the mood or was this actually her feelings?

	“I am happy I got to be your first. Maybe I can be your second or third too.”

	Was that a boyfriend would say? Shalikova thought so. It sounded like it to her.

	Selene looked briefly shocked and took another big sip of her drink.

	“I do not have many hobbies or anything that special about me. I am just some girl who is out of her depth with things.” Shalikova said. “I think I am actually having fun though.”

	Was this part of the mood or was this actually her own feelings?

	Shalikova reached out her hand and laid it on Selene’s hand on the table and smiled.

	Wrapping her fingers around Selene’s own, long and supple and so soft.

	She applied a bit of pressure to them, held them–

	In response, Selene picked up her drink. “The holoprojections are ruining the mood here.”

	She started walking out of the venue. 

	Shalikova followed her, wondering if she had done wrong.

	Leaving her own half-drunk coffee on the table in her haste.

	Some part of her feared Selene might just walk away completely, disappear suddenly–

	She had not known where that fear came from– but it was fleeting.

	Selene was simply standing outside waiting for her.

	“Ugh, this is too sweet, I do not know if I can another sip.” Selene complained.

	Outside, Shalikova reconvened with her in front of the venue.

	She reached out and took the disposable cup from Selene, touching her hand in the process.

	For a moment, Selene looked flustered again.

	“I will get rid of it for you.” Shalikova said, smiling a bit. Selene nodded her head.

	Shalikova turned and found a nearby rubbish bin, threw away the drinks–

	She walked back to Selene from the rubbish bin– and found her leaning on the railing over the center of the atrium, looking at the art installation. Smiling with gentle eyes.

	Her face was bathed in the colors. 

	Shalikova looked at her for a while. Basking; the melancholy beauty in the gentle, warm light.

	Was this the mood that Selene hoped to inspire?

	Was this how she saw it in her stories? 

	How it should have gone if either of them had the experience for it?

	Shalikova looked at her until Selene seemed to notice the gaze.

	“Thanks for everything today. You actually got into the mood.” Selene said.

	There was no more lying to herself. All of Shalikova now aligned on what she felt.

	“No, more than that, I actually cared.” Shalikova replied. “Thank you for taking me out.”

	She had a lot of fun with Selene. Her rambunctiousness was endearing as it was annoying.

	It was different– Selene was different than anyone Shalikova had ever known.

	It was different than anything she had ever felt.

	Hearing Shalikova’s thanks, Selene’s eyes narrowed a bit. Her smile dimmed just as much.

	“Sometimes I’m not the super hot, fashionable, smart, bright, super fun girl, you know. Sometimes– I’m a vicious ace pilot who kills her enemies. I won’t say we’ll never meet again, but I also won’t say that we will. But if we do– know which Selene you’re getting. After all, it will depend on your own choices. You’re the one who picks which of them you get.”

	Shalikova closed her fist, wracked by an unknown fear and frustration. 

	“Selene, I’m really not in control here. I have to follow orders too sometimes.”

	Selene smiled at her. Not a sneer, not an impish grin. But not a gentle smile.

	It was a smile that seemed filled with melancholy and determination both.

	“I know. It really sucks. Well, guess it wasn’t meant to be huh? Anyway, c’ya, or not.”

	Promptly and without warning, Selene left the railing and walked away, waving her hand.

	Like a storm breaking; she swept Shalikova up, dropped her down, and disappeared.

	Disappearing not like a faery flitting out of existence, but simply turning her back.

	Shalikova took a step forward– wondering if she should say something or reach out.

	Again, she was silent. The things she could say– felt too foolish and inappropriate.

	Instead, she triggered her psionics and tried to parse Selene’s aura.

	There was a bit of every color, mixing and roiling and turning in a terrifying maelstrom.

	Shalikova almost wondered if her own aura was visible, would it look like that too?

	Was that the reflection of their broken, conflicted hearts?

	Holding the gift box in her hand, Shalikova cursed how easy it was to feel affection.

	And how cruel the world could be to that love.

	

	

	On the edge of the old, sparsely populated northern district of the Wohnbezirk, closest to the Mahdist village, there was a boxy white monument with a blue star. It was hewn out of rock and so became a permanent feature of the landscape, too difficult to destroy utterly for how removed it was. Few people knew that it was cenotaph from a time before the Shimii’s current troubles. There was nothing written on it, but there were etchings that had been carved quite precisely. Its white and blue paints were relatively fresh despite its age.

	It was this way, because a pair of Shimii girls had taken it upon themselves to maintain it.

	On that day, after a bit of a commotion in their home, they arrived at the site.

	They were not alone, but they did not disturb anyone who came to visit.

	They knew the monument was not theirs, and that people who understood it would come to visit and see for themselves a truth that perhaps they as Shimii would never be able to intuit. Nevertheless, when they found the monument dirtied with the scribblings of local children, they got to work cleaning up and even brought a bit of paint to touch it up again so it would look decent. They were gentle with the carvings and precise with their paint.

	“You’re from the Mahdist village? Why bother with this old thing?” A woman asked them.

	“Ah, you’re miss Sattler, right? Well– we’ve always felt a bit sad about it is all.”

	Standing off to the side of the monument and staring was Bernadette Sattler. 

	It was getting late– she must have dropped off her charge, and then returned in the casual clothes she was now wearing. Without her uniform, she still carried something of a sinister air. Her messy bangs did not shade her eyes as much as her hat did, but still had some of the effect. Her darkened gaze had not become any friendlier. She dressed in a strangely dowdy fashion, with a long sweater worn over a button-down shirt, the collar of the shirt coming out of the neck hole of the sweater, along with a long, warm skirt. With her long, wavy blond hair falling down her back, she looked like a librarian, child care worker or a clerk, someone cute and harmless, more than the totenkopf-wearing killer that she really was.

	“By any chance are you an Eloim miss Sattler? We think this is an Eloim monument.”

	“Hmph.”

	Bernadette would not answer them.

	And Baran and Sareh would not press her for an answer either.

	One of the few things they knew about the monument was that it had something to do with Eloim. Imam al-Qoms recognized the symbol, he called it the ‘Judah Star’. They were always curious about the people who visited the monument, like Bernadette, that might perhaps know what its true purpose was, with its blue star and the etchings upon it. Baran and Sareh had their guesses. Baran believed it was a cenotaph and identified it as such– a grave for many Eloim who would not otherwise be remembered by anyone. Sareh believed that it was a sign that Eloim had once lived in the Wohnbezirk, though neither of them knew how long ago that had been. The Wohnbezirk had been standing for longer than it was ‘the Wohnbezirk’– it must have been constructed before the Core Station even. Back then it was probably lodgings and storage for laborers, and perhaps some of them were Eloim. 

	But Baran could not confirm such ancient events.

	Even for the people of the After Descent era, a few hundred years erased a lot of memories.

	“Because it’s odd and it sticks out, kids around here are always defacing it. They probably use the vandalism as a stupid challenge.” Sareh said. “Baran and I always hated that kind of thing. We don’t blame the kids, they’re just dumb– we just wish the reaction people had to foreign things was not to destroy them. Or that those old bastard Rashidun in the village would at least teach their little brats some respect.” Baran at this point saw Sareh becoming heated and shook her head gently to ward it off. Sareh sighed. “So, anyway, we come here every so often to try to make it look how we first saw it. We can’t guarantee it’s always been white and blue. And we don’t know how it’s supposed to be restored. But we still do it.”

	“We restore the colors we found on it when we were little.” Baran continued. “We don’t know exactly what it is, nor is it ours to claim in any way, but I just think it’s sad for it to go neglected. It deserves looking after. See– all the notches on it are exactly the same, and they’re all lined up so perfectly. It’s so meticulous. Someone put a lot of work into it, a lot of care into making this monument. We want to uphold their wishes. Even if we don’t understand its exact purpose, we understand that it mattered to the people here.”

	Bernadette did not look moved by that speech. She stared at the monument quietly.

	However, a man who had arrived in the middle of the speech smiled at the girls.

	He was a young, blond-haired man dressed in a teal jacket, white shirt and black pants.

	“I think it’s really kind of you two to do that.” He said. “I’m kind of touched, honestly.”

	“Welcome, mister!” Baran said, smiling back. “I hope I don’t sound rude– but would you happen to know what it means? Whenever we see a new face we can’t help but ask.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know.” He said. “I’m not much of an Eloim. Never practiced.”

	He reached out a hand to shake. “I’m Gunther Cohen– an engineer.”

	Baran shook her head gently, but Sareh reached out and returned the shake.

	“It’s inappropriate for a man to shake a woman’s hand here– and I am a woman, but someone has to man up around here sometimes.” Sareh said, grinning a bit. Baran turned on her a disapproving gaze, but it did not dampen her good humor. “I am Sareh and this is Baran, my– best friend. We come from the Shimii village a little ways from here.”

	“How did you hear about the existence of this monument, Mr. Cohen?” Baran asked.

	“An informant told me. A katarran, this big– you might have seen her running around.”

	Judging by how he moved his hand his informant was fairly short.

	“We’ve seen a few katarrans running around, but I know who you mean.” Sareh said.

	Gunther turned to Bernadette with a smile also.

	“Are you an Eloim too? I’m sorry to bother you, I just haven’t met many of us.” He said. Bernadette fixed him with her glare but said nothing at first. Gunther continued. “I really don’t mean to cause any trouble, sorry. When the– informant, told me about this place, I thought it would be interesting to see it. Where I come from, my family– our heritage is a bit disconnected. I knew that Rhinea and Bosporus were supposed to have a lot of Eloim, so I’ve been curious. I thought I might go out and learn a bit about my ancestors.”

	“For what purpose?” Bernadette asked. “Are you going to take up the prayers now?”

	Gunther looked perplexed to be asked that question.

	“I don’t think I will– I just wanted to know how they lived here. I’m an engineer, I’m just curious about how things work. I know a lot of them have been deported and oppressed, forced to escape to various places. And that part of me, my ethnicity, it has always been vague. I guess I’ve been thinking a lot about my own identity recently. I am just a guy who likes to put things into orderly buckets. Anyway, sorry to bother you with all this.”

	He sounded excited, but the blond woman turned her cheek with burgeoning anger.

	“Hmph.” Bernadette grunted again. “I’m not an Eloim. I have nothing in common with that permanently victimized race. This place is just another symbol of their weakness. You two can keep polishing it up if you want but know this– it’s all an illusion for fools to chase.”

	Sareh and Baran were taken aback, and Bernadette stormed off suddenly after.

	“There’s nothing here or anywhere for the people called ‘Eloim’.” She said as she left.

	“What’s her problem?” Sareh said. “Ugh, I mean– I know what it is.”

	She seemed to recognize the folly of her own rhetorical question immediately.

	“I didn’t meant to offend her.” Gunther said. “I’m always putting my foot in my mouth.”

	Baran approached Gunther with a gentle expression. 

	“I’m sorry about that, Mr. Cohen. Please don’t listen to her. A lot of people come down here to try to find their roots– this one of the oldest places in Eisental. Because it’s hewn out of rock, there are things here that are old and hard to destroy. It’s understandable that you are here, and you are welcome to be here and to look here. You might even find more if you look around– this is just a place we feel safe going to, for various reasons, but you might find other things in the Wohnbezirk if you search the caves or the older tunnels.”

	“Thank you.” Gunther said. “I really appreciate your kind-heartedness, miss Baran.”

	“Mister Cohen,” Sareh said, “That lady was a Volkisch officer. That was– the reason.”

	Baren looked at her for a moment but said nothing. She just looked downcast.

	Gunther turned pale for a moment, his eyes wide. “I– I see. Thank you for telling me.”

	“There’s more of them down here. Please be careful what you say.” Sareh said.

	“I will.” He said. But judging by his tone, and the way he looked around– he was scared.

	“She is not exactly wrong, you know. But it is a condition that can change.”

	Sareh, Baran and Gunther looked behind themselves at the alleys of the Wohnbezirk.

	From around the corner formed by the walls of nearby buildings, a woman strode casually into view and approached them and the monument. None of them had seen her before– truly it was a day for new visitors at this sad, ancient place. She had red hair with black roots, and a long skirt and a blouse beneath a covering jacket. She smiled at them, a polite and gentle smile on those red lips that never seemed to alter even when she spoke. 

	Her arms were hidden in her coat.

	It was this last fact, and her sudden approach, that made Sareh quite wary.

	“You’ve been watching?” Sareh asked. “Don’t you think that’s kind of weird?”

	“Yes I’ve been watching, and no– I didn’t approach because I didn’t want to interrupt.”

	She removed one hand from her coat and Sareh flinched– but she just pointed at the rock.

	“I know what that monument is. Do you want me to tell you?” She said.

	Baran stepped forward, in front of Sareh. She looked at the woman in the eyes and smiled.

	“My name is Baran al-Masshad. This is my companion Sareh Al-Farisi, and this here is Mr. Gunther Cohen, who is also a visitor. I would like to request a proper introduction, madame.”

	“Tamar Livnat. I’m an Eloim historian.” Said the woman. Her smile unchanging.

	“Thank you very much.” Baran said. “I’d love to hear what you know about this place.”

	Baran stepped aside. Tamar walked closer to the structure and ran her hand over it.

	She looked at it for a moment, with that frozen, inscrutable expression of hers.

	“It’s a cenotaph. You might have surmised as much already. It’s not an uncommon type of structure. There are cenotaphs all over the Imbrium, for one particular reason– all of us who are alive today are descended from many, many more people who died on the surface. Cenotaphs for our ancestors who perished and could not escape to the Ocean are common among all races and in all parts of the Imbrium.” Tamar said. She turned around to look at Baran and Sareh again. “But these Eloim cenotaphs are different. Blue and white, and the ‘Star of Judah’–” Tamar ran her hand over the symbols and colors. “You did an excellent job restoring it. It’s ironic. You see, these specific colors and symbols memorialize the defeat and death of the Eloim at the hands of the Shimii. It memorializes those whom your race killed and displaced from our rightful ancestral lands. Isn’t it bleakly humorous?”

	Baran and Sareh stared at the monument with blank eyes, their ears suddenly folding.

	Both had mute horror in their faces and looked completely lost on how to respond.

	Still smiling, Tamar continued to speak, circling slowly around the cenotaph.

	As if it was such a curious and interesting little object despite all the death inscribed in it.

	“Eloim, itself, that word– is a misnomer borne of how utterly destroyed our culture was. This also is not uncommon– words describing peoples shift over time, and with the destruction of the surface, so many of our words for things have been scrambled in the resulting cultural shifts. None of us can know the truth, or can we? Well– I know. I know my part of the truth at least. We were once called the Judeans. And our home, Judah, was taken from us, by you– now you understand? Thank you for your efforts nevertheless, little Shimii girls.”

	Tamar completed her circle and stood in front of the cenotaph again with her smile.

	Baran and Sareh continued to stand side by side silently, unnerved by what they heard.

	At their side, however, someone spoke up.

	“I’ve had enough of this!” Gunther said. “You have no reason to mock them like this!”

	He stepped up to Tamar and pointed his index finger firmly at her.

	Seeming to realize as he was doing so that he had approached her in anger.

	But Tamar Livnat had no reaction to it but to smile, above everything.

	She reached her hand from her coat and laid her fingers on Gunther’s cheek.

	Surprising even him with her brazeness. He was utterly paralyzed in her grasp.

	“You will understand someday. Even a neutered and weak man like you who has had the lion taken out of him will understand when Destiny calls to you. That is what Ms. Sattler fails to account for in her furies. At any rate– my kin are always welcome to come talk to me. You can leave a message at the Aachen Historical Society and it will make its way to me.”

	She let him go, and walked past him, leaving him stunned at the foot of the monument.

	Baran and Sareh watched, seemingly helpless. She stopped near them.

	Smiling. Always smiling.

	“I hope you understand that I have nothing against you personally. You seem like good kids. Now that I have educated you, keep maintaining the cenotaph if it eases your guilt.” She said.

	Sareh looked like she would snap back– but Baran stopped her, shaking her head.

	Tamar fixed her gaze on the two of them for a moment before continuing to walk away.

	Disappearing into the dim shadows of the underground Wohnbezirk as if she never existed.

	Sareh continued to watch as if she expected her to reappear suddenly like a ghost.

	While Baran approached the monument, produced a cloth and ran it over the face again.

	Over the places where Tamar had run her hands.

	“Whatever the cenotaph means, it’s not any better to allow it to be defaced.” Baran said.

	Sareh quietly looked back at her and nodded her head in agreement.

	Gunther, meanwhile, stared at the monument and at Baran, dejected and speechless.

	He had left the ship to clear his head, and now he was fixed into place and helpless.

	Crushed by the heavy weight of the past hanging over Aachen, heavier than all of the stone.

	A weight soon to drop that would hurl waves like none of them had ever seen.



	




	13.8

	In a small shack in the Mahdist village, a soft-faced, indigo-haired elf turned in bed.

	A voice, distant at first but growing in fidelity as she awakened.

	“Nipote. Nipote. I see turning you there. Wakey-wakey.”

	She groggily opened an eye to find a blue-haired elf poking and shaking her gently.

	A young-looking lady in a fancy tasseled bra top with an open midriff, twin-tailed hair–

	“Nipote, welcome back. Are you ready to talk now?”

	Elena sat up, looked at Conny in the eyes, and then darted back in bed, startled.

	“Stop it!” Conny said, lifting her arms in front of her in defense. “No more rocks!”

	Seeing Conny pathetically waving her arms as if it would stop any summoned rocks from striking her, Elena calmed herself down. She sat back and slid down against the wall, ending up on the mattress like a discarded doll. Her sleep, this time around, had been dreamless. 

	No more hallways or entities pretending to be her dead loved ones. 

	However she was still reeling from what she had experienced. It was not just a dream world. She had some inkling that psionic powers were dangerous. She knew that it was possible to lose her mind, however briefly, into a dream or vision that felt entirely real to her.

	She knew also that real pain could result from such excursions of the mind.

	Norn’s echo in her memories had done as much to her.

	Elena was not prepared for the sheer scope of it. Those endless, surreal green hallways and the monster that stalked her within them. Did anyone know that such a thing could happen? How many people had fallen prey to it? She couldn’t make heads nor tails of it all.

	However–

	There were real problems to deal with– she had to put it out of her mind for now.

	“Elena, I really want to make peace! I’m truly sorry that everything was so abrupt, but once I discovered your psionics and that Norn the Praetorian had tampered with them, I felt that I had to do something! What if you were being coerced in some way?” Conny said.

	“You almost damaged my mind! I was so distressed!” Elena replied.

	Conny averted her gaze as if she was beginning to feel shame.

	“Losing some figment of Norn the Praetorian could have only been good for you!”

	“And you get to decide that for me?”

	“Yes! I know better than you! And I felt responsible for a family member’s well-being!”

	“I’m an adult! I don’t need you acting like you’re my guardian! You don’t know me at all!”

	Conny sighed and raised a hand to her face.

	For a moment she stopped talking and looked from between her fingers into the distance.

	It took almost a minute for her to turn back to Elena with her shoulders heavy.

	“You’re right. I was impulsive. But I was trying to protect you.” Conny said.

	“Hmph. I won’t suddenly believe and trust you for the barest amount of contrition.”

	Conny crossed her arms in front of herself. “Time out!”

	“Time out?!” Elena shouted.

	“It’s– it’s been a long time since I had to deal with family affairs. I’m really sorry. I am afraid that I messed things up. Can we just slow down– I don’t want to make another mistake.”

	Now it was Elena’s turn to sigh.

	She was suddenly reminded of stupid teenaged arguments with Gertrude and Sawyer.

	Two block-headed people shouting past each other. One unable or unwilling to apologize and the other unable or unwilling to accept it if it happened. Neither knowing how to resolve the issue or what to do to make it up, or too stubborn to accept it. Until one or the other or both calmed down finally, and took stock, and decided to reach out and return to the status quo. Those were always the most painful nights of her teenaged years. 

	Elena was often the most diplomatic one.

	No matter how mad she was, she hated being on bad terms with anybody.

	She had never wanted to fight anyone or to hurt anyone, but things just turned out wrong.

	Her current situation with Gertrude was remarkably bad on this front.

	And she felt that she would rather not also have Conny hanging over her head as well.

	Especially given the potential of learning about her family– of having a family at all.

	“Aunt Conny–” Elena began, with a serious tone–

	Conny’s face lit up with a childish smile and she interrupted. “You called me aunt?”

	She did not acknowledge the interruption.

	In her mind, there was a speech taking form that she wanted to deliver as best she could.

	“Aunt Conny. I am Elena Lettiere. I am the daughter of Leda Lettiere and Konstantin von Fueller. Just as you suspected. That must then make us family.” Elena said. “I admit that part of myself– but I am trying to leave behind the idea that I am a princess with power over other people. I am trying to just be a person like anyone, among my peers.” She kept from her aunt the idea that she was proletarianizing, not knowing how it might go over. She explained the essence of things regardless. “I don’t want anyone to protect me. I don’t want anyone to decide things for me. I want to be my own person and make my own decisions.”

	For the first time, Conny finally appeared genuinely contrite.

	The angle of her sharp ears lowered significantly, and she had a downturned expression.

	“Elena. I am so sorry. I made such a grave mistake with your mother. I’m truly sorry.”

	Seeing the face of her niece– did it remind her of that mistake?

	Had it been recalling her painful past since the moment she first saw Elena in the village?

	“I don’t think you made a mistake.” Elena said. 

	She fixed Conny with a gaze that made Conny blink with confusion.

	Her heart filled with compassion.

	“When you– connected with me.” Elena said, referring to her baptism because she was not entirely certain about the terminology. “I saw memories of you and mom. I have some of my own memories of my mom– and I know what you have told me of her too. I think– if I had been in my mother’s place– I might have made her choice too. I feel that it is a choice that she made. She was not afraid to die. So I think– she must have wanted to be close to power.”

	“You’re trying to say that it was not wrong for me to have let her carry on.” Conny said.

	“Yes. I’m sorry if its presumptuous of me to talk about those events. I was very young for all of that and I have poor recollections of my mother, but to everyone who knew her, she was a titanic figure.” Elena said. “I can’t imagine that what she wanted from you was someone to coddle her and hide her away from danger. She seemed too independent for that.”

	And it mirrored Elena’s own experiences with overprotective figures.

	“I think what she wanted was a confidant, a supporter– a sister.” Elena said, smiling a bit.

	“It is quite presumptuous of you.” Conny said, her face still a touch melancholy. Her ears slowly began to raise again, however. “But I appreciate that you’re trying to comfort me.”

	She reached out a hand to Elena. Inviting her– to show affection as family.

	Elena reached her own in response and held the tips of Conny’s fingers.

	“I’m still upset with you. But– being my mother’s daughter means being your niece.”

	“You’re more mature than I gave you credit for. I wish I’d been there to see you grow.”

	The two of them looked each other in the eyes. Their ears wiggled slightly.

	She felt safe with Conny, despite what had happened.

	“I haven’t felt what it’s like to have family for a long time myself.” Elena said.

	“It’s complicated, and we make mistakes. Especially us elves– o dio.” Conny said.

	For a moment the two of them shared a small laugh. Conny sat beside Elena on the bed.

	“Conny, I want to learn more about my family. But I also have– my own affairs that I need to look after. I have made commitments I won’t abandon.” Elena said, careful of her words.

	“I understand. Will you let me meet your crew? I promise to be discrete.” Conny said.

	She put on a mischievous smile that made her look so girlish and young.

	Elena wondered if she herself looked that girlish when she smiled.

	“I’ll talk to the captain.” Elena said. “Maybe you can escort me back to Stockheim.”

	“Absolutely! And I’ll thank this captain with all of my heart for protecting my niece.”

	So unused to being referred to in such a coddling fashion, Elena could not help but laugh.

	

	

	“…Elves sure can be boisterous.” Ulyana sighed,

	walking through the Brigand’s deployment chute out to Stockheim’s landing, running a hand over her shoulder and squeezing. She winced– her back and her shoulders were hurting from all the sitting down she had done throughout the day and then all the sitting down she did at night. She was tense and tight all over. Her knees were starting to throb. Hunching over her notes at the United Front, standing up and sitting down, yelling her lungs out. There had been too much tension and stress and not enough keeping limber in her life lately.

	“At least Aaliyah will keep that Conny entertained while I do this.” She said.

	Elena had somehow met her long-lost maternal aunt while on a trek to the Wohnbezirk that Ulyana had not authorized but, once it happened, she felt should have been harmless. She would have to talk to Chloe Kuri about her little “side hustles” someday– but what was done was done. Now the loudest elf Ulyana had ever met in her life thanked them profusely for saving her niece. She offered to buy them pizza, to give them money, and to hook them up with connections from her NGO work. She seemed to have heard a quite massaged version of their story and Ulyana did not want to contradict it in front of Elena. 

	Especially since the girl looked like she wanted to be buried throughout the conversation.

	Ulyana could tell that Aaliyah was initially furious– but she seemed to soften up eventually.

	Particularly when Conny promised to sign an NDA and heaped them with promises of aid.

	Ulyana was glad to be out of the Brigand for now.

	But she was taking a jaunt through Stockheim for business, not pleasure.

	Since arriving at Aachen, the Volksarmee had contact with sympathetic dockworkers in Stockheim who helped them out from time to time. The dockworkers had factions among themselves just as the station itself did– Gloria Innocence Luxembourg had discrete connections with the labor union brass in Stockheim, but among the rank and file, the Volksarmee had met smaller cliques of more radical dockworkers who argued for worker self-management rather than just wage negotiations and health plans. 

	These people helped the Volksarmee more personally.

	One such group who worked out of the maintenance areas allowed them access after hours.

	There were no recording devices in these locations, and they were out of the way.

	This made them perfect for clandestine exchanges.

	Using an unmarked pass that had been programmed to work that night, Ulyana got through a security door into a quite small, uninhabited office from which dockworkers could access the maintenance interstice between tiers of the berth structures. She dropped down a ladder into a dark, damp and cold space, the walls covered with thick bundles of wires, square glass gauges, LED indicators, and junction boxes. She had to crouch a bit to fit inside, dimly lit in green, blue and red by all of the lights dotting the walls. 

	There, she waited, hands on her knees.

	Straining her eyes to see in the dimness the figure that she had agreed to meet with.

	Checking a pocket-watch that she had borrowed from the Commissar.

	Such things being more common to Nagavanshi’s favored who received niche gifts.

	Ulyana waited, her ears catching every drop of condensation, every shift of her own feet.

	Until she thought she finally heard a counterpart deeper in the tunnel.

	Advancing through the dim distance until her figure could be distinctly read as a person.

	“Allow me to assist you.”

	From out of the shadows a soft, small hand reached out, the skin on the palm splitting.

	Yellow bio-luminescence lit up Ulyana and the visitor’s faces.

	Shed by a tumorous growth she had suddenly grown, disfiguring the palm of her hand.

	An action shockingly casual and seemingly painless for this creature.

	It was Enforcer III: The Gluttony, or “Gula,” which seemed to be her personal name.

	In her dealings with the creatures the two names were used interchangeably.

	The shorter one seemed to be preferred between her and her ‘prince’.

	“I thought Avaritia would come to meet me herself.” Ulyana said.

	Across stood a girl short enough she did not need to crouch in the tunnels. Her bare feet were damp and dirty from walking in the tunnels, but it did not seem to bother her. She was dressed in a lacy, fancy little dress that nevertheless showed some skin in the sides, in the shoulders, a hint of her identity as a sexual being peering out from the embellishments. Her hair fell so long behind her back it almost touched the floor. When Ulyana had first met the creature her eyes were uncovered, but she was since wearing a kind of faux-feathered white winged mask over her eyes and temples. The majority of her face remained uncovered. 

	Ulyana could not understand the whims of her visitor. 

	So well-dressed, so beautifully made up, when she could change her body at any time.

	What did beautiful clothes and makeup represent to this creature?

	“I can understand why anyone would relish a meeting with my fair prince, but at the same time, am I not a being whose majesty is worth admiring?” Gula put on a wild and wide smile, showing off rows of vibrating saw-teeth inside of her mouth. These were located behind the facade of human-like incisors that would show if she smiled less dramatically.

	“You are indeed a looker, but Avaritia needs to keep her promises more strictly. Neither side trusts each other that much at the moment. We should be more exacting.” Ulyana said.

	“Oh, we trust you plenty, hominin. You aren’t a threat to us after all.” Gula said.

	Maybe not now, but sometime in the future– if it came down to it, she would become one.

	Especially since this creature could not read her mind or control her.

	“Have you discovered anything about the anarchists?” Ulyana asked.

	“Straight to the point? How boring.” Gula’s lips closed, hiding her teeth and returning the illusion of a pretty, delicate and demure ‘princess’. “Indeed, we have met with and stood among the anarchists quite recently. Their main forces are actually located within the Aachen Massif. Numbering several hundreds. They have mastered the tunnel network and have a few means of entry and egress from the Core Station. They even restored a single ship berth in one of the extraction points in the abandoned mine, and have a vessel there, but in poor condition. It seems they had some sort of incident on the way to Aachen.”

	“That’s far more sophisticated than I imagined.” Ulyana said.

	“They have an impressive operation, but there are flaws. Their operational security is poor, particularly that of the Volgian man’s group. Nobody suspected us even when we refused to bring our entire forces to join the rest of them. All of them wore their intentions on their sleeves– but the group led by the Eloim woman, all of their minds are much more guarded.” Gula said. “They are all hiding something. I believe that their contingent of forces must be larger than we are led to believe. I also sensed great desperation within them.”

	Ulyana had thought the anarchists used commercial transportation and fake identities and that they were simply mingling about the station with the civilians, to appear in small groups when needed. She was not well informed on the history of the Aachen Massif and did not realize what a boon it could have been to their forces. This explained why Tamar Livnat was so keen to acquire another ship from them. She must have worked hard to bring all of her forces to Aachen, maybe even devised the scheme in the tunnels ahead of time.

	And now she did not have a ship with which to support all her combined forces.

	“Are your senses keener than Avaritia’s?” Ulyana asked.

	“I am more skilled with auras.” Gula said. “But my darling is more powerful than me in all respects. I make up for what she lacks in subtle technique, and she makes up for what I lack in force. However, I have my own ways of defending myself if necessary of course.”

	She opened her mouth and shut it as if miming a bite.

	“You like to talk.” Ulyana said.

	“I like having a hominin audience. My kin don’t appreciate my eloquence.” Gula said.

	“Well, I do appreciate it. You may regale me with anything more that you desire.”

	Gula smiled widely again. “You are a very cheeky hominin. I like you.”

	“Speaking of your group, how are your forces holding up? Do you need any aid?”

	“I’m afraid you might not understand, but many of our forces are occupied on our ship.”

	Ulyana bristled a little bit. She was a ship’s captain, they knew at least that!

	“Why wouldn’t I understand? I have a crew also. I completely understand.”

	“No, you see, we can’t pull anyone from their duties on our ship– because they are the ship.” Gula smiled ever wider. “We had to use significant amounts of biomass to create our ship, and it has to be ready to extract us at a moment’s notice. Separating them from the ship would be a waste of the energy it took to join them. We have only a small five-body team with us. How shall I say this– we are saving them for a rainy day? Is that still an idiom?”

	Once more, Gula casually said something that made Ulyana’s guts wrench.

	However, she did her best to hide her displeasure and discomfort at this disclosure.

	Human crew always expressed a joy at being part of a ship– but probably not like that.

	With their biological powers, a living ship only made sense. 

	Wandering about how its constituent persons must feel in it caused her to shudder.

	“Yes, it’s still an idiom. A lot of surface-based language survived to this day.”

	“I’m glad. Culture should never be lost. At worst, only recontextualized.”

	“So when you take us over, will our culture be preserved?” Ulyana asked suddenly.

	“Of course.” Gula said, without skipping a beat. She had thought of this– and something about that disturbed Ulyana even more than if she had kept quiet. “Once you hominin are put in your proper place, you will thrive. Free of oppressing each other for goods and services, you will be able to pursue culture in its purest forms and pleasures. Your bodies will be your art, and you will make art with your bodies. You will be like beautiful dolls who find boundless joy in your flawless performances for us Omenseers. Using our biokinesis we can sculpt you into any shape you find pleasing, and allow you to do anything that you desire, and we can even make it so you feel nothing but bliss forever. Once you become unable to practice further, rather than suffer the pain of senescence, we can turn you to biomass.”

	“I– I see. Well– I’m at least glad you’ve put some thought into it.”

	She was not glad at all– she was being diplomatic.

	Part of her mind wondered if allying with this thing was any better than with the Volkisch.

	And what had led them to host such a boundless disregard for humanity.

	Or even worse– a disregard in the guise of paternalism.

	“We have been engineering our ideal world for a very long time. You’ll see it someday.”

	Gula bared her teeth again. Smiling so easily and without worry.

	“But for now, that is all that we have to report. We will keep our eyes peeled.”

	Ulyana sighed. “Let us know if you need anything.” She said.

	“Nothing we feel comfortable asking hominins to do, at the present.”

	Gula continued to smile as she spoke.

	It was as if her voice was coming from somewhere else.

	Ulyana got that feeling again– that she was in a room with something larger than this girl.

	“Did you have trouble making it here?” Ulyana asked. “Do you need help getting back?”

	Better to be as courteous as possible at this stage of the alliance.

	“Oh no, it was incredibly easy. Ah, I know– watch this closely, hominin.”

	Gula closed her lips and seemed to let her jaw settle.

	She then opened her mouth, snapped it shut, and suddenly vanished.

	Ulyana felt something, a force, as if she was gently shoved by something invisible.

	The light that disappeared from in front of her Gula then shone from behind her.

	When she turned, the found the light figure of the girl standing nonchalantly at her back.

	“I am able to eat anything if I understand it well enough.” Gula said, standing behind her as if she had always been standing there. “Including, say, the concept of the distance between one part of the station and another part of the station. Of course, you can’t digest a concept, it reasserts itself quickly, but the ensuing snap does place me at my destination.”

	Ulyana was speechless. Gula was far, far, more powerful than she envisioned.

	“With that said– ta-ta, hominin.” Gula added. With a snap of her jaws– she was gone.

	Left standing alone in the dim LED lights once more, Ulyana thought–

	It was not just Gula who was powerful, but psionics was capable of far more than just throwing objects or reading people’s minds. It was capable of far more even than mind control. She wondered just how much they really knew about this power. It seemed almost like psionic powers could do nearly anything at all at the hands of these bizarre creatures. Ulyana felt like her already slim chances of defeating them had begun to slip further.

	Then she caught her breath and tried to steady her spiraling emotions.

	She was immune to psionics. She had come to understand from Arabella and Euphrates.

	That meant no matter what they could do– the Omenseers were not omnipotent.

	Because at least this “hominin” could oppose them.

	And with the assistance of her own psionic allies, anything could be possible.

	Ulyana climbed back out of the maintenance tunnel and left the office.

	One final swipe would render her card useless and lock the office.

	Mentally, she thanked the dockworkers for their continuing aid as she climbed aboard the Brigand once more. Inside the familiar, comforting steel walls, her heart eased a bit. Just as she was walking back into the hangar, she then found Aaliyah and Conny making their way to the deployment chutes. They met in the middle. Conny looked in good spirits while Aaliyah had one ear folded, the one nearest Conny, and looked a little bit bedraggled.

	“Captain! I was hoping I’d see you again before the night is up!” Conny cheered.

	“I’m back from a bit of business. I’m glad I got to see you on the way out.” Ulyana said.

	“Isn’t all this so fun? I’m glad my niece has such reliable allies.” Conny said, gesturing to the hangar. “You will have my full confidentiality captain, I promise you, but I truly want to do something for all of you, to thank you– I want my niece to be able to be independent, and this seems like the best environment for her to get her legs under her and see the world. Let me buy you all elvish pizza– real elvish pizza and not the Imbrian junk.”

	“I won’t say no to pizza.” Aaliyah said. Her voice reduced to an emotionless droning.

	“We can’t have it delivered.” Ulyana said softly.

	“I’ll bring it here myself.” Conny said. “That ties into my other request.”

	Aaliyah folded her other ear as if in preparation. Ulyana narrowed her eyes a bit.

	“Captain, let me join you all aboard. I want to observe my niece’s journey.” Conny said.

	Ulyana wished she could fold her ears like Aaliyah could and ignore this.

	“We’ll have to talk about it.” Ulyana said, her voice too now an emotionless droning.

	Conny smiled and winked and leaned forward a little with her chest out.

	“Captain, I can be soooo useful! NGO Kamma will be at your service as well!”

	Despite everything, it seemed there would be another night over a desk in store for Ulyana.

	Sometimes having allies could be a bit burdensome as well.

	

	

	Upon Captain Korabiskaya and Commissar Bashara’s return from the United Front, Murati was relieved of her temporary command, to be restored again the next day. 

	She left the bridge to the late-shifters Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa and Alexandra Geninov and departed with Aatto into the halls of the Brigand. While the days were very busy for everyone, the sailors had temporarily been relieved of night shift, as it was reasoned that if they needed them they could sound an alarm. Therefore when Murati stepped out onto the halls, though it was the early evening, there were few people around.

	“Master, how did I do? Was I the image of Union gallantry?” Aatto said.

	Murati thought that it was a miracle that the Commissar had not thrown her overboard.

	“You’re learning fast.” Murati said, diplomatically.

	She was warming up to Aatto– though hardly anyone else was, a fact that troubled her.

	(Except Karuniya, whom Murati did not want to count.)

	“Do you have any evening plans?” Aatto asked. Her tail wagged behind her.

	Aatto was asking because she wanted to be included in them–

	But it did remind Murati that she missed her wife dearly.

	Both she and Karuniya had been busy since they departed Kreuzung.

	They shared a room, so they always saw something of each other every day. 

	When they were dating in Solstice and Thassal they saw each other much less than they did now. They made a promise back then to go on a date once a week, come hell or high water, and it was an indication of how little time they had for each other that this promise mattered as much as it did to them. That was also when, though they did not necessarily call each other partners yet, they stopped seeing other people and became sexually exclusive. And yet, despite objectively being closer than ever nowadays, Murati still feared that she was, as Karu sometimes joked, a frigid and neglectful “husband” to her poor wife.

	She thought they ought to at least stay up a bit late in their room and chat today.

	“Private time.” Murati said simply, with a small smile borne of thinking about her wife.

	“Ah! Enjoy it, master, you’ve earned your relaxation.” Aatto said, smiling pleasantly.

	“Thanks, Aatto.”

	“Should you require me, I will be in my quarters. Feel free to contact me at any time–”

	“Thanks, Aatto. Good night.”

	Murati said the second one a bit more firmly.

	Aatto smiled, waved, wiggled her ears a bit, turned and left down the hall first.

	Fatima and Semyonova had been roomed together to give Aatto her own place, with the Captain and Commissar reasoning she may be a troublesome roommate. Though with Marina having boarded the John Brown, there was also talk of having her move in with Elena to free up another room in case of additional guests, and to have them learn theory together.

	That particular point was a headache for another day’s Murati to deal with, however.

	At first Murati headed in the opposite direction from Aatto.

	She walked toward the cafeteria. She had in mind to bring her wife a coffee.

	Then they could stay up a bit with a warm drink and chat.

	In her mind this was all perfectly romantic. Of course, no plan survived contact with–

	–well, not “the enemy” this time. 

	The conditions of the operation, Murati corrected herself.

	Walking into the cafeteria, past the chairs and the long row tables.

	“Murati! Good evening! Feeling peckish? I’ve got a couple fixin’s leftover!”

	Behind the counter sat Logia Minardo in her apron, leaning forward and waving with her fingers. She had a tray with a few leftovers from the dinner service. Though she was normally very meticulous about the amount of food prepared each day, the Brigand had been testing her with the amount of guests that would come and go. Sometimes a person was sick and changed their mind about dinner at the last second too– all these things meant there was sometimes food left over. It would not go to waste, however. Either Minardo would find someone to eat it or she would eat it herself– or find a way to reuse it later.

	“I’ve already sent Geninov and Santapena-De La Rosa some stuff. Want to help me out?”

	Murati normally did not stick around for such things much.

	She was always a pretty goal-oriented person who did not meander the ship.

	But– as the Captain, she should strive to become accessible to her subordinates.

	Hiding away in her room ill suited a communist, a people’s Captain!

	“I have a few minutes, but no more than that.” Murati replied.

	Minardo’s face lit up with a smile. “I’d love even a few minutes of your company!”

	Murati first got the automatic coffee machine going. It would keep her drinks warm.

	After, she joined Minardo at the counter.

	On the big tray there were three discrete smaller trays with leftover meals. Each of the trays had a dish of corn chips that had been fried in a pan along with a red sauce, making them a bit soggier and yet still crisped up, and topped with cheese and beans. Minardo made the chips herself using corn flour, of which they still had plenty of from the Union– a taste of home. Murati picked up a spork and dig into a corner of chips from the tray, one with beans and cheese, a bit of everything. She lifted the morsel to her mouth and tasted.

	Though the outcome had never been in doubt– it was delicious.

	Savory-sweet corn chips with a slightly piquant and fruity sauce, with a distinctive hint of red sweet pepper. Creamy beans, with fatty cheese that added richness. The reheated leftovers lost only a bit of the aroma that the sauce and spices would have had when fresh out of the saucepan, and there was a pleasant variety of textures with the chips still having some body to them. Murati could not help but to be impressed by this simple yet fulfilling dish.

	She also could not help but make an expression of girlish joy while eating.

	Minardo looked at her fondly in return.

	“I feel like you enjoy the corn dishes a lot. What do you think?” She said.

	“Hmm? I do. It’s an immensely important crop. Its economic value is truly second to none.”

	Minardo’s smile seemed to widen upon hearing that. Murati did not understand why.

	Corn was one of the things the Union produced an incredible amount of, and it was an invaluable partner in the miracle that was the Union as a functioning state. Corn was processed into grains, sugars, alcohol, oils, and starches. Grains could be further refined– ground into corn flour, or boiled and canned for whole corn, or dried into corn snacks, that sort of thing. The true miracle was in the rest of the items. Corn starches could be used in food but had a variety of industrial purposes. Corn oil could be used for cooking or processed further into resins. “Synthetic” was a common word for clothing and other items manufactured in the A.D. era, but the Union made many daily things out of corn plastics too, preserving petroleum for its more valuable, specialized chemical purposes. Corn was used in chemical productions too, it had novel enzymatic reactions– it was so multifaceted.

	Murati continued to tuck into the corn chip dish, thinking about the miracle that was corn.

	She then realized the cook had been watching her space out the whole time.

	“It’s fantastic, Minardo. Thank you for sharing it with me.” Murati said.

	“Of course! Kitchens are for feeding people.” Minardo said. Murati continued to eat, and she noticed Minardo looking at her while she did so, but she did not say anything. Once Murati was about halfway through the dish, eating silently and unreservedly enjoying every bite, Minardo finally spoke up again. “You know, it is true what they say about you, Murati.”

	“Hmm? What are they saying? And who is saying it?”

	“You have a certain intensity about you. You don’t even seem to realize it. You might even fade into the background without that spark of yours. But even when you’re just standing in front of me eating chilaquiles after saying one sentence to me about their economic value– I can’t help but be charmed, girl. You capture the eye without even meaning to.”

	Murati frowned a bit. “I feel like people are just making fun of me when they say that.”

	“They’re really not! It’s just different, but it attracts people to you. You have gravity.”

	“It attracts sailor girls to gossip about me.”

	“That too. But that’s because your intensity makes you so electric!”

	That was a lot of adjectives being slung around that made Murati feel embarrassed.

	“Thanks, Minardo.” Murati said, hoping to change the subject, her eyes wandering.

	She took a peek at the third tray, which neither she nor Minardo had touched.

	“You want to take it?” Minardo said. “Go right ahead. You don’t eat enough anyway.”

	“I eat as much as I need.” Murati said in protest. “But yes, I’d like to take the third one.”

	Minardo beamed at Murati as she wrapped the third tray in a bit of plastic wrap.

	“She’s such a lucky gal. You’re both really cute together. Hurry up; don’t make her wait.”

	Were her intentions that easy to read? Or was Minardo just that experienced?

	Murati thanked her again, sheepishly took her tray and her small coffees, and left the scene.

	She felt self-conscious about being told about her “intensity”– she wondered if maybe other people were as odd about their feelings toward her as Aatto was. Once framed in that particular way, the thought of a whole ship full of Aatto and Aatto-adjacent gazes made her quiver with terror, but she also laughed a bit to herself at the absurdity of it all. Eventually it was completely out of her mind. Regardless of what anyone saw in her, she was only going to be herself and she wouldn’t even know how to change if she wanted to do so.

	She tried to imagine this gravity of hers in terms of her goals. Murati supposed being found attractive was a useful asset to a ship’s captain. After all, she found Ulyana Korabiskaya very attractive. It inspired her to follow in her footsteps. To sit more upright, to speak more precisely, to memorize everyone’s names on the bridge. To wear her own uniform more sharply, comb her hair more often. She hoped to inspire the same in the future.

	In the present– she had an appointment with a certain ‘lucky gal’.

	Without stopping at the door or saying anything, Murati walked into her own room.

	At the pull-out desk on the wall, she found her wife, swiping at a little portable computer.

	When the door opened, she looked over her shoulder.

	“Welcome home!” Karuniya exclaimed with a smile.

	Indeed– Murati was home– Karuniya was her home.

	Murati smiled quietly and presented Karuniya with the coffee and the food.

	“Oh! What’s this? Such a thoughtful hubby– perhaps trying to bribe me?”

	She put on a mock skeptical face and stared at Murati for a moment, rubbing her chin.

	“Maybe.” Murati replied.

	Karuniya laughed. “Come on.” She made space on the table for the dish and the sporks.

	Every time she saw her, Karuniya was the most beautiful woman on the planet. However, there was something extra charming about her that night. She looked like she had come in from the shower. Her hair had dried a bit, but still fell messily down her back and had a moist sheen. Dressed in only the plastic robes they were issued for bathing use, whenever she turned around she flashed a bit of her gorgeous skin and the contours of her belly, her hips, her breasts. However she was not self conscious at all, and never guarded herself. 

	For a moment, Murati forgot about the food and the coffees and stood behind Karuniya.

	At first she just laid her hands on Karuniya’s shoulders.

	Then her fingers worked their way between the halves of the robe, pulling it farther apart. Bare skin on bare skin; Murati rubbed her wife’s shoulders, and gently worked them between her fingers. Karuniya realized what she was doing. Murati could feel her relaxing in her grip. There was nothing like the immediate response of a body to touch– it was so satisfying.

	“How was your day?” Murati asked, whispering near her face.

	“I grew mushrooms~” Karuniya replied.

	She waved her hand. Her voice had a strangely dismissive affectation to it.

	Murati circled with her thumbs, enjoying the pliability of her wife’s soft, round shoulders.

	“Are you still sore about the mushroom lady stuff?” Murati said.

	“Yes~ I will resent it~ until the end of the time~” Karuniya said in a song-like voice.

	Despite her spoken complaints, Karuniya looked rather delighted. She even made a short murring noise when Murati applied a bit more pressure in the middle of her shoulders and settled back into her chair when she eased on her. Sensing an opportunity, Murati leaned forward. She tipped her head and kissed Karuniya in the neck, close to her jaw, nuzzling her. She could feel Karu start to melt into her, heartbeat beginning to quicken.

	“You’re so clumsy about everything else, but you’re fantastic at reading me.” Karuniya said.

	“I’ve had been blessed with many opportunities to practice.” Murati replied.

	Karu leaned back in her chair and stared up. Murati leaned forward to enter her sight.

	For a moment it felt like, to a third party, this must have looked quite intense.

	But to the two of them–

	“Craning my neck this far is not comfortable.” Karuniya said.

	“It’s a little awkward, yes.”

	Both of them laughed.

	Murati let go of Karuniya, eliciting a little ‘aww’ from her wife.

	She reached for and raised one of the pull-up seats from the floor and sat beside Karuniya.

	“Try it, it’s really good.” Murati said, pointing with one spork at the chilaquiles.

	Karuniya took her own spork, pulled away the plastic wrap from the tray, and took a bite.

	Her eyes shut and the corners of her mouth rose steadily as she tasted the dish.

	“Minardo’s devilry at work again! How can I ever settle for another cook?!” Karuniya said.

	Murati laughed. Together, they prodded the dish, catching glances of each other’s eyes, between bites, and talked around the table. Karuniya gradually talked more about her own day. She had been processing biological samples from the Omenseers and collecting data all day, and she would have to comb over everything and create plans for each sample tomorrow. She had ideas for what kind of tests she wanted to run on the samples, but she had to make sure everything she was trying to do was safe and viable. 

	“I’m not a little kid mixing colored oils and different fluids just to see the different colors stacking in a beaker. Though– I kinda feel like that little kid experimenting here.”

	A water density experiment– every Union kid did science-y stuff like that in school.

	Though, Murati had never really associated Karuniya with test tubes and centrifuges.

	She had a limited knowledge of what the practice of oceanography entailed.

	For a moment she felt self conscious about not knowing her wife’s work very well–

	But Karuniya seemed to realize her head was being occupied and reached her arm out.

	Taking Murati’s shoulder and pulling her in close, laughing gently.

	An effective way to dispel Murati’s little doubts about their relationship.

	“Are you excited?” Murati asked.

	“This could be ground-breaking stuff, or it could be nothing.” Karuniya said. “There’s always the chance I won’t be adequate to the task. I even talked to Euphrates, and she never experimented with Omenseer tissue. Or maybe she just said that to avoid getting involved.”

	“Both are equally possible. But don’t hold it against her.” Murati said.

	“Oh, I won’t. I’m excited to be a pioneer in Omenseer-‘Hominin’ relations.”

	“I think you’re incredibly qualified Karu. I don’t know anyone else our age working on multiple degrees. Even if you don’t know something now, you will make the effort to learn, and you’ll develop a process. You’re amazingly driven when something catches your eye.”

	“Yeah– like when I was amazingly driven to jump on your dick, and I went and did it.”

	Murati cracked up at the sudden bawdy joke. “Karu– I’m being serious–”

	Karuniya giggled in response. “I know. Thank you, Murati. It means a lot to me.”

	“You’ll always have one stalwart supporter.” Murati said.

	“Can I ask my most die-hard fan to hold me more? It was nice.”

	“Any time.”

	After finishing their meal and coffees, they relocated together to one of the beds.

	Murati tossed away her half-jacket and tie, pulled off her pants. Wearing nothing but an unbuttoned shirt, a sports bra and undershorts, she sat with her back to the wall and Karuniya sat in front of her. She pulled down her robe to bare more of her back for Murati to admire and feel. Down the spine to the small of the back, almost to her bare rear.

	Murati promptly and dutifully pressed her hands over her.

	One on the shoulder, one closer to the hip.

	“Not your usual massage form.” Karuniya said with a cheeky tone.

	“I just want you to feel your skin for a bit. Is that okay?” Murati said.

	“It’s always okay. I’m yours, completely and forever, Murati Nakara.”

	Karuniya backed into her. 

	Murati pulled with her, bringing her closer, tighter.

	Her hands just wanted to feel contours of her wife more, the pronounced curve of her hip, the soft, pliable flesh of her back, the tiny, near imperceptible bumps of her spine. The elevation caused by the shoulder blade and the gentle bend of her back. She wanted to lay her chin on Karuniya’s shoulder and feel the smoothness of her skin against her lips, to smell the scents left over on her from her time in the lab, sometimes strangely sweet, sometimes a bit plastic, but always her. She wanted to feel the quake of her heart under her flesh.

	“From how you’re holding me– it feels like you had a tough day.” Karuniya said.

	“I wouldn’t say it was hard.” Murati replied. “It was long. I had no time to myself.”

	Karuniya reached up and stroked Murati’s hair, while Murati kissed her shoulders.

	“You know what else is getting a bit long?” She said, fingers twining through strands.

	Murati had not really noticed until Karuniya pointed it out.

	Her hair was starting to grow past her shoulder. Normally she had it trimmed at this point.

	She was not in a position to take time off just for that though.

	“It’ll be fine.” She said. Maybe she would look good with long hair.

	Karuniya laughed. She tipped her head to nuzzle up to Murati’s cheek.

	“We should go somewhere. And not dressed up as fascists. You need proper relaxation.”

	“Who would I leave the bridge to?” Murati asked, nuzzling Karuniya’s neck again.

	Karuniya giggled, wriggling in Murati’s hands. “Aatto would absolutely not mind.”

	“Solceanos defend.”

	“Oh, I got a Solceanos oath out of you. That bad huh?”

	It had happened almost automatically at the thought of Aatto commanding the bridge.

	“I’ve been talking with her a bit. She really admires you. What did you do to her?”

	“I held her hostage. I truly have no idea how any of this turned out this way.”

	“She’s a good girl. You ought to trust her a bit. She really wants your approval.”

	“I do trust her, but I don’t want to overwhelm her. Maybe I’ll ask Daphne to cover for me.”

	“Whatever helps– I just think we should have some time for ourselves. Like before.”

	Murati was quiet for a few minutes. Trying to shut out everything else.

	Losing herself in the sense of Karuniya’s skin. As close as they could be without sex.

	“Am I being neglectful?” Murati asked.

	She felt Karuniya briefly tense up a bit in her grasp. Surprised, perhaps.

	“Oh, Murati, absolutely not. You’re fantastic. I hope my jokes didn’t get to you.”

	“No. I just recognize we’re both so busy. So I felt a bit self conscious.”

	“Murati, I think when you have a better head on, you know this is a weird situation for both of us to have a relationship in. We are messing around in a possibly suicidal combat mission that Nagavanshi went out of her way to force us to go on– promptly being really nice about all our relationship papers when we agreed.” Karuniya said, nuzzling up to Murati again. “We have to tend to our duties first. But we’ve always been able to live our lives as best we can in addition to that. That’s all I ever ask from you. I cherish the good nights and the good mornings. I’m really happy. Despite everything that’s going on, I’m so happy.”

	“Thank you, Karu. You’ve made me the happiest woman on Aer.” Murati said.

	She could have cried from how happy she felt holding Karuniya.

	It felt like everything terrible in the ocean was briefly dispelled when she held her.

	There had been so much that had happened so far. So much still to do.

	All the crashing of ordnance in her ears, the smell of ozone and plastic, the feeling of her breaking ribs inside her chest as she crashed into the side of her diver, the sight of agarthic orbs after the deaths of ships, the exploding red mist when a diver burst under the pressure. All of the terrors imparted onto her mind, into her hearing, carved in her eyes, the invisible weights on her shoulders– Karuniya could dispel them all with a word and with a touch.

	“Besides, Murati, it’s not like it’s been that long since we did something special.”

	Karuniya reached behind herself, her fingers probing across Murati’s belly–

	and gripping for Murati’s bulge between her legs, and seizing on it firmly.

	Murati stiffed up a bit. Not quite enough to get hard. But she felt the thrill.

	Holding her hubby’s weakly stiffening shaft through the fabric, Karuniya grinned cheekily.

	“I recall it’s only been like a week and a bit since you gave me the second-best dicking of my life back in Kreuzung. If we can just fuck like that every so often I’ll be singing.” She said.

	“Hang on. Second-best?” Murati said, picking up and playing into her wife’s mischief.

	“Oh ho, curious? My best lay was this hot upperclassman at the Academy– Murati Nakara.”

	For a moment she really had her in suspense. “I must have done better since then.”

	“You were absolutely feral when we started messing around, I don’t know what to tell you.”

	Karuniya continued to stroke her while grinning in such an insolent fashion.

	It really made Murati want to teach her a lesson. Her appetite was reaching a peak.

	“You have one coming, Karuniya Maharapratham.” She said sternly.

	“Oh? Coming when? Ten days from now? Mu~ra~ti~? ” Karuniya said teasingly.

	Murati reached out a hand to the wall and expertly summoned some loud DJ Hard Roe.

	“M-M-Murati–?” Karuniya whimpered as Murati took her down on the bed.

	As always, the synths would protect her modesty.

	

	

	“Here you go miss! One big beautiful rainbow swirl coffee for a beautiful girl!”

	A hand reached out gingerly from inside the little coffee shop’s window.

	Upon that hand was a plastic, see-through coffee cup. 

	A rainbow-colored swirl, creamer and sweetener all at once, spiraled through the black coffee, a neat effect soon to be disturbed by the mixing of the drink. It was a limited-time specialty advertised by the little store on a corner of Aachen’s second tier. Quite a few people were waiting in line for their own “taste of the rainbow.”

	Opposite the hand holding the coffee–

	stood an embarrassed-looking, salmon-pink haired person in a hooded jacket, hood down.

	“Ah, thank you.” Valya said, smiling sheepishly.

	They did not want to draw any attention or argue, not under these circumstances.

	So they put up with it– as they had become something of a champion in doing so.

	They took the coffee into their hands, parted with some polymer reichsmark notes, and left.

	Torn on whether to be flattered that they made a ‘beautiful girl.’

	Aer had seen the turning of another cycle in its day and night, perceptible to humans mainly via timekeeping that aligned with their ancient biological rites. Another day in the 300-day Imbrian year decreed by Emperor Nocht so long ago. Valya had woken up in the morning ready to get back to work. The Captain and Commissar had departed for the third day of the United Front deliberations. As they stopped at the cafeteria, Galina pulled them aside, handed them reichsmarks, and decreed that today, they would have to go outside.

	“Everyone has had at least a little goofing off time. You’ve earned some too.”

	“I’m fine– I’m okay just working–”

	“I will remind Semyonova that officers cannot accumulate too much unused leisure time.”

	Scolded by Galina and threatened with a future scolding by Semyonova–

	Valya could only agree. They donned a hoodie over their uniform and left the ship.

	They made their way through the commercial district on the first tier. Crossing the lanes of storefronts and the platforms suspending them to the walls of the enclosure, with the massive atrium and its installations flanking them at all times. They were uninterested in shopping, however and even off-peak, the crowds unnerved them. They saw a black uniform in one of the crowds and began to walk more quickly to one of the elevator banks. From the briefing, they knew the second tier had a park with real trees. 

	They felt warmer toward spending the day at the park instead.

	So they went up to a little café in a corner of the park.

	Enjoying a coffee under the trees– if they had to relax, that would do just fine.

	However, as they sipped their coffee, they couldn’t help but think about what was said.

	How did they feel about being a “beautiful girl?” It was a pivotal question in their life.

	It was the first time in a long time they realized that they had left the Union.

	One of the reasons they preferred the ship and the company of machines.

	Valya was in a strange place with regards to their presentation and identity. They felt that they were neither a “man” or a “woman”, social constructions that hardly mattered in the Union by law but were still carried on casually by individuals. While Valya did not want to legislate how anyone else saw or referred to themselves, the prevailing culture was a bit annoying for them specifically– to achieve their desired presentation they used feminizing hormones and had been for years now. This led uninformed people to read them as a woman; and they feared it might lead lovers to read them as a man in bed, and not as what they wanted to be read, as neither one nor the other but just themself.

	One of the things that influenced them was the traditionalist attitude of their parents and some of their close family. All of them believed strictly that the family should continue as pairs of uncomplicated men and women having as many children as possible. Such people were not extinct overnight just because the Union extended the rights of bodily autonomy to everyone under its jurisdiction. When Valya came out, the ensuing argument with their parents was so virulent that on a high of emotions they ran to a local branch of the internal security forces to inform on their parents as right-wing elements to the Ashura.

	Sitting in a chair in the middle of that office, barely out of their teens, they asked–

	“Say that I put down a statement– theoretically, what would happen?”

	Across from them, a stoic Ashura officer in their black uniform and green armband.

	She looked up from a portable she had taken out of a drawer.

	Valya recalled it was a Commissar-Sergeant Yulia Sinilova, a short-haired young lady.

	Handsome in uniform and with a polite demeanor behind the desk, she answered–

	“We will investigate and if we agree there is a seditious element it will be eliminated.”

	“Isn’t that– a bit harsh–?”

	Yulia looked at Valya with a strange intensity.

	“Misc Lebedova.” She began, using the approved gender-neutral honorific. “So-called traditionalism begins with denying their family members bodily autonomy. It begins there– but it won’t stay there. It will lead to strife along religious lines, racial and ethnic lines; it will become about whether the subject matter in educational courses is too novel, about the makeup of the Party being too foreign, about having strange neighbors and ethnic foods in the cafeteria. It will become about the political system, about the centralized production of goods. But it can all be stopped by a bullet. It is the duty of the Ashura, the mission of our service– to stop this chain of events even if it takes a bullet to do it.”

	Receiving that response, Valya apologized profusely and left shortly thereafter.

	Without their statement, Yulia did not even record their visit. 

	As severe as she was, she must have understood.

	Though they were angry at their parents, they did not want them to be eliminated.

	Thankfully in addition to the Ashura, the Union also had the neighborhood guards and their local shelters where someone with a bit more empathy nursed Valya’s broken heart throughout that night. That night, with the encouragement of the guards, they began the process to transfer out of their home and journeyed to the military academy at Solstice. Unlike the wider world, the secondary society of the military had a rigidly enforced egalitarianism, and Valya found comradeship to be better than citizenship in that regard. It even bore out to the Brigand, where most of the pilot squadron was transgender.

	Their parents were proud of them for serving, despite everything that had happened.

	And tried to be accommodating– by referring to them as a woman now.

	Truly the world was such a mess everywhere.

	Whether in the Union of Ferris, Lyser and Solstice; or in the Reichskommissariat Eisental.

	But– the hope of things getting better in the latter was infinitely dimmer.

	At least, it was at that moment. They hoped to be able to change that.

	Under the trees, they sipped their coffee, wandering how anyone found themselves.

	Perhaps taking time for themselves was a start. Perhaps dealing with people.

	Even if it hurt sometimes; even if they disappointed you; even if they abandoned you.

	“Ugh, whenever I’m not working on something I get the stupidest thoughts.”

	They had no one to talk to but themselves but still vocalized their frustrations.

	When they were done with their coffee they took a stroll around the park. 

	Marveling at the engineering miracle that allowed all of these trees to thrive. It was a challenge to have a park such as this. Trees expected sunlight, and they expected powerful, permeating sunlight, and if any park of the tree was not receiving the right amount, it would look duller and deader, and the growth of the young tree might even be warped, as it would grow to maximize sunlight exposure– so not necessarily straight up as these trees were. 

	Not only that, but trees also expected soil, with a composition of nutrients, and they expected rainfall to sustain them. The composite soil in which it was planted was chemically engineered, the sunlamps were strategically placed, and rain-making devices had been installed, with digital calendars of rain days available around the park for all guests to see.

	So much more care had been taken to engineer for these trees, than for any human beings.

	In terms of engineering, Aachen, like Kreuzung, was hostile to people.

	Were Valya to design a very typical station, their foremost concern would have been to maximize living space. To give everyone a place to stay, with enough space and privacy that they did not feel too caged but were not in conflict with others, but contained enough that within the allotted construction area they could make as many units as possible. While also allowing for cafeterias and for distribution centers for goods, and social spaces like the plazas and community centers, each with a calculated amount of occupancy. There should be transportation, childcare and maintenance capability, supported by some level of local industry. These were incredible challenges and there was no one solution that solved every problem. However, Aachen and Kreuzung had not been designed with people in mind– people were coincidental here. Instead, they were designed for commerce.

	Imbrian stations seemed to require a plurality of grand, sweeping storefronts full of goods to buy, and all adorned with the slogans for the many businesses competing for the polymer banknotes in the hands of those coincidental people. Valya found the designs pretty and the engineering to be rather astonishing. It was beautiful and immersive, it arrested one’s breath– but it was also depressing. There were so many crowds of people in vast, open spaces that needed a separate station to live in, and among them, there were people who did not even have a room and only the cold, steel floors comforted them.

	Something like that went against everything that Valya felt about engineering.

	They made weapons because the Union needed them to protect communism.

	That was what they staunchly believed– but engineering should, generally, help people.

	Things should be constructed, foremost, because people needed them.

	Kreuzung and Aachen did not need more shops– but more shops seemed to be the aim.

	Thinking about their surroundings made Valya want to return to the ship and never leave.

	Especially as their walk seemed to inexorably draw them closer to a building flying a flag with a black sun disc, encased in white, surrounded by red. It was impossible to miss it, seated as if on a hill in the distance, the concrete and glass monument to the rot festering within Aachen. Under its watchful eye all of this took place. Every pathway in the park seemed to funnel toward that building, and in any event, Valya’s own morbid curiosity led them to want to see it up close. They had been afraid and intimidated of the prospect of patrolling Volkisch officers– but surely they could at least metaphorically stare the Volkisch in the eye by approaching the Gau office. They could at least pass by the front of it.

	It seemed then, that fate had other plans for Valya that day.

	As they crossed the front of the Gau office they briefly stopped to stare at the facade.

	Enough so that the door opened, causing their heart to leap.

	Not because an evil Volkisch officer had walked out to arrest them promptly.

	But because the person that nonchalantly walked out with their hands in their pockets–

	Looked astonishingly familiar.

	Familiar enough– to recall youthful memories long discarded.

	Walking down the steps as Valya stopped before them; looking down as they looked up.

	Slightly taller than Valya, but not by much, still lithe, guarded, unsmiling. Long, dark, blueish hair tied up into a braided ponytail, a soft, fair face with a small nose and eyes. Dressed in a brown jacket, black pants and a white plunging shirt that exposed a few bio-luminescent nodes on their flat, slightly narrow chest. Soft-shouldered with lean limbs and yet despite the years and despite them leaving home they hardly looked any more rugged than when they left, when they were both teenagers with foolish ideas.

	Ideas about freedom that perhaps this person realized after Valya rejected them.

	“Mysia?” Valya said, at the foot of the steps.

	“Valya?” Mysia said, looking down from them.

	Both of them were stunned for a moment at the presence of the other.

	It should have been impossible for them to meet.

	Each read the immediate response of the other and knew for certain whom they had met.

	Valya was not prepared today to have such hope in something so impossible.

	They felt that if they did not do something, the world might evaporate as if a dream.

	Shutting their eyes, they ran up the steps and threw their arms around Mysia.

	Throwing their head into the chest of their long-lost friend, holding them tight–

	“V-Valya? We– We can’t stay here. We need to go, come on.”

	Mysia did not embrace them back.

	At their urging, they left the steps of the Gau office and walked.

	Valya followed Mysia, barely knowing whether their feet were moving, whether they were tethered to the ground, or whether the environment scrolled automatically past them like they were hovering forward off the ground. Not knowing where they were going or what to do. Not able to speak; aborting every sentence that formed in their head out of astonishment, out of anxiety. Mysia might have been feeling the same. They stole glances at each other, awkwardly, and broke eye contact just as suddenly while walking.

	“Mysia, are you in trouble?” Valya asked, finally allowing themself to speak.

	“No. It was nothing. They– they tried to get me but had nothing to pin on me.”

	Valya never conceived of the Volkisch as people who let anyone off with a warning.

	Nevertheless, they were glad Mysia was not hurt.

	After some wandering, the two left the trees and walked across grey concrete into one of the office complexes. They stood in an alley between two office buildings on the edge of the second tier’s facilities. At their backs, one of the station walls, and a capped duct giving off a small amount of visibly moving air. Mysia put their back to one of the buildings and Valya put their back to the other, standing with their eyes locked together but still silent.

	Mysia reached out suddenly– taking Valya’s chin and lifting their face.

	Grinning with a too-familiar mischief.

	“It is you.” Mysia said. “It’s like I never left. You’re still the same softie.”

	Valya pulled off Mysia’s hands from themself. “Hey! I can’t believe you, after all this time.”

	“What else am I supposed to do or say? I wasn’t holding out hope of ever seeing you again.”

	“Me neither!” Valya said. They smiled a bit. “But I’m– I’m really happy to see you!”

	Mysia did not smile back. It was hard for Valya to read their expression.

	“You look so– healthy. Grown up. You finally left the Union yourself.” Mysia said.

	Looking Valya up and down in a way that embarrassed them to recognize.

	“Yeah, I decided to leave. I am working as a mechanic in Stockheim now.” They said.

	Of course, Valya could not admit to the truth of why they were able to meet like this.

	“Stockheim’s good. Nice pay, and the people are friendly. I’m glad you’re alright.”

	It was so awkward. Valya could hardly stand it. They should have been so happy.

	Instead, they were standing in a tiny gap framed by concrete, staring at each other.

	“Mysia– why did you leave the Union?”

	And the fatal words simply left Valya’s lips though they barely realized it.

	When they did– even they were surprised at themself.

	Thankfully, Mysia took it in stride. Letting out a bit of a sigh, tossing their hair a bit.

	“Chasing the myth of the Katarran mercenary. I told you as much when I left.”

	That can’t have been the only reason. Valya always thought they had done something.

	It was not beyond their will or capability to have done something.

	“Did you find what you were looking for?” Valya asked.

	Mysia did not answer. Rather, they asked a question by way of response–

	“Valya, do you still believe the stuff they taught us in the Union?”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“I see.” Mysia said. Valya thought they looked disappointed with that answer.

	“How are you getting along these days? You’re really not in trouble, right?” Valya asked.

	Both of them seemed to know that there was an impassable wall between them.

	“I’m working for a rich woman now, Gloria Innocence Luxembourg.” Mysia said.

	Valya froze for a moment. Surprised, perhaps elated– were they on the same side–?

	Foolishly, they were almost ready to say anything– but– Mysia talked so fast–

	Mysia spoke first and made a gesture as to bid Valya to be quiet for a moment.

	“Valya, I am really sorry but we don’t have all the time we need to catch up now. I have something going on. But– we can still go on an adventure together, just like we wanted.” They said. “It’s really incredible that I found you. It’s– It’s something I’ve only ever dreamed of. I think it’s a sign that everything is going to go how I want. I’ve got plans, Valya. I’m going to get a ship, and a crew. You can come. We’ll go anywhere we want, and we can do anything. Nobody can boss us around anymore. I just need a few more days to get ready.”

	At this, Valya’s heart sank– but a part of them, a foolish, stupid, childish part, wanted–

	“You don’t have to answer.” Mysia said. “In two days, meet me in Stockheim at noon.”

	“Mysia– I don’t know–” Valya felt like they were letting them slip away again–

	That mane of blue hair swaying in the air as they turned their back like before–

	“Even if you don’t want to leave, I’ll have time to catch up then. To really catch up. I want to know everything that happened to you. I promise I won’t leave you with regrets. I will tell you everything and then you can decide. But right now, I really have to leave. I especially don’t want to linger around this place too much.” Mysia gestured around themself. Perhaps meaning the second tier of Aachen. Perhaps meaning Aachen itself?

	Then the most shameful and impossible words of them all spilled out of Valya’s lips.

	“Mysia– do you still–?”

	Care about me? Care about me like our doomed teenage love?

	They would have said it–

	But there was no opportunity.

	As if in answer to the unspoken plea about to spill deadly into the air–

	Mysia took a step forward into Valya’s personal space and

	kissed them.

	On the lips, with a bit of force, a bit of tongue. A hand on their hip, gripping the fabric.

	Heat, touch, passion– a desire they hardly ever felt–

	Obliterating Valya’s better judgment as easily as when they first saw them at the Gau.

	As easily as when they first saw them at school in Sevastopol.

	And as easily as when they almost, so close, stole them away from home.

	Easy as a stolen kiss; easy as a quick turn of the feet to leave.

	“Stockheim, at noon. Valya, I still want to make you mine. Please consider it.”

	Rapid as the current that must have swept them away that day.

	Mysia turned, showing Valya their back, and walked away with unconcerned alacrity.

	With that confidence and power that imagined a world Valya could only dream of.

	Their knees buckled in the alleyway; their breath stolen away with the kiss.

	Tears in their eyes and not knowing what to do or what to think.

	Had it all been a hallucination? But their lips were still warm with their touch.

	All these years, and Valya was still so easily shaped by Mysia in mere instants.

	Could they really do as Mysia asked? Did they– want to–?
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	Chronicler: Commissar Aaliyah Bashara

	Mood

	Aboard: Busy, but spirits are high.

	Myself: Contemplative.

	We set out on this journey long enough now that 980 is near. We left close to mid-year so it should not be surprising. But it feels like an entire year has passed. I am appreciative of my reliable counterpart. I would have broken down if I was shouldering this alone.

	Meals

	Breakfast: Blins with mushrooms, and a choice of sour cream, cottage cheese or both.

	Lunch: Gloria had “Shimii-style” wraps delivered. Hummus, ta’miya, salad, tahini.

	Dinner: “Serrano noodles” egg noodles with beans, salsa, hot pepper, avocado and cheese.

	Events

	Today’s entry will be one of the lengthy ones.

	Ulyana slept poorly. I heard her throughout the night, making nonspecific noises in her sleep. This also affected my sleep but to a lesser degree. She was obviously struggling to get out of bed. On my own initiative I brought her a coffee and tried to comfort her. I offered to take some work off of her hands and she claimed it would not be fair to me. There was no point in arguing against this. I instead offered to get her Corvalol for sleep from Doctor Kappel.

	She confided in me that she felt everyone in the United Front was hiding something. I tried to both agree and mollify her while also pointing out we were also hiding things. To calm her nerves, I reassured her that I would be at her side to support her no matter what transpired.

	We set out for the United Front venue at 11:00.

	Before leaving, I gave Murati a goal to frequent the hangar and get acquainted with the sailors’ work more intimately by talking to Galina and the workgroup managers, instead of bothering the bridge crew all day. Murati apologized profusely and claimed that she was ashamed of her “lack of investigation” and that she would correct herself. She volunteered to write a self-critique and I told her not to and that I would be angry if she still decided to write one and that I would not read it if she did. She seemed to finally acquiesce then.

	I also gave Aatto a reading and learning goal for the day, enough to keep her occupied between her activities with Murati. It would be remiss of me to turn down a desire to become a Union commissar, which is rare even among committed communists in the Union. Aatto is experienced and highly educated but ideologically suspect and sexually troubled. Setting aside my personal feelings, I am using this as an avenue to correct her. A commissar embodies high standards for conduct. I would be glad to see her achieve this.

	Along the way to the venue, Ulyana’s spirits seemed to return enough to ask if we could stop for a spell somewhere along the way. I regretted having to keep her on task, because I enjoyed our brief noontime drink together the other day. I then had an epiphany and suggested we could stop somewhere for a quick drink after the delegations adjourned. Murati would only be happy to have the ship for an hour or two more.

	This more than any of my other suggestions seemed to brighten Ulyana up.

	Just as we were getting to the venue, we received a message from Eithnen Ní Faoláin that she would not be attending the day’s meeting and that she would defer any decisions that would be needed from her to Ulyana and Erika. She had to talk to Burke and Marina about what they had turned up about the Uhlans and the station’s security situation overall– she figured her time was better spent helping package their intelligence for us than listening to Tamar Livnat’s “grating voice” for another day. While I mildly disagreed, I understood Captain Ní Faoláin’s disdain for politicking and did not argue with her about it. I could take a more active role to support Ulyana and make up for the lack of personnel at the venue. 

	But the day’s topic would be a simple one.

	As agreed the day before, on the third day of deliberations each side would disclose the status and distribution of their forces. It was a simple topic that left little room for the grandiose political disagreements that had been seen in the previous days. Ulyana and I both understood that on this day, it was likely that every side would lie one way or another. The anarchists had reasons to lowball their forces as they did not trust anyone; Gloria had reasons to self-aggrandize as she wanted to take control of the United Front’s agenda generally. We had certain assets that we would never disclose, such as our Omenseer friends and the existence of psionics, as well as the Brigand’s agarthic shielding lattice. However, in terms of our conventional firepower, we laid everything out on the table, and we were frank about our number of troops. We were up front that aside from our special forces contingents we lacked infantry potential. The Volksarmee was primarily naval.

	I expected Gloria Innocence Luxembourg to engage in some amount of attention seeking behavior. I did not expect the degree to which she would do so. Gloria concocted an entire “presentation” about the Reichbanner Schwarzrot. It was clearly a propaganda film! She was using us as a test audience! I was too confused to object for most of it, with each passing minute believing that the film must soon end, and some actual information must appear.

	Sweeping shots of the repurposed cruise ship she used as a personal flagship. Schwarzrot troops in red and black uniforms marching with the eponymous reichbanner flag in hand, clearly shot in the spacious hangar or cargo hold of that same cruise ship. There were myriad slogans on the screen, such as “Justice, liberty, social democracy” and “fair taxes where everyone pays their share.” For whatever reason there were examples of “socialist” policies that “were already in place” like emergency services. A song that she commissioned about herself, its lyrics finally awakening me from my intellectual stupor and prompting me to ask if she disclosed to an artist any sensitive information. She claimed the artist was a zealous member of the Schwarzrot. Finally there was a Diver, clearly a rebadged Rhineametalle Sturmvolker with a slightly rounder headpiece, that had a pinup of Gloria in what looked like a skimpy halterneck robe with a rose in her hair and a golden belt.

	I pointed at the screen. In my mind I was screaming righteously. But I was utterly silent.

	Ulyana rarely looked every one of her 36 years– but she was haggard at that moment.

	Moravskyi began to complain at the twenty minute mark how much longer it would take, but thankfully the film was only twenty two minutes long, with the final few frames having some actual organizational charts with details about the Schwarzrot. These details were about as useless as the rest of the film was. I did not for a second believe that Gloria had a fleet of 100 ships unless she was counting every escape pod or shuttle as a ship. 

	And, furthermore, knowing she was going to do this, I had actually researched how many employees Raylight Beauty had, and the exact number of those employees were listed in her chart as “reserve manpower” for the Schwarzrot. It was a complete farce!

	Tamar Livnat called it unserious which got Gloria flared up all over again.

	Erika clapped and praised Gloria’s spirit but asked if she could pull the charts back up.

	They had scrolled too fast– she had missed them.

	She was either untroubled by the rest or did not want to make a fuss anymore.

	I was glad Murati was not here to fight these people; but some of them needed it.

	Moravskyi and Tamar disclosed small numbers of infantry but with highly specialized skills. They had saboteurs, hackers, bomb-makers; they had people who could knock off supplies at ports or processing facilities; they had solidarity with some commercial transit personnel who could smuggle them places. They disclosed that most of their manpower were discrete cells waiting for a chance to strike in many stations around the Imbrium. Ulyana had learned the night before that Tamar Livnat had a ship– she did not disclose this today. 

	She reiterated her need for ships.

	The Omenseers Avaritia and Gula, posing as the anarchists Zozia Chelik and Ksenia Apfel, made up a cover story that their cell had been uprooted by the Volkisch and they only had about five additional personnel. Moravskyi was shocked to hear this as he believed them to have an operation with thousands of people. Tamar looked suspicious of them. Neither would comment further. It was unconvincing, and their act was wearing thin, but in this stage, where everyone had lied, the indiscretion was more easily accepted.

	It was at this point that things did get confrontational again.

	Tamar Livnat suggested that our problems with troops and recruiting would be over if we could open up the Khaybar Pass for Bosporus. She confirmed that the Khaybar Pass is being held by a group of Shimii “pirates” (her words) that Bosporus has failed to break through. In her mind, if the Pass is cleared, we would receive a veritable flood of reinforcements from Bosporus. She had contacts in Bosporus and could reach them to coordinate.

	History might judge us for our decision, but we had good reason to be against this:

	1. The Union as a state with a foreign policy, has one very important and pragmatic reason to reject the displacement of Shimii by the Juzni and Eloim actors of Bosporus, which is: the Union was founded by Volgians, Shimii and Bosporans. Milana Omarova, the “Vozhd” of the Shimii in the Union, is being groomed to become Premier Jayasankar’s likely successor. Any action against Shimii on an Imbria-wide scale is likely to have repercussions “at home.” It would be seen as a betrayal and shake the trust of the Shimii. As an agent of the Union, as a Commissar, and as a Shimii, I must reject any such actions in line with the national policy.

	2. It has historically borne out that “pirates” are usually downtrodden people trying to secure a livelihood. This has always been the case in Imbria. Shimii, Katarrans, North Bosporans, Campos, and even Eloim, have had famous commerce raiders who ultimately “stole from the rich to give to the poor.” It would be odious to me on not just a personal but an ethical-ideological level to become the party stealing from these people instead of helping them and meeting their needs. For a self-described anarchist, Tamar can be rather cruel.

	3. Should we succeed in the odious task of evicting the Shimii from whatever home they have in Khaybar, the “flood of troops” that would constitute anarchist forces from Bosporus. While I would very much regret to see violence between our groups, an anarchist Eisental would not be as friendly to the Union as the regime of Erika Kairos and her Volksarmee. I am a soldier and commissar of the Union before I am anything else. It would be against not only my duty but also my beliefs to put solidarity or convenience before the safety of the nation which I have sworn an oath to serve. I believe that only the Union, and only a militarily powerful Union, can safeguard communism. It is terrible to me to have to now weigh the idea of allowing the Reichskommissariat to entrench itself further when there is a possibility to challenge it sooner, with the future that an anarchist Eisental might bring.

	Ultimately, none of this did I speak to Tamar Livnat. I simply and efficiently stood against the proposal on the grounds that it would be a waste of our forces and incur the (rightful) anger of some of the very people we are trying to organize against the Volkisch. At any rate, Moravskyi agreed with me on the grounds that if the Bosporus militia which had the backing of many stations failed to penetrate Khaybar, our armada would likely fail as well.

	Tamar quietly and serenely dropped the subject as she had done with many other subjects. Her demeanor continued to unnerve me, but I had no cause to accuse her of anything except being personally odious to me. All of us were withholding information and all of us had bitter ideological disagreements. We would certainly continue to be cautious of her and her faction. But to do any more than be personally cautious was out of the question. 

	She would remain at this table for now.

	We set the agenda for the next day that we would talk about funds, logistics, requisition and asset-sharing within the United Front. We would permanently address the question of our individual and shared resources, as some members of the Front had more, and some members had less, but we all had needs to meet. Gloria seemed excited at this prospect– of course, being the member with the most resources. Tamar being the member with the least resources, was also glad the topic would get more attention.

	After we adjourned, we called Murati and told her our plans, which she supported.

	Ulyana and I stopped at a small café that served pastries, simple fare, coffee and alcohol.

	We ordered coffees and Ulyana insisted we get them with a shot of honey liqueur. There were complimentary sweet crisps at the table to snack on. We talked for about a half hour after receiving our drinks. Ulyana asked what I thought of Aachen. I had not had much time to think about Aachen as a place, as much as a container for various vexations. I told her that it reminded me too much of Kreuzung. That despite its official policies being more “liberal” on paper it was still an unwelcoming and highly stratified place. 

	I told her I saw people’s gazes on me at times.

	Ulyana agreed and whispered that the café owner had been a bit taken aback by her accent.

	For the Captain, it must have been difficult to hide her accent to try to blend in.

	Quite a pity too because I found her voice, accent and all, to be very charming. I told her as much and got a laugh out of her. It was fun getting to chat. We couldn’t be very honest with each other in such a setting, for someone might hear. But nevertheless, I am growing accustomed to the presence of the captain and growing accostumed to being by her side. I assume that as I have been writing the past several months my assessments must have become more glowing. I will always criticize her when she deserves it. 

	But more and more, I do so out of a deep respect for her.

	As I wrote before– I am feeling contemplative.

	Chronicles are meant to be an honest recollection of the feelings of the chronicler.

	They are meant to recount feelings which the chronicler would regret losing forever.

	It is the final chance of the sailing dead to ever be properly understood by the still-living.

	While it is important to recollect the day-to-day, the chronicler has the privilige of having her feelings the most apparent. She can only guess what others are feeling, and she must do so in order to paint a picture of the crew. I have done my best to describe personages like Murati Nakara and Sonya Shalikova, so that it is possible for posterity to recall not just their deeds but perhaps an inkling of who they were as persons. However, one person that can actually be described to her fullness in this chronicle, is Aaliyah Bashara, the writer.

	With that said, it would be remiss of me to obscure my feelings too much.

	I must admit that Captain Ulyana Korabiskaya has been on my mind more and more.

	Perhaps because, more and more, we rely on each other, and have worked very long nights.

	The United Front has led to us staying up late together and working closer than ever before.

	More than when we set off, certainly; more than in Serrano or in Goryk’s Gorge.

	So I have seen many more faces of her– she has been challenged in ways nobody has been.

	Ulyana Korabiskaya is one of the few Captains I have served with. She is the only Captain I have ever accompanied into serious, life-threatening combat. She and I did not get on initially. I did not respect her. I was on the lookout for her to cause problems and perhaps even abuse her power over others. However, she has proven herself to me time and again, as not only a capable and professional officer, but one that is outstandingly conscientious. She tries not just to do what is efficient or pragmatic, but what is right, even at great cost. She regrets being forced to take any action which is punitive or brutal, but she wields her powers as she must, and does not shy away from those difficult decisions. My caution around her has gradually melted away. Now I strive to give her perspective, constructive criticism, a second half to herself to help her make decisions, and yes, at times, a bit of necessary scolding. We have a very amicable relationship. She has won my support. And much more– 

	I find myself trusting her above anyone that I have ever trusted.

	I would kill for Ulyana Korabiskaya; of this I am certain. I would protect her to my last.

	Being honest– I am not sure how I could end this mission and leave this woman behind.

	It is a frightening thing to admit when one’s feelings seem to verge on the unprofessional.

	

	

	After another turning of the day and night, the Mahdist village buzzed with activity.

	On the stage, the Tazia monument was completed and covered with a tarp.

	Around the village, banners were hung up with blue, green and gold patterns.

	Children were taken aside and instructed on the etiquette of the occasion.

	Behind closed doors, Sareh and Baran continued to teach Kalika her moves.

	Homa, meanwhile, watched the village gradually come alive around her.

	Helping where she could, putting decorations up, helping to fill and move water barrels.

	Despite the events of the past few days, the villagers continued to prepare, undaunted.

	Feeling their energy, Homa could not help but be swept up out of her gloominess.

	Tomorrow,

	on the fourth day of the United Front’s deliberations,

	while great forces moved in the shadows, and

	as Aachen drew nearer to Destiny,

	the mahdist Shimii of the little village would forget their pains and celebrate Tishtar.

	A festival of water, of the great heroes, of mourning, and of the Mahdist’s will.

	Homa’s heart began to beat steadily faster as she looked forward to Kalika’s dance.

	And hopefully to a hard-earned plate of cooked meat.

	 

	 


Arc 3 Intermissions

	III.1 “The Eclipse Heresy”

	Faction: Holy Empire of Solsea

	Within the dark blue fog and marine snow, a miraculous cocoon suspended in the water.

	Many-colored, silk-spun and hardened as concrete, a perfect teardrop shape.

	Inside that cocoon was the most beautiful and perfect nymph.

	Pale as foam, so soft and smooth. Her thin body curled up in sleep. Arms resting over her breasts, legs drawn in to her belly. Her red hair gently falling over sloping shoulders.

	She was growing. Her wings would burst out of the cocoon someday.

	Like twin rainbows rising from the shell. On those wings she would fly away forever.

	Leaving behind this dead world.

	All she needed was the shelter of her cocoon, and the peace with which to grow.

	But one day, greedy hands began to search the exterior of her cocoon for a weakness.

	Slipping between the colorful layers of the shell an intruder nestled behind the nymph.

	Shadow where she was light; monochrome where she was color; a changeling slender and smoke-grey and long-haired, its body a corrupted mirror of her own, pressing upon her.

	Cold fingers laid bloody red scratches on her easily-giving skin. She shivered and grimaced in her sleep. It was as if her shadow had begun to embrace and engulf her. She felt the piercing of teeth on her shoulder tearing her flesh open, and her back arched involuntarily from the pain. Felt the harsh grip of arms around her body, gasping for breath, her slender neck in a vicegrip, her legs unable to kick at her attacker, and a bloodcurdling whisper at her nape–

	You can’t escape me now.

	Inside the cocoon the nymph screamed, trapped in the violent embrace of the intruder.

	No matter how much she struggled, the creature tearing at her could not be shaken.

	Held down and tortured as she was, she would never get to spread her wings.

	

	

	Aubrey Jurgen was lucky to live in the Holy Empire.

	This is what she told herself every morning, as she left her room in the lowest tier of the station and took an elevator up three floors to a seafood restaurant in the commercial circle of the Torun station complex. She would put on her apron, try to hold her gut in place by sheer force of will, and braved the backroom of the restaurant to prepare fish. 

	Hers wasn’t a highly sought after skill. It wasn’t a career. She worked with fish, washed plates, set up stitcher machines and burners and ovens. She washed salt off preserved salted fish, cleaned brine out of pickled fish, and she gutted and cleaned frozen fish.

	She did this every day. It was work. 

	There was always fish. That meant, there was always pay. That meant, there was life.

	She had to be happy to be getting paid; had to be.

	In the Holy Empire, like everywhere in the Empire, this Aubrey and any Aubrey would be working five or six days on, broken up by sabbath or the occasional holiday. She was working for Imbrian Marks, still used by the Holy See, five hundred of which she earned every two weeks, seven hundred of which went to paying her room, and the rest to food and upkeep.

	Aside from the occasional alms, the Holy Empire still expected its lambs to pay the merchant men their due for bread, meat, greens, and the very fish she gutted every day. They still expected the landlords to be paid for rooms. But she was lucky to live in the Holy Empire. Because the Holy Empire wasn’t like everywhere else, she had been told, and she told herself as well, because she had to believe it to live: the Holy Empire was a godly place. It was a righteous and correct place. Rhinea, the Palatine, Buren and Veka, these were godless places of the devil where the soul was forfeit, the body was excoriated, and the mind was depraved.

	Working at the seafood restaurant did not forfeit Aubrey’s soul or excoriate her body or deprave her mind; because she lived in the Holy Empire, and so she was one of God’s lambs.

	And that God was Solceanos, the great sun that warmly awaited humanity beyond the water.

	Solceanos and Solcea ever looking down upon her from above. She was lucky; lucky that God was watching her gut fish. She was lucky to leave in the evening with 40 marks in the pocket.

	Out there, she would have been nobody. In The Holy Empire of Solcea, she was God’s lamb.

	God’s lambs earned their 40 marks a day and liked it.

	Troubled by these thoughts as she stared down another day in the briny, fishy backroom, holding the gutting knife in her hand. She stared at the knife, stared at the fish, stared at her hand, thought deeply dark thoughts, and made the decision to stop doing so. Her body made the decision to put the knife in the fish. One more blessed second in God’s holy kingdom.

	But when she stuck the knife in the fish this time, she immediately sensed something wrong.

	Soon as it crossed the barrier of the fish’s scaly skin, the blade drew a squirting spray of foul smelling red brine. Foul enough to stand out in a room that permanently smelled like fish and their innards. Aubrey lifted her free arm to her face, covering her mouth with her elbow. Her chest heaved with the immediate desire to spill her own guts. She turned away, but she heard the liquid dribbling onto the ground from the edge of the table. How much was inside?

	Overcome with sickness, Aubrey uncharacteristically dropped her tools and sprinted, nearly tripping over her own feet on the wet floor of the dim, cluttered backroom. She ran to the back office, where her manager had been working behind a computer desk. As soon as she crossed the door, the smell on her prompted him to stand up, exclaim, and back away.

	Thankfully, they had a strong deodorizer spray in the equipment storage.

	“It’s Katov mass.” said the manager, staring at the fish on the board and the mess on the floor. “Good god and all that is holy– it smells horrible. But it’s nothing too unusual.”

	He was thankfully not angry at her. Aubrey sighed deeply.

	On the board, the fish had completely deflated and flattened out.

	As if it had been nothing but a bubble of katov mass wrapped in the skin of a fish.

	“If its Schechter salinity value is low enough, it’s not really dangerous to humans.” the manager said. For a brief, terrifying moment, Aubrey thought he might be asking her to feed this to a customer. But he continued, “This one smells too bad though. Throw it out. If you find any like that, you know what to do. Use your best judgment, okay? I trust you with it.”

	He patted her on the back and walked away nonchalantly.

	Aubrey pushed the nasty Katov fish into the same trash can she used for the guts.

	She sprayed down the board, and the floor. 

	Then she reached into the rack full of fish from which she drew the objects of her work.

	Putting down another dead fish on the table, staring at it.

	However, the excoriation of poor Aubrey’s senses would not end there.

	As she cut one–

	-after another

	and a third,

	fourth,

	until she began to wish again to gut herself instead, to be freed of the smell of Katov mass.

	And also began to wonder whether she had run afoul of God.

	

	

	“Bow your heads in supplication! Do you pray every day? You had better start! The Eclipse is soon to fall upon us! When the shadows extend out over the Holy See, the dark angels will slay the wicked! Only those who open themselves to be saved and who resist the greed of the tempters and temptresses will survive! Where will you hide from God’s judgment?”

	People stood around the figure, clad in a covering black robe and cloak, surprised not just by the intensity of their voice and the bizarre message– but that the very fact of a doomsayer was very rare and strange. The Empire of Solcea was a theocracy where the church had become the primary political organ. Local functionaries like station mayors and regional governors had been replaced by Bishops and Patriarchs, and the church managed all appointments to public office. Those who watched as the doomsayer in the park proclaimed the end of days could only help but wonder if this carried some political meaning against the church.

	Solceanos’ teachings did not contain these lines. Solceanity was supposed to be a religion of humility, supplication, alms (and donatives.) It was about living with the world as it was, knowing one’s place, and exalting the God who made it possible for life to continue. In the secular world, a doomsayer was just a doomsayer, but in Solcea, what did it mean?

	And what did it mean when the Securitas police approached the doomsayer with batons drawn? What did mean, the onlookers wondered, when they beat him quiet and dragged him away? Somehow, the message stuck in all of their minds. There was a sense of disquiet.

	Especially when, the very next day, in the very same park– there were more.

	Preaching repentance before the coming of the great Eclipse. 

	Unfailingly polite as more curious people approached them with questions, or jeers.

	Unflinchingly stalwart as the police beat them too.

	Soon, the sight became more common. And the confusion began to clear up.

	More people clearly saw the coming darkness. And more people sought forgiveness.

	Beneath the notice of the closed eyes of the Holy See, a wound had been opened.

	And in its spilled blood, there was a spreading contaminant.

	

	

	The Holy Empire of Solcea had spent the months since its founding in a state of confusing dysfunction. The secular state of Skarsgaard and the Holy See of the Solceanos Church had been in a cold war for much of their living memory, and the church had dreams of what its victory looked like. At its highest echelons, the ascendant Church hierarchy dreamed of a nation that would strictly follow Solceanist creed and subjugate the population with piety.

	In reality, the dream of Solcea was a material nightmare replete with very secular problems.

	Skarsgaard had already been a state subject to great neglect. Even before his abdication to seek scandal in the court of Prince von Fueller, the former duke Carthus had been uninvolved in the day to day running and had set no policy agenda for the state. Perhaps in his mind, his late father had set a foundation that could simply be allowed to run, like clockwork– but it was hardly the case. Skarsgaard had become underdeveloped and dependent.

	A nation of corrupt bureaucrats captive to regional interests, Skarsgaard was headed for turbulent waters without Rescholdt-Koldt in the north and Khosvgol in the south to fill its markets with goods. The Imbrians had never invested much in the competitiveness of the native industry inherited from the old Gallic Kingdoms. Looking only at the numbers, Skarsgaard had a stable and functional economy. But it was a highly dependent one, that got by on being permissive and deferential to the juggernaut firms of its neighboring states.

	Pontiff Millennia had some idea that the nation was troubled. Having been a former heiress to the state, she knew some of her family’s unambitious running of its institutions and knew that appointments to high office were far from meritocratic; and as Pontiff, she had seen first-hand the people who ran the government, in their dealings with the church. Craven and self-interested, easily swayed by bribes and favors. During the breakup of the ducal states, Pontiff Millennia discovered first-hand how weak the state apparatus of Skarsgaard had become, as businessmen and political lackeys panicked and fled every which way, local branches of exterior enterprises attempted to uproot all their infrastructure back to their home states, and the remainder of the government was utterly paralyzed by the chaos.

	Solcea was also militarily weaker than the Vekan Empire, who held a qualitative and quantitative advantage in troops– as well as the Bureni nationalists, whose militias were battle-hardened and experienced in open warfare. Outside of Pontiff Millennia’s closest units, the performance of most of the Solcean military in a war was held suspect. This meant that any ambition of taking the fight to her neighbors right away and simply stealing their vast stocks of resources was a pure fantasy. She would have to walk the middle road.

	As a state, Solcea was born brain-dead and bleeding out, but it still clung to its life.

	Upon assumption of the newly-declared throne of the Solcean Empire, Millennia used the Papal Guard and remaining Skarsgaard Navy to violently put down capital flight, sicced the police, now renamed Magistratus Securitas, on both the population and on fleeing merchants, and successfully shut the porous borders to Veka and Buren. She appointed administrators from the church to oversee the transition and bureaucratic renewal. Her new state was led by learned men and women who gained experience managing people, projects and funds under the auspice of the church– but not spectacularly qualified for governing. 

	Still, it was good enough to staunch the bleeding.

	But the wound was not closed. It had scabbed over, but the pain of the cut lingered.

	Solcea’s economy continued to be a mess, and it became incumbent on a state that still nominally believed in capitalism to insert itself into business to keep goods flowing. Subsidizing agriculture, offering credit to buoy ailing industries, encouraging alms to rally the poor around the churches, offering as much debt relief as a finance industry livid at the state of things would allow. Discussions with Veka and Buren allowed for the reopening of perhaps 30% of their former business in the state, overcoming a cacophonous distrust.

	The Holy Empire of Solcea had talked a big game in naming itself and establishing its independence, but now played exclusively soft power. The Holy See supported Solceanos worship and the lambs of God everywhere they resided. They did not wish war on their neighbors and were simply taking the role of protecting the Church and its holy sites, and the Pontiff wished for peace and normalization of relationships with the warring factions.

	Because Pontiff Millennia could do nothing else with what she had.

	Particularly because, ultimately, like her sibling, she was uninterested in the state.

	Millennia quietly began to retreat over the weeks and entrust more of the state’s running to subordinates. As things became difficult and distracting, she more and more saw her mind drift elsewhere. She just needed Solcea and its infrastructure to survive and provide shelter and sustenance. The rest of her journey as a ruler was purely spiritual. If her beliefs bore out, the material consequence of the state would no longer matter. This was merely the cocoon to a beautiful butterfly struggling to be born, to stretch its wings, and leave it all behind.

	All the rabble needed to do was cling on for as long as possible.

	And that was what they were doing with great difficulty–

	until the shadow of something older than the Imbrium itself began to creep into Solcea.

	

	

	“I can almost see it. I can almost see it. If I could just touch it. Just for a second.”

	She mumbled to herself, prostrated in front of a mechanism set upon an altar.

	Around her, what was once a room for stocking religious relics, had become home to the purple glow of an eerie machine. An industrial-looking thing, half as tall as the room, glass panels unveiling complex innards. Powerful magnetic fields kept in place a cube of dimly glowing Agarthicite, which, reacting to the field, turned in random intervals to random angles within the containment chamber. Parts of the mechanism containing the fist-size piece of Agarthicite released beads of carbon into the enclosure. These would be stricken by bright purple bolts that lit up the room– and the face of Millennia von Skarsgaard.

	She clapped her hands together and stared into the annihilating purple glow.

	Had her will been any less, she may have felt dizzy or had her eyesight shot by it.

	But her mind was sharpened to a steel edge even as her flesh protested.

	Around her gathered bright colors of aura, but these quickly coalesced into a soft, smoke-white aura that thrummed nervously around Millennia’s figure. From this cloak, a single finger of aura stretched between the kneeling Millennia, and as if suspending the instant of destruction, the aura passed through the enclosure to touch the carbon as it annihilated.

	In that instant, the world before her eyes flashed.

	For a second or two, she had left the dimly lit room in the depths of her palace.

	Before her eyes she saw a blue sky as far as she could see. Sparse white clouds hovered over a vast stretch of grassland that rose and fell. Far downhill of her, there was a walled city, and the sea beyond. Smokestacks indicated industry. Millennia could feel the surroundings; humid, green, smelling of the earth. There was life. Insects, birds, small mammals.

	This was the paradise that the ocean had not claimed. Its people had not fallen.

	A world of hope flitted before her eyes. 

	She could see it, smell it, feel it, almost touch it–

	But she could not stay.

	In the instant after fleetingly experiencing this world, she felt as if her head split open.

	Her burning, weeping eyes blinked and returned to the old relic chamber.

	Her bright, sun-lit world and its blue sky became metal walls and dim purple light.

	Pontiff Millennia screamed at the top of her lungs, dug her fingers into her head.

	Blood dribbled down her nose until she could taste it on her lips.

	She fell on her side and kicked and screamed, not just from the pain but from frustration.

	She was there! She had been to another world! Why couldn’t she stay?

	Why couldn’t she escape the hopeless prison of this dead planet?

	For minutes she struggled until the pain receded and she had shouted herself hoarse.

	Then her body went limp with hopelessness for several minutes more.

	Until, wordlessly, almost mechanically, she pushed herself back up to her knees.

	Clapped her hands back together as if in prayer.

	And stared up at the demonic purple ore in the mechanism, her pleading renewed.

	Divination was exceedingly difficult. Salvatrice’s visions acted in her dreams, but that wasn’t good enough. Millennia needed to understand the mechanism of it, and she had been studying it, deliberately working to induce visions and control them, for weeks now.

	Using the “Gift” known as Oracle’s View, an expression of the Oracle’s Voice, allowed her to render visible the paths of the aether around her, and to experience the aether’s changes; it became clear to her that aether was a map of human activity past, present and future. 

	Theoretically, she believed a powerful enough psychic could force into existence a trace of a future farther and farther distant, or extract traces of a past farther and farther back. 

	Aether was not simply raw emotion either. 

	Oracle’s View allowed her to see a semblance of the actions that would disturb the aether in addition to their emotional character which was evident in their color. A strong red line of an incoming punch; the doomed black miasma of a human headed to death. These did not just carry their emotion as information in the color but carried evidence of the activity itself within the texture, within the trace– all of this could be exposed by the Oracle’s View. 

	Theoretically, this was what she observed when she first started experimenting.

	Premonitions; visions of the past. Her own past and future; those of objects; Salvatrice’s.

	And then, during her experimentation, Millennia realized that she had been correct about an earlier assumption. Her visions were not contained to the past and future of Aer. Because she could disturb the future enough to change it, and then change what she saw each time in those controlled conditions– it meant she and the Aether were not acting in straight lines.

	Like a Diver pilot learning to fight in three dimensions, Millennia stepped aside.

	That paradigm shift, that confirmation of her greatest hope, allowed her to rattle her cage.

	Rather than the past or future, forward and back, she was sidestepping, climbing, descending.

	With this realization, she became able to trace Aether that left this world altogether.

	To leave the world, however, the Aether needed to be affected by a massive force.

	Millennia nearly died attempting to send her Aether out of Aer by herself.

	Then she found herself leaning upon that most reliable and old ally of humanity.

	An Agarthic annihilation released enormous amounts of short-lived power.

	Using an agarthic centrifuge, she could annihilate carbon and release that power.

	Within the purple glow of the agarthicite she finally found the glimpse of what she wanted.

	On command, she could see another world.

	However, she could only observe seconds of these worlds at most.

	Even with her prodigious study, constant practice, and natural talent– any further stretched than this and her body would start to deteriorate from the feedback. She had hoped that the “Gifts” which Salvatrice had uncovered in her dreams could be used to sidestep such requirements, but there was no such luck. Manipulating aether was less taxing than directly manipulating human minds, but it had its limits too and she could not defeat them.

	She had quickly mastered the Oracle’s Voice and Saint’s Skin— and yet she still fell short.

	Especially when taken into account that simply viewing another world was not her ultimate goal. She had to escape– she had to be able to completely escape from this dead world–

	“We can see worlds that are not dead like this one. Therefore– aether must be capable of traveling– and therefore, if the aether is not bound to this Aer, then I– I could go–“

	Not just between the latticework of humanity as it existed on Aer– but beyond Aer itself.

	Even if it destroyed the worthless body she had in this doomed and worthless planet, it would not matter as long as she could start over in a thriving world. However, she had to be sure, she had to be completely sure that she could exist corporeally on the other side. 

	Theoretically, it had to be possible– it had to be. 

	There was no room in her mind for Millennia to consider she might be crippling herself over nothing. To live in a fallen and degenerate world with a fallen and degenerate body– no. Transcendence had to be possible. It was the only outcome. Any sacrifice was worth that end.

	And all throughout, her efforts were watched on every side by portraits and iconography of Solcea, the god that she had foisted like a veil over the wretched people of this world.

	Solceanos and Solcea, together the one divinity representing the sun. Sun as father who watched and judged and disciplined; Sun as mother who nurtured, warmed, and fed. She knew that, long, long ago, this father/mother God was much more metaphorically the sun, far less concrete– but ultimately there was no difference whether the God was literally the Sun or some Pater figure that was more concretely human. These Gods represented control, discipline, subordination and self-denial. Instruments of worldly power. Ten commandments; birth and resurrection; feast and famine. These were ultimately tools of social manipulation.

	And yet– 

	sometimes, their monuments and artworks instilled in her the fear of an ignorant believer.

	As if they knew somehow that the Church had perverted their intentions.

	Nothing in the scripture spoke of tithes, papal guard levies, church hierarchy and lines of succession. It spoke of alms that were not given; it spoke of a heaven that was denied.

	When she spoke, it was to organize believers and exploit them to the Church’s advantage.

	By enforcing the discipline of Solceanos, did they spread His intention for humanity?

	“It doesn’t matter– none of this matters– Solcea won’t follow me beyond here.”

	Solcea must have also been a prisoner of this dead world.

	Her hands were shaking. She wasn’t eating or drinking well. It didn’t matter–

	She dropped to her knees in the divination chamber, clasped her hands together in prayer.

	Drew her eyes wide open and summoned the power again.

	Oracle’s Voice.

	White aura blew out of her and spread across the relic chamber.

	Around her the aether became visible again, its movements palpable, readable, predictable—

	Saint’s Skin: Vestment.

	Her own aether flared and she focused all of her mental efforts on prayer, sublimity–

	Stark white aether began to overtake most of her aura, but a band of yellow and black.

	Rising up from her into the core centrifuge was a band of muddy white aether.

	Soon as she released it, her mind split into the twin focuses, of tracking it, and offering it up.

	Immediate pain, but manageable, just a twist of a razor scraping the surface of her brain.

	Oracle’s View.

	Her gaze became singularly focused again upon the aether being offered up.

	Then the mechanism was fed beads of carbon that it would immediately destroy.

	Her aura was affected by the annihilating purple glow.

	And the pain intensifying in her head.

	Digging, micrometer by micrometer through her brain, but she could endure it, she could clench her shaking hands harder and grind her quivering teeth tighter together. She could endure the pain and continue to trail the aether into the agarthic centrifuge, into the bolts of annihilating energy. Through the prism of destruction left in the wake of that purple glow, for the briefest instant. Paradise had to lie beyond it; it simply had to.

	Her aether crossed the threshold through the purple glow.

	Then, Millennia saw something she had never seen before.

	She had been expecting the lush grasslands and industrial cities she had seen before.

	But what she witnessed seemed even closer to paradise than ever.

	When the dim metal walls of her world dissolved again, she found herself standing on a place with dusty grey soil dotted with small puddles of water. She found herself dwarfed by absolutely vast, gargantuan, silver structures, that she likened to tree trunks because they had complex systems of roots digging into the surrounding soil, and massive webs of branches that blotted out the sky above. Between these trees, all manner of colors danced in long ribbons and loops that were simultaneously like lights and like rivulets of fluid.

	In the midst of these titans, her soul felt at ease. 

	For a moment, as she watched the colors dance and the wind singing between the densely packed forest, as the dew trickled down the great silver trunks. Her body felt light; there was no longer pain; and she felt so free. All of her burdens lightened amid the kind trees.

	Millennia took a step forward, and the world did not disappear.

	She took a second and a third. She was beside herself.

	Her haggard face, the deep black bags under her eyes, the filthy bloody trails down her cheeks, all of it stretched and lit up with a hopeful smile. Was she– had she made it–?

	Then, as she continued to take her first steps into what she thought was another world–

	A figure appeared in front of her, impeding her way, entering her space.

	Touching her body. Face to face.

	A thin woman with an eerie presence suddenly grabbed her.

	Long red hair, a pale face, a single horn, a white robe that looked like animal skin.

	Her face was almost as sallow, sickly pale as Millennia’s own.

	Yellow on black eyes with bags as deep and dark as her own fixed her with a sadistic gaze.

	A smile played across the creature’s lips as she stared deep into Millennia’s eyes.

	“I know where you are now.” 

	From her silhouette spread a wave of yellow aura that was choking and sickening.

	In the next instant, a renewed pain overwhelmed Millennia–

	She collapsed back onto the floor of the relic chamber, screaming like never before. 

	

	

	The door to the relic room swung open. A woman in a dark blue nun’s habit walked into the room, her short pink hair disorderly, as if she had just dressed, and her gait quick and agitated, clearly in a hurry. She flipped on all of the lights in the room and let out a gasp.

	Salvatrice Vittoria found the Pontiff in the midst of her agony.

	She knelt down next to her and held her close while she screamed and wept incoherently.

	“Millennia. Please return to your senses. Something is happening.”

	Salvatrice, officially something like a majordomo, had no political power whatsoever.

	Despite having a terrifying insight into what was to come.

	She held the holy woman in her hands for several minutes, until her glassy, tearful eyes finally displayed a hint of recognition. Millennia’s gaze began to scan the room again, and fell upon Salvatrice. She shut her eyes, breathed in and out. Wherever she had been, Millennia von Skarsgaard had finally returned to the world that she so adamantly despised.

	“I don’t need you to coddle me.” Millennia said. “I am doing just fine without intervention.”

	Millennia looked far from fine. Her skin was discolored, and she had deep black bags under her eyes. Her hands were shaking, and she struggled to stand without assistance. She looked smaller than ever in her overwrought papal garb that she hadn’t changed in days. Over the past few weeks she had lost weight, eating irregularly and in poor amounts while she obsessed over her experiments. Her red hair’s luster was starting to dim– there were strands of lost hair scattered throughout as she walked around the little room she had colonized.

	“I’ll forego comment on whether or not you look ‘fine’.” Salvatrice began. “But the world outside this room requires your attention again, Millennia von Skarsgaard. I fear that we are starting to lose control of events again, and I am unable to take command myself.”

	“Losing control of events?” Millennia mumbled. She turned suddenly. “Did you see–?”

	“No! I did not have a vision. Millennia, the material world is giving us enough omens.”

	“Fine! I will leave the room! Just tell me what happened! 

	Millennia pressed her for details, and Salvatrice began to tell the dire tale.

	The Patriarchate of Sandomierz was a region with four stations just west of the capital at Amaryllis. Every station had its own native industries and commerce, but the region was not exactly known for anything. It was simply a home to its people. After the transition to Solcean rule, Sandomierz’s regional government was replaced with rule by the local Patriarch, Andrezj Buzun. Sandomierz was a particularly troubled region during the transition, because of its lacking resources and largely lower class population.

	Buzun had become particularly sensitive to criticism due to the circumstances. He had been particularly called out during the transition by a local bishop, Mikolaj Szymanski. He blamed Buzun for hiding in church property with ample supplies while people went hungry. Buzun had interpreted the criticism as social climbing on Szymanski’s part, and was wary of his actions post-transition, obsessively clinging to his Patriarchate and paranoid of rivals. 

	Things seemed to stabilize in the following weeks post-transition, but recently, word began to spread in Sandomierz of a heresy from Zazisce Station. Misinformation about an incoming solar eclipse, and with it the ascendance of “angels from the eclipse’s shadow,” led to street worship, marches, unsanctioned gatherings, and other strange outpourings of passion. 

	Theologically this was completely against anything Solceanos’ church taught. Solceanos was the eternal sun, their angels were angels of bright light, not shadow, and there was no one in Solcea monitoring the “secular” sun for upcoming eclipses anyway. Such silliness would normally come and go on its own in a secular government, but Buzun was touchy.

	The Eclipse Heresy came to be viewed by the Patriarchate in Sandomierz as a protest against theocratic rule. Buzun believed the inverted theology was demonic in nature, and corrupting the youth; his more secular bureaucratic cohort believed that the Heresy could have been a code language for covering up anti-government organizing. Even more pressing to Buzun was the fact that the heresy began in Zazisce, the bishopric of Mikolaj Szymanski.

	Whatever the heresy truly meant to anyone, Buzun interpreted it as “Szymanski’s move.”

	And so, Buzun made his own hard move against it. 

	He deployed the Magistratus Securitas against Zazisce, raiding Szymanski’s churches for evidence of planning. Observers of the heresy intervened, blocking access to roads and to the churches themselves in the corridors of Zazisce. This prompted the Securitas to crack heads indiscriminately. The situation devolved entirely out of control from there. Szymanski was killed without cause as he showed support to the civilians being beaten, and he died never once acknowledging the heresy. Civilians fought back in whatever way they could, and then the station’s civil administration collapsed in a wave of defections and resignations– allowing the protestors access to the station controls and to better equipment. Now they could control access and surveillance, and began to beat back the rampaging Securitas.

	“Good lord.” Millennia grumbled. She did not care about the civilians, she had no sympathy for them, but she would not have reacted with such wanton violence had she been in Buzun’s place. That the civilians were being violent tit for tat with the police was quite shocking to her, but there was a clear cause and effect there would not have been if that man had shown tact. With a situation this aggravated, bringing things back under control would be difficult.

	“What is the situation now?” Millennia asked.

	“Zazisce is in a state of anarchy, and Sandomierz station is experiencing the effects. Buzun was found dead in his own bedchambers. There are signs that it was a murder. Local and regional government is paralyzed. Nobody wants to take responsibility now.” Salvatrice said.

	“Buzun died? How the hell? Do we have camera footage, anything?” Millennia asked.

	“The Securitas is investigating.” Salvatrice said.

	“Civilian rioters can’t have done that. They must have organization behind them. You can’t convince me that a bunch of lowlifes from Zazisce can suddenly assassinate the Patriarch.”

	“I agree. But you need to give the orders as to what to do next.” 

	“Right. Yes.” Millennia ran a hand over her face. “I need– makeup. Clean clothes. Food.”

	“Of course. I’ll help you clean up and marshal your strength.” Salvatrice said.

	“We need to capture some of these rioters. We can drag information out of them.”

	Millennia started forming a plan in her mind.

	The Papal Guard could cordon off the station, and start dragging people into ships, where they would await psionic evisceration at Millennia’s hands. She would get to the bottom of this– it might even be a good test of her psionic abilities. Flexing the muscles on living, resisting targets. Perhaps that’s what she needed to achieve transcendence.

	A challenge; there was no time to waste then.

	“Call the ministries for me while I eat too. I want a video broadcast ready to every Solcean station as soon as I am looking presentable enough for it.” Millennia said.

	“Absolutely, your holiness. I am overjoyed to see you finally coming out of this room.” Salvatrice said. “I only wish your emergence was under more pleasant circumstances.”

	Millennia looked at Salvatrice with sad, tired eyes.

	“I wish I could have known you under more pleasant circumstances.” She said.

	Salvatrice’s own gaze softened. “Indeed, your holiness.”

	That woman constituted perhaps the only thing Millennia would miss of this dead world.

	Even so, she knew she had to escape. To leave this chaos behind for good.

	For now, she had to think of a way to quell the chaos at least temporarily, however.

	

	

	In a televised address broadcast across Solcea, Pontiff Millennia von Skarsgaard condemned the violence in the streets and churches of Zazisce. She criticized the escalation by the local authorities, but much more strongly demanded that civilians desist in their resistance and assemble peaceably. She decreed that there would be investigations into the security response as well as any violent offenses by civilians. Whether this had any effect, she wouldn’t know– right after the broadcast, she was already preparing to depart Amaryllis.

	Millennia summoned a small vessel and a contingent of Papal Guard. Not wanting to be seen making a disproportionate show of force, she left the Irmingard-class Annointed One in Amaryllis along with her Paladin-General Rosemont. Instead she sailed out in a Marder-class Frigate along with a retinue of fifty decent men and women, twenty-five in power armor. The Papal Guard had no special forces, no troops dedicated to intelligence or reconnaissance, and limited experience in combat, but she could at least trust them to be disciplined.

	From Amaryllis to Sandomierz and Zazisce was two day’s sail at max speed.

	During that time, Millennia remained in her private chambers with her stomach churning.

	Quietly but obsessively gathering information about what had transpired during her retreat.

	And every so often, thinking back to her final vision.

	That forest of massive silver trees; and the fiend that confronted her in their midst.

	The way that creature had seized upon her body and looked into her eyes.

	It unsettled her; but the world was calling her away from her dreams.

	There was no place where order was as upset as it was in Zazisce, but the Empire of Solcea was not sustainable. She had not intended for it to be: her designs did not lie with this world. It simply needed to satisfy her material needs until her escape– but it couldn’t even do that.

	Even with trade from Veka and Buren, prices of food and materials were slowly rising. Wages were depressed, and unemployment remained high as industry failed to recover. Her church was failing in its task of governing as well: alms-giving had fallen, government projects lay neglected, funds were mismanaged, and public officials bickered and vied for influence.

	All of this in three months since the transition. It beggared belief.

	She knew her church wasn’t spotless, and that many of her lackeys were corrupt and vain people; but she never imagined they would be so ineffective when given power. They had run decently tight ships when it came to their religious duties, so what happened to them? Was it really only their fear of her authority that had kept them in line all these years?

	Was the Imbrium simply cursed to be unable to exist without a dictator?

	They needed her to rule them; after her retreat, Solcea was all too easily falling apart.

	Millennia thought bitterly about the retreat and death of the Emperor Fueller.

	How could she possibly escape from this world if she had to manage it so closely?

	Thinking about it all made her cling tighter than ever to Salvatrice in bed. 

	She never wanted to let go.

	But Salvatrice’s ministrations could only do so much. By the time they arrived in the waters of Zazisce, Millennia was almost back to looking as haggard as she had been in the relic room. Her ambitions were crumbling all around her; all of her dreams looked ever more and more distant. She felt her skin pressing tighter on her flesh than ever, felt the weight of her bones and body fat like never before. Aer, this dead world, tightened its grasp on her.

	“We have to settle this episode quickly.” Millennia told Salvatrice.

	Barely disguising the note of desperation in her voice.

	“We will arrange a meeting with representatives of the rioters, to lure them out.”

	“And what then?”

	Millennia flashed the red rings around her irises. It was enough of an implication.

	“You must assist me as well.” She said.

	Salvatrice bowed her head in deference. “Of course.”

	If she was lucky, she could potentially end the confrontation bloodlessly.

	Had it been feasible she would have wrung the entrails out of every one of those peasants for their insane defiance, but she needed Solcea to withstand this crisis. Being able to say she ended the bloodshed would hopefully have a stabilizing effect throughout the duchy. It would likely result in more of the incompetent bureaucracy relying on her–

	–but one problem at a time.

	The Marder-class Frigate Exigo approached Zazisce and received permission to dock from the occupiers. Zazisce was an interior station with larger surrounding stations in its region, so unlike larger stations, it had no military defenses. So even the darkly cunning rioters that had hijacked the station controls could do nothing against approaching vessels. Thankfully.

	Millennia had a brief discussion with the port control staff about her visit.

	“I do not desire to invade the interior station and cause tension. I would like to meet with representatives of the protester’s agenda and hold a discussion in the port. My aim here is to deescalate. I have already instructed the remaining Securitas to hold position. That’s my gesture of good will, and all I ask is to receive this measure of good will in return.”

	“Of course, Pontiff. You are always welcome in Zazisce. I will relay your wishes.”

	Millennia did not think much of the answer from station control, but the Exigo docked into Zazisce regardless. Millennia entered the station with a retinue of ten of her powered armor troops and Salvatrice at her side. They stepped off the boarding chutes and entered the station terminal, waiting in an open area where seating and refreshments were available. Flanked by the long, empty bench seats beneath the arched ceiling, Millennia kept her eyes peeled on the large hallway on the opposite side of the room, from which her greeting party would soon be coming. As the minutes went by, she grew anxious of the situation.

	“Would they try to kill me?” She asked Salvatrice. “Does their grievance extend so far?”

	“To be honest exalted one, I am not sure how the general population views you.”

	Mostly, they hadn’t– aside from her slew of decrees upon the founding of the Solcean regime, and her recent address, she had not appeared among ‘her flock’ in months now. Since then, her government had been represented exclusively by failures like Buzun who had tormented the commoners incessantly. Was her inaction to blame for all of this mess?

	Her mind again drifted to the late Emperor Fueller. 

	She still understood nothing of his actions; and yet she was proving no better than he.

	She didn’t want to surpass him; she didn’t want to be alive in this wretched place!

	But there was so much pressure upon her not to repeat his mistakes.

	Such a bitter pill; and Millennia’s throat was so dry.

	“Ma’am, I don’t like this.” said one of the power-armored men at her side.

	He was the Sergeant in charge of these marines.

	As if in answer to his complaint, the striking sound of footsteps started to close in on them.

	“Running?” Millennia said.

	Shadows painted on the far wall in the center of the corridor presaged the arrival.

	“Ma’am, it’s an attack.”

	Troops stepped forward around Millennia and positioned themselves–

	“Hold fire!” Millennia cried out.

	And held fire they did– as the opposite hallway filled with people charging into the terminal.

	Millennia could hardly believe what she was seeing.

	Some had pilfered riot weapons and armor from the Securitas, others had just the shirts on their backs and whatever piece of metal fit in their hands, some had tools and mining gear, it was a mess of people and whatever they had access to do violence with. Across their faces were expressions of rage that felt almost animalistic. None of them said a word or made a sound, simply rushing forward out of the corridor as fast as their feet could carry them. 

	She felt her heart stop and her eyes cloud over.

	In an imperceptible instant, red rings flashed around her irises.

	And she saw the blanket of white aura wafting from the horde of rioters.

	This is inhuman. This is–

	“Don’t shoot!” Millennia demanded of her troops.

	She stepped forward through the protest of her retinue, and stood defiantly in front of the stampeding mass just a second from ripping her apart. She met their blank, furious faces and their swinging weapons, planted her feet, and pulled deep from her own will.

	King’s Gaze.

	From her body, a small beacon amid a rushing ocean of violence, poured a bright wave.

	Colors surged across the crowd in the hall and dispersed the uncanny white auras.

	Tinging them a deep blue with bands of black and green.

	In the next instant, overwhelmed minds led to dropping bodies.

	By the dozens the rioters tripped and fell over themselves like stricken dominoes.

	Smitten unconscious by Millennia’s uniquely powerful will.

	They fell at her feet one after another, barely making it into the terminal.

	“Be still. By God’s grace.” She muttered. Trying to put on an act.

	From her nose a trickle of blood began to trail, to her lips, until she could taste it.

	She felt a sudden weakness, but stood her ground mightily.

	Her troops would have applauded the miracle their Pontiff had brought–

	But amid the pile of subdued bodies there was still one standing.

	A single individual in a black hood had withstood Millennia’s aetheric attack.

	All that was visible of them was a flash of a pale face, pale hands and long, bare, pale legs.

	“That is the perpetrator! Capture them!” Salvatrice shouted.

	Clearly thinking on her feet while Millennia struggled with the backlash of her psionics.

	From around Millennia, the guards armed with nonlethal weapons stepped forward.

	Realizing they had been compromised, the hooded figure turned to flee.

	Fierce barrages of dozens of rubber bullets, beanbags, and gas bullets struck across the figure’s back and legs and knocked them to the ground. Despite the intensity of fire, they almost got back up again to escape, and were only further compromised by the terrain of unconscious bodies around them. Soldiers charged forward, stomping over the bodies to seize hold of the agitator, beating them with vibrobatons while struggling to drag them back. Somehow the attempted escapee, kicking and thrashing, withstood the strength of two men until a third finally applied a shock prod to their gut and knocked them cold.

	Millennia and Salvatrice could barely parse the farcical scene of violence.

	“Don’t kill them! I need to interrogate them!” Millennia cried out.

	Fearing more human waves, and the potential of a bloodier outcome, Millennia ordered a retreat back into the Exigo. They took the agitator and a random smattering of the attacking civilians with them, locking the civilians in the brig. They would be interrogated using ordinary means later on. Meanwhile Millennia had the agitator taken to a private room in the upper deck and bound their arms and legs to a metal chair. She had to deal with this one.

	“Leave us.” Millennia said. She waved away her security detail, save for Salvatrice.

	Salvatrice retained a vibrosaber affixed to a magnetic belt she wore with her nun’s habit.

	She waited at Millennia’s side with wary eyes on the captive.

	Once they were alone with the hooded figure, Millennia approached and partially unzipped the figure’s garment, unveiling a pair of small, extremely pale breasts and allowing the once tightly closed hood to be thrown back from their head. She was immediately puzzled by their appearance– a youth of unimpressive stature, seemingly female judging by their chest. 

	Pale, extremely pale, like a freshly molted insect’s nymph, with long white hair. Skinny, too, with the impression of ribs visible on their thin trunk. Their limbs were long and thin, and they were barefoot. In fact they had no accessories nor possessions except for the hood they were wearing, which was only long enough to cover their body to the upper thighs. It was no design Millennia had ever seen– it almost looked like it was made of one sheet of a leather-like material, and the zipper was made of plastic. It had no brands, no logos, no tags.

	“Salvatrice, I’m going to wake them up. Hold your nerves.” Millennia said.

	“Of course.”

	In reality, Millennia was probably more nervous than Salvatrice.

	On the table opposite the captive’s chair, Millennia had several injectors already prepared with various drugs. There was also a small unassuming grey case that was full of tools. Scalpels, scissors, tweezers, clamps, an electric battery that could affix an electronic branding iron or small shock prods, thin sheets of abrasive and saline material that could go over wounds like bandages that intensified pain. These alone could not be trusted to extract information from a captive. But the torment would weaken their mind’s psionic defenses.

	Millennia took a syringe from the table and injected it into the captive’s hand.

	In a few moments, their body started to shake, their mouth hung and salivated.

	Slowly their eyes began to open. Black sclera with yellow irises.

	“What in the world– do you see their eyes?” Salvatrice mumbled.

	Just like the monster in her vision–

	Millennia concentrated on the being’s aura– blue, green and yellow. Expected of an ordinary person. However, as the captive began to wake further, the density of their aura began to thicken and the colors compacted against their body. They grew to a depth and density that Millennia had never seen in ordinary people. When their eyes fully opened, and they seemed to recognize their surroundings had changed, Millennia finally had her confirmation–

	Glowing red rings around those yellow irises, indicating the use of psionics.

	This was a supernatural being.

	Don’t struggle, or we’ll strike you dead on the spot.

	Before their captive could take action, Millennia sent them a psionic warning.

	Salvatrice withdrew her vibrosaber, and held it at her side.

	Recognition dawned upon the blank white face of their captive.

	Their lips curled into a grin.

	“You are the hominin’s False Autarch.” They said, in legible Low Imbrian.

	You can kill me but you will never be free from Her. You belong to Her.

	A telepathic response just as easily sent as her own.

	Millennia’s chest tightened upon hearing those words, slick with contempt.

	“I am Pontiff Millennia von Skarsgaard. I am your superior. You will cooperate with me or die. And an equally grisly fate will await all of your co-conspirators, until I find one that talks.”

	She withdrew a knife from the toolbox and held the blade between the captive’s breasts.

	At no point did they even flinch in response to her threats.

	“What does one talk to cattle about? You Hominin will soon learn your place.”

	Millennia pressed the knife against the skin.

	“Maybe you will start making sense after screaming for a bit.” She taunted.

	She expected soft flesh to yield to her torment, and was shocked to see no blood drawing.

	Her blade almost slid against the suddenly stiffened flesh.

	“No, Hominin, you will scream.”

	Suddenly, the captive’s tongue sprang forward from their mouth mid-speech.

	At the tip there was a glistening, jet black blade with an edge that glowed with colors.

	Millennia froze in the instant of the spearpoint blow aimed for her chest–

	“Saint’s skin!”

	Salvatrice’s gleaming green blade flashed and sent the tongue rolling to the floor.

	That fleshy black razor-tip cutting nothing but a small gash in Millennia’s robe.

	Then in an instant of panic, Salvatrice turned the blade on the captive in a brutal swing that sliced its sizzling edge across the chest and face of the creature. Splitting open skin and bone and spilling out gore and throwing back the chair to which the beast had been shackled.

	Millennia’s back struck the desk in shock, sending her tools crashing to the floor.

	Staring at the disfigured abomination split open in front of her.

	Its exposed throat still laughing through the clanging of the metal instruments.

	Pieces of its ribs shaking like fingers; gushing organs hissing like snake heads.

	Severed jaws and boiling eyes still piecing together an expression of glib humor.

	“Iä! Iä! Iä!” cheered the writhing flesh thing as if in the midst of euphoria.

	What happens to me is irrelevant! Fill this body with pain! I will ascend to join my Autarch!

	Psionic screeches filled Millennia’s and Salvatrice’s minds.

	Her habit covered in foul-smelling blood, Salvatrice screamed back as she threw her blade against the creature hacking at the flesh in the grip of her own madness. As if taking a pick to a stone she reared back and drew forward, two-handed grip with all of her fear-crazed strength, sending a limb to the floor, pieces of the head flying, sawed ribs spraying fragments of bone. Screaming between each blow until she was out of breath, covered head to toe in gushing filfth, and so bereft of strength her blade simply fell out of her grasp.

	Millennia surged forward and wrapped her arms around Salvatrice’s chest.

	“Stop.” Millennia mumbled. “Please stop.”

	Salvatrice froze, her hands hovering in front of her as if in the midst of another blow.

	Even though her enemy had been reduced to a mound of hacked apart meat.

	And her blade was halfway across the room.

	“Millennia. I– I– You– That–“

	Salvatrice’s shaking body settled against Millennia’s chest.

	Together, they slowly knelt down on the floor at the foot of the dead thing.

	Weeping, screaming, in each other’s arms, until the guards finally rushed in for them.

	

	

	The Exigo returned to Amaryllis days later.

	For now, military response to Zazisce remained off the table.

	Millennia embarked on a propaganda campaign, hoping to turn the public against the heresy.

	She made several media addresses and wrote pamphlets and scripts for churches to run.

	Trying to buy time and gauge the spread of the unrest before making another move.

	There was good and bad news on that front, as always.

	“What has been the response to my latest address?”

	“From what we can actually quantify with data, people are scared and trying to hunker down, but nobody is reacting as badly as what happened in Zazisce. I am not sure that faith in the administration is high, but at the very least, the remaining Patriarchates are continuing to run as usual. We are not seeing signs of rebellion there. But the people are depressed.”

	“That’s outside Sandomierz, right.”

	“I’m afraid Sandomierz has had a different reaction, yes.”

	Salvatrice turned over a portable computer to Millennia with the latest reports.

	While most of Solcea simply watched with bated breath, the wound festered.

	Zazisce remained out of control and it was the epicenter of a violence that was slow to spread, but was nonetheless spreading within its region. Days after Millennia von Skarsgaard left the station, neighboring Sandomierz, seat of the Sandomierz Patriarchate and still bereft of a Patriarch, began to see the signs of the decline. Doomsayers had begun to appear in public parks and in front of churches in Sandomierz. Many were beaten and arrested, but the public displays of violence seemed to embolden more of them to take up the creed of the “Eclipse” and resist the government. Heedless of the consequences, like a virus of the mind, the doomsayers steadily grew into demonstrations with dozens of people at a time.

	“Restrict all travel to and from Sandomierz until further notice. Ships will only go to the Patriarchate of Sandomierz with Imperial sanction and a Papal Guard escort. Ships already in place over there will not be leaving Sandomierz. Quarantine effectively immediately.”

	“Of course, Pontiff.”

	It wasn’t enough. Sandomierz was teetering just like Zazisce.

	Soon, those dozens of dissenters might become hundreds. How soon– nobody could know.

	Wherever her so-called flock heard of this ‘coming Eclipse’ they seemed to go mad.

	It couldn’t have been that they accepted this creed and truly believed in it.

	Millennia wasn’t even so delusional as to believe most people believed in Solceanity itself.

	If there was discontent it should have been of the secular kind. Leftists and progressives.

	Why would thousands of people begin agitating via this same insane liturgy?

	“This isn’t organic. It’s psionics.” Millennia said grimly. “A psionic cabal of some kind.”

	Millennia had no way to wrest Zazisce from heretic control; with its government collapsed and its people in thrall, there was no reasonable way to negotiate its return to her authority. Violent reprisals were not off the table, but she had to be careful not to turn manufactured dissent into a real grievance. Getting rid of the station’s population would be a last resort.

	Her mysterious enemy might even be counting on the violence.

	A panicking public with its government in disarray was easier to manipulate.

	Weakened minds, shriveling souls and frail bodies could not resist psionics.

	After carefully purging every psychic she had perceived within the church, other than her ally and companion Salvatrice, Millennia never envisioned she would have to fight a psychic threat. She felt both vindicated in taking action before, but also foolish for not somehow finding a way to combat psionics directly, or retain more psionic potential in her employ.

	Some part of her found itself wishing she could recapture Maryam Karahailos.

	She would be called a madwoman if she went to the public with a confession that she was capable of mind control and that an enemy capable of mind control was subverting the government and fomenting violence. And even if she tipped her hand, the knowledge would do the average civilian no good. If there were multiple psionic infiltrators, and it was likely that there were, Millennia and Salvatrice alone could not uproot them. It would take inducting more psychics to fight back, which could spiral out of control if they betrayed her.

	Not only that– these were not ordinary psychics. It was possible they weren’t even human.

	It felt like there were no winning moves. Millennia was paralyzed as to how to respond.

	Part of her wanted to lock herself up in her room and redouble her efforts to escape to another world. In the new world, none of this would matter. As long as she escaped before the violence reached her person, she would be free. But she had no guarantee she would make it out in time. She had no guarantee– that it was even possible to begin with.

	Part of her contemplated giving up, too. Giving up in every conceivable way.

	“Salvatrice, are we in hell? Is that what I am witnessing?” Millennia asked.

	Her voice was haggard. 

	Salvatrice narrowed her eyes at her from across the desk they were working out of.

	“Don’t talk that way.” Salvatrice replied. “Please.”

	“Fine. But– I don’t know what to do, Salva. I really don’t.” Millennia said.

	Salvatrice reached out her hand and took Millennia’s own.

	But she offered no words of comfort nor a plan of action. Only the comfort of a touch.

	Their despair grew when the Securitas began bringing them more incongruous sightings.

	Security cameras began to capture eerie scenes around Sandomierz, and soon a third station to which the contagion of this ‘Eclipse heresy’ had spread, Torun. Securitas suppressed the strangest footage that was collected by the station’s cameras and brought it directly to the Pontiff’s office for review. It truly felt like she was watching a scene from a grand metaphor on retribution from God. Shadows with glowing eyes. Acting heedless of the cameras.

	Sometimes just staring straight into them as if in challenge.

	Every piece of video was a sighting of the same sickly pale, white haired beings like the one she had confronted in Zazisce. There were at least two dozen such sightings throughout Sandomierz and Torun. They were haphazard in their targets; breaking into food warehouses, attacking Securitas police boxes, breaking into schools, churches, random small businesses. There was no sense to it. It was as if they were after anything they could grab.

	One particularly disturbing video was recovered body cam footage.

	Affixed to chest of a Securitas patrolman, the camera shone upon what looked like a small child, lost in the back alleys of a cattle complex in Torun. He approached, calling out to her.

	“Hey urchin, you must be really lost. Come here, let’s get you off private property alright?”

	He reached out his hand, and the child turned her head over her shoulder.

	Her eyes drew wide, and from under her clothes, an appendage suddenly lashed out.

	The officer fell over, the camera was knocked off. There were sounds of struggle.

	In the darkness, a pool of blood spread to the camera.

	“Pontiff, our men have no idea what they’re up against,” said the police surveillance officer, part of a new task force assigned to gather intelligence. “Telling them to watch out for pale freaks in hoods is going to sound ridiculous at best, but it’s all we have. I would like permission to communicate to station commissioners what the situation has become.”

	“Granted.” Millennia said. “But keep the web of information as tight as possible.”

	It was too little too late; she was organizing task forces, trying to promote decent officers, trying to boost cooperation and share information between stations and branches, but this was all being done at the eleventh hour. She was aghast at how poorly her forces were developed, how much they lacked in support capacities and coordination. As she watched the so-called surveillance officers leave the room, she felt a deepening frustration. 

	“We have to do something about Zazisce. We have to investigate; gather more info. Our only option is to take action. We can’t just watch from afar, but we can’t burn the whole thing down.” Millennia grit her teeth. She closed her fists. She could do nothing with her current forces– but there was a way to bolster them. An odious way– but becoming necessary.

	She cast a glance at her faithful companion once more. Salvatrice held her gaze.

	“Salvatrice. Go through the records and see if there any former special forces or Inquisitors among our prisoners. Check if any of them have organized crime backgrounds with ties to Katarrans. Don’t talk to any yet. Just– bring me the files and I’ll decide what to do about it.”

	Salvatrice’s expression briefly turned grim before she then bowed her head.

	“Right away, Pontiff.”

	She turned her back and walked out of the office, leaving Millennia to her thoughts.

	This was the first odious, desperate plot of many to come.

	Millennia looked down at her own shadow, cast upon the desk.

	Her hand felt compelled to go up to her neck, her shoulder, to massage herself. 

	She felt a strange, sharp pain that she could not place.

	

	

	The Holy of Empire of Solcea was a lie built upon lies, taking advantage of Humanity’s longing for the Sun to give shelter to its false prophet. Unrest creeps through the fabricated empire, a syndrome born of a growing parasite sucking the blood out of the old faith.

	Millennia von Skarsgaard’s cocoon of miracles has become her living hell. 

	 

	 


Knight In The Ruins Of The End 

	S1.1

	Depth gauge: 600m

	Rain poured from the artificial sky in Schwerin Island, coming down in sheets that pooled over the synthetic earth around the palace in the center of the habitat. Gray clouds in the unmoving firmament and fields of bright red and yellow flowers surrounding the palace, joined by the great crystalline threads of the water. So much was coming down that it ran gentle rivers down the stone steps into the palace. Gate closed, windows shut but not shuttered. Inside, the residents enjoyed the scheduled spectacle.

	On the stone steps into the palace, stood a girl.

	Beside the stones, out of sight of the door or the windows.

	Fists closed at her side. Teeth grit to keep from chattering. Soaking in the rain. Cold and quivering.

	Dressed in a white shirt, a little bow tie, and dark brown overalls. No protection from the water.

	Her skin, variously referred to as “swarthy” or “olive-colored” or “leather-tan,” was becoming grayer.

	Dark, long, slightly tough hair, tied up into a braided ponytail that fell behind her back.

	Tall for her age. A little tomboy out in the wilderness. Enduring the rain like a statue.

	As much as she wanted to stand still as a stone she could not. She was too cold and vulnerable.

	Her feet turned in place, shifted. She couldn’t help it.

	But in the rain, she could not tell apart her tears from the water roaring over her body.

	She wanted to scream, but not in pain. She wanted to scream with anger, with the power of violence.

	Because she could not, she did not scream. She kept her voice trapped deep in herself.

	Standing at the foot of the steps into the palace, in the pouring rain. Eyes shut. Teeth grit.

	“Corporal punishment of this sort for a kid is rather cruel.”

	Gertrude Lichtenberg opened her eyes and looked up.

	In front of her was a tall man, grey uniformed, with a stiff posture and a grave face.

	He was holding a small umbrella. With the grimness of his uniform and face, it almost looked silly over him. His brown eyes scanned across the stone steps and then fall back upon her. Deadly serious. This was a soldier, little Gertrude knew. A man of great gravity and dignity, peaked cap and thick boots, insignias on his coat. Gertrude knew the patches very well. He was a Lieutenant. Her own father was a Captain.

	Gertrude tried to stiffen herself up also.

	In return, the man knelt down in front of her, so he could look her eye to eye.

	He lifted his umbrella to cover her too, just a little bit. 

	“My name is Einz. Einz Dreschner. What is your name?”

	“Gertrude– Lichtenberg.”

	Between name and surname her teeth chattered.

	“Did you cause mischief?”

	“I hurt someone.” 

	“Did the Captain send you out here?”

	Gertrude could barely contain her tears thinking about it. They felt warm in her eyes and cheeks.

	“No. I sent myself sir.”

	Dreschner looked, very briefly, taken aback.

	“This won’t make amends. You’re only hurting yourself. Come with me. I’m sure it can be sorted out.”

	He extended a hand but Gertrude did not take it.

	“No sir. She’s not talking to me.”

	“Who isn’t?” 

	Gertrude sniffed hard. Fighting back sobs.

	“Elena.”

	Dreschner nodded. He made a serious face again. Like he grimly and fully understood.

	“She’s not talking to me sir. I hurt her. So I just want to stand here and become a statue now.”

	“I understand. But at least– you shouldn’t be sad and alone. Let me stand here with you.”

	He closed his umbrella. Gertrude felt a shock– he must have been someone’s guest from the palace.

	Dreschner took his place next to Gertrude in the pouring rain.

	He did not explain. And she could not argue with him. He simply did it.

	“My–” His own teeth chattered. “It is mighty cold, little soldier.”

	He laughed.

	Gertrude looked up at him, his smile flashing against the sheets of rain and the gray sky.

	They stood, side by side in the rain like that, for a good while longer.

	Perhaps Dreschner knew that in due time, the Captain would come looking for him.

	And bring them both in.

	And ultimately, help solve Gertrude’s little problem.

	So that, then, nobody would have to stand in the rain.

	Elena and Gertrude did talk again after that.

	That very day even– and so soon, that Gertrude still felt soaked, even with a change of clothes.

	Elena’s return to her side made her feel very warm, however.

	

	

	Depth gauge: 1800m

	Slowly, the rain-dewed pastures of her youth faded to the metal walls of her adulthood.

	It was the year 979 After Descent. 

	Human life was relegated to deep beneath the surface of the Oceans on the planet Aer.

	One such Ocean was the main Ocean of the western hemisphere: the Imbrium.

	In this body of water, a woman once called a Knight had lost everything.

	She could only dream now, of what she could have had. And what she did to let it slip from her.

	Painful and unwanted dreams.

	Gertrude turned in bed and almost reflexively wrapped her arms around the dark-skinned woman laying beside her. Feeling her muscled back against Gertrude’s bare breasts, holding her lean arms, burying her head in her long, slightly coarse dark hair. Her companion was still asleep. Her tail gently lifted and dropped beneath the sheets. Dog-like ears atop her head gently folded and lifted in rhythm with it.

	Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong. 

	Even her name sounded so beautiful to Gertrude.

	“Mmm. You really don’t want to let me go?”

	She began to mumble. Her voice pleasantly rough.

	“I’m sorry to wake you. I couldn’t help myself.” Gertrude said.

	“I’m flattered. You can tug on my leash anytime, Gertrude. You and only you.” Ingrid said.

	She backed into Gertrude. She was shorter than her and nestled into her chest so well.

	Gertrude truly never wanted to let her go. 

	Now that she had known loss, such loss as she had never imagined she would ever suffer–

	It had taught her that she needed to keep close, jealously close, anything that mattered to her.

	Ingrid was hers to hold. Hers and hers only. No matter what happened.

	Gertrude wanted to squeeze her close, to taste her, devour her–

	Then a pale green light glowed over the lovers. There was an accompanying sound, radio-static.

	A voice-only message from the bridge of this ship– the Irmingard-class dreadnought Iron Lady.

	“M-M-ma’am!”

	That squeal could have only come from the Irmingard’s mousy communications officer, Karin Schicksal. Despite her auspicious surname, she was a small and skittish woman whose voice was cracking from anxiety. After a too-long pause she continued. “Y-You did say to alert you when we got closer!” There was a nervous little laugh. “We’re approaching Kesar’s Gorge. Um. Let us know if you have any orders!”

	Gertrude lifted her hand from Ingrid’s chest placed it on the wall to respond to the voice-only message.

	“I’ll be in the Bridge shortly.”

	Ingrid grunted a little– but not enough that Schicksal would hear her.

	She always made sure to toe certain lines for Gertrude’s sake.

	“Dismissed.” Gertrude said, with an exasperated sigh.

	“Oh! Sorry, I forgot to cut the line! Very sorry! See you soon!”

	Finally the light green glow from the wall disappeared as Schicksal’s message window closed.

	“Might not get many chances to fool around for the next bit.” Gertrude said.

	“I’ll live. I survived a multiple-year drought in our sex lives after all.” Ingrid laughed.

	Gertrude wondered but never asked how long Ingrid had felt this strongly about her.

	Her own feelings were still muddled. She loved her, but–

	But she had to set these doubts aside for now.

	Standing up from bed, her room closet automatically extended a hanger with her uniform.

	A black coat with gold and red accents, black pants, and the tall hat of the High Inquisitor.

	In a lot of ways, Gertrude was still the little tomboy from Schwerin Island.

	Except she was not so little at all. She had grown very tall for an Imbrian woman, though not as tall as some. And now in addition to a swarthy tomboy, she was at times called gallant, handsome. At least physically, she fit the uniform which she had been given. Its strength, its unwavering steadfastness.

	Its brutality too– perhaps her mind and spirit also, regrettably, befitted the legacy of this uniform.

	“Hey,”

	Gertrude felt a pat on the back as she started to dress. Behind her, Ingrid smiled.

	Standing with her shirt half-open, tapping her palms on Gertrude’s back and rubbing.

	“Don’t look so down. Everyone wants to have faith in you. Including me. Show us some confidence.”

	Seeing her acting so supportive, Gertrude could not help but smile back.

	“There’s my handsome tyrant.” Ingrid said.

	“Hopefully everyone else will be as charmed about it as you.” 

	“Hah! Hopefully not that much!”

	The pair laughed at the implication.

	Though this bubble of peace which they had seized for themselves could not last, they still cherished it.

	Soon both women donned their uniforms and the duties that came with them, and set out into the day.

	

	

	Depth gauge: 2000m

	An adult bluntnose sixgill shark descended from the surface waters, looking for the ocean floor.

	Struggling briefly against the titanic wake of some massive creature it could not possibly fathom.

	Avoiding the current, the sixgill shark had its reckoning of its own course briefly disturbed.

	Try as it might, the sixgill had chosen its dive location poorly, and the ocean floor eluded it for a while.

	Instead, beneath the sixgill’s sleek body there was only darkness and further descent.

	And so, in order to avoid the gigantic being in whose wake it had been traveling, the sixgill ascended.

	An uncommon encounter between humans and nature, in the reality of the After Descent era.

	But one that reminded these separate worlds of each other’s presence.

	Between the rocky and uneven seafloors of the southern Imperial territory of Sverland and the vast, rich silt plains of the eastern Imperial territory of Veka, there was an enormous trench known as Kesar’s Abyss or Gorge. It was a connecting point between the Khaybar mountains dividing the Empire and the Narodnaya range separating the territories of the Union from Veka and Sverland both. When viewed from the Imbrium above, the Kesar trench was nearly a kilometer across and many more long, a gaping black maw screaming at the heavens. Torn open, split jagged as if by the strength of some titantic monster.

	Kesar– the place where Norn the Praetorian’s journey began. Could there be an answer here?

	Approaching Kesar was Gertrude’s Inquisitorial flagship. Irmingard-class dreadnoughts all shared many traits. Most distinctive was the thick, “spoon-shaped” prow, like its namesake upside down with a beautiful curved surface above and the tapering point jutting at the fore. Between the prow and the larger main body was a “neck” containing sensor equipment. All quarters in which work and daily living were contained had been spaced into the massive main hull, a semi-cylindrical, flat-topped, beautifully curved monument, bedecked with cannon pods, sensors, and winged fins and control surfaces. Flared armor “wings” around the circumference of the ship’s stern protected enormous hydrojets fed through intakes on the sidepods and below the stern. The most powerful Agarthicite reactors ever fielded on Imbrian ships powered massive turbines that drove this beast, as well as its massive main coilgun turrets.

	The Irmingard class was not only the largest and most well-armored and well-armed ships designed and fielded by the Imbrians, the sheer power of their reactors and engines made them the fastest and most enduring vessels in the world in terms of speed over long distances. While they were not necessarily sprinters, the Irmingard class could chase any vessel to the ends of the earth, indefatigably hunting its prey, creeping nearer and nearer to pressure smaller and lighter ships and never allowing escape.

	Per the wishes of its commander, the Iron Lady sailed without a livery, wearing only flat gunmetal gray.

	But even this behemoth found itself dwarfed by the sheer size of Kesar’s Gorge.

	From the circular bridge of the Irmingard, Gertrude Lichtenberg watched the yawning abyss through the picture of the main screen, taking up most of the wall at the very front of the bridge. She approached the island in the center, surrounded by the various battlestations. At this central post was the Captain, Einz Dreschner. He was the man responsible for the direct, day to day leadership of ship operations, even though Gertrude was in charge of the vessel as a whole. She counted on him to enforce her commands.

	An older man with a heavily lined and severe face, hairless in head and chin both, never without his cap.

	Nevertheless, that grim expression became as much of a smile as it could when Gertrude appeared.

	“Inquisitor.” He said warmly, by way of greeting.

	“Captain.” Gertrude said, taking his side. “So that’s Kesar.”

	“Indeed it is. Just as Norn the Praetorian described it. Vast and seemingly empty.” Dreschner said.

	“Seemingly. But it was here, Captain, that the Praetorian’s legend began.” Gertrude said.

	Dreschner nodded. He spoke in a lower voice. “I am a very material sort of man, Gertrude.”

	Only for her ears. “Do you trust me, Einz?” She asked, whispering back.

	Dreschner crossed his arms. He spoke in a measured voice, like a wise man giving oratory.

	“I believe that I should support you in this adventure even if I don’t fully understand it. To me, the benefit to be gained is for your confidence to be restored, and for you to be able to make clear decisions about your future. However, a part of me believes this ship should head for Konstantinople, rather than here, trying to unearth some treasure or discover some mythical secret to the Praetorian’s rise to power.”

	“Do you think the crew feels the same way?”

	“No.” 

	Drescher reached out and surreptitiously, he patted Gertrude once, in the side of the arm.

	Such that nobody noticed, but she knew he was offering reassurance.

	“Sailors sail. Their compact with their ship is that they are the ones who have to worry about pipes and pressures and nuts and bolts, and leave the worrying about direction and missions to the officers. And your officers, Gertrude, have nowhere to go in the world except where you tell them. In their minds, I believe they are still trying to excel to secure their livelihoods. Ultimately, all we want is to sail, as well.”

	“Let’s hope you’ve read them correctly. I wonder if any of them are getting homesick.” Gertrude said.

	“Like you, Gertrude, I don’t believe they have homes to return to that are any better or brighter than the bowels of this ship.” Dreschner said. He sat back farther into his seat. “For now, this ship is their home, and it is their home because they have faith in their leader. They trust your path is the correct one.”

	“Thank you, Captain. I’ll make sure to walk my path confidently then.”

	Gertrude stood up on the front of the island. Putting on her most stern and confident expression, and briefly preparing her voice. She face the massive abyss on the main screen and laid out her plan, which was heard not only on the bridge, but broadcast to the sailors working in the lower tiers of the vessel.

	“Look sharp, soldiers! Before you lies the Kesar Gorge. Before we return to Konstantinople, we must carry out a thorough investigation of this pit. Our objective is to fully reconnoiter this area before we attempt to rejoin the Inquisition. Kesar’s Gorge contains a buried secret of the aristocrats and warlords currently vying for the throne and we cannot rest until it has been brought to light. Uncovering the truth is the justice of the Inquisition, whether the deceit comes from royal or peasant lips! This mission is the Inquisition’s first step toward ending this era of strife and setting right the current of Imbria’s history!”

	It did not matter how much of that was improvised. It was a motivation they could understand.

	She surprised herself with how convincing it sounded– in reality, what Gertrude was hoping for was only to find the source of Norn’s power. Perhaps even to gain such power herself, and learn to wield it.

	Her officers proudly stood at attention, saluted, and followed her words closely.

	With a flourish of the hand, Gertrude pointed at the main screen as if pointing a saber at it.

	“We will tackle this task in stages! First, I want an imaging buoy to be lowered into the abyss to a depth of three kilometers. Once we have a clearer idea of the geography below, we will judge a course to descend into the gorge, and reconnoiter the path using a drone. Finally, the Iron Lady will descend. While we are tackling the imaging and analysis work, I want the ship to receive a quick maintenance. Check all filters, make sure nothing is leaking, and make sure all repairs to the exterior have held firmly. We will be descending into extreme depths through Katov mass. We need to be prepared and in top condition!”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	As one the officers on the bridge responded.

	Gertrude looked down at them, all of their faces, their cleanly gray uniforms, well manicured haircuts, perfect postures. Service on a dreadnought’s bridge crew was a huge privilege, and everyone who accepted such a competitive position had to look and act the part day in and out. She saw determination on their countenances, a steel edge in their eyes. They were ready. Gertrude did not think these were the faces of people who had given up on her at all. So she felt a weight being lifted from her shoulders.

	“Sonar and LADAR crews and Electronic Warfare officers will have to split their attention between the imaging and drone work and maintaining alertness! We are on the border between Veka and Sverland, and could reasonably expect responses from either the Vekan Empire or the Union, now that it has exerted control in this region. Be aware of all possible threats! Our Diver pilots will run routine patrols, but it’s up to us be their eyes and ears to threats in the far distance. We are an Irmingard class crew! We are the Inquisition! We will bring all crimes to the fore and dispense justice! Commence the mission!”

	“YES MA’AM!”

	All of the bridge officers shouted in chorus, offered a final salute, and returned to their stations, conferring with one another to begin the work ahead of them. Gertrude breathed in deep and sat down beside Dreschner. He gave her a quick look filled with his approval, the tiniest bit of a smile, before he joined the chorus of chattering voices, restating orders, calling officers by name to delegate tasks.

	“Captain, I will recover my breath for a moment, but then I need to inspect the hangar.”

	“Of course, Inquisitor. If I may comment, it does appear you are back to your old self.”

	Gertrude wished that she could truly believe that was the case.

	Too much had happened, however. She could never be the same again. Not completely.

	That woman who fought unflinchingly, with a single-minded focus and devotion to one purpose.

	If she was a monument to order and justice, she was one with deep cracks across its surface.

	That purpose was gone. If not gone completely, it was shaken, warped.

	She was still hurting, still vulnerable, in some soft and sad little part of herself, buried deep.

	Like stepping on a tiny nail and continuing to tread upon it.

	While wearing a confident smile and speaking in a proud voice to everyone who could see her.

	But there was nothing to do but to keep going forward. Not just for herself.

	All of these people were entrusted to her. She owed it to them as well to do more than doubt herself.

	So even if it hurt, she had to walk the path laid out before her as Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	To wherever it led her. To whatever end. For them.

	

	

	Gertrude sighed deeply upon entering the hangar.

	She had been so caught up in herself, and between Ingrid’s legs, that she forgot the state they were in.

	With Sieglinde von Castille gone, so was her Grenadier— and in its place there was now a pile of scrap that was once called a “Magellan.” They were not able to do much with this machine. They had extracted data from its computer, but there was very little diagnostic information included, likely so the machine would be harder to replicate or repair outside its origin. Without spare parts, and without data on how to service it, they would have to kitbash Jagd parts into it and then pray that it could run that way.

	Looking at the remains of the machine, Gertrude could almost recall, as if a sensation on the tips of her fingers and the bottom of her feet, the ease with which that machine moved. The power that it conferred to her. She almost defeated the Pandora’s Box with that Magellan. She was certain that had she fought with greater clarity and more reliable allies she could have ripped Elena from the Pandora’s Box. Now, however, it was vaguely propped up on a gantry, kept together with steel cable and thick ribbed tape.

	Norn had managed to recruit and supply more pilots, but Gertrude had gotten too complacent.

	She wished she had been more conservative with the Serrano patrol fleet.

	To think she lost all those lives in the fighting–

	–and still didn’t get her back,

	“Don’t look at it so much! I’m embarrassed with it! Stop looking at it, Commander!”

	From behind Gertrude came a whiny little voice. 

	She turned in time to watch a short, dark-blond woman hopping up and down.

	Her tail wagging furiously. Her ears lightly twitching.

	Dressed in a white coat over a green and black bodysuit. Spectacles perched on her nose.

	“Chief?” Gertrude replied.

	“Commander. If only you could see the visions I have– you wouldn’t look at the scrap so disdainfully.”

	Dreadnought crews attracted two types of officers: prim and proper careerists, and unique eccentrics.

	The intense hopping, paired with the warped smile on Chief Engineer Monika Erke Tendercloud’s face as she stared at the pile of Magellan parts barely retaining a shape– put her squarely in the latter category. She was a woman barely 154 cm tall, her blond hair divided in two long tails. Her small stature besides, she had a full, rounded, mature figure, and Gertrude knew for a fact she was the more senior of the two of them. Within those wide-draw orange eyes there was an intellect of inscrutable fathoms.

	“Stop staring at it as it is now– stop staring at my shame. I will inform you when it is dignified again.”

	She rubbed her hands together in front of herself. Gertrude crooked an eyebrow.

	“Monika, this is the first I’m hearing that you have any plans for that thing.” Gertrude said.

	Monika crooked her head to one side. “Of course I’m not going to just let it take up space! Now that we lost the Grenadier, I was thinking of using the Grenadier’s spare parts and some Jagd parts and making something exciting. I just need a bit more time to perfect my vision. Until then, don’t judge it.”

	Gertrude acquiesced and ceased staring at the pile of junk.

	“I’m– I’m sorry about losing the Grenadier.” 

	“Ehhh, it’s fine!” Monika put on that strange smile again. “Wasn’t my idea anyway. Maybe I’m happy it’s gone. Maybe I think it wasn’t made right and deserved to be destroyed. Maybe I’m good with it being someone else’s problem.” She turned her crooked head back right-side-up once again, shrugging. “It’s not like I have anyone to answer to about it. Rescholdt-Kolt isn’t going to call me up anymore.”

	She crossed her arms and shut her eyes. Gertrude nodded her acknowledgment.

	Suppressing the urge to apologize for how she had been treated, a habit which Ingrid so disdained.

	Loup scientists were pretty rare. Owing to the prevailing military culture of the Northern and Southern hosts, most Loup valued spirituality and warfighting over scientific pursuits. Of course, Gertrude knew that these norms were encouraged by the Empire. It was convenient to have the Loup as an Imperial “guest culture” that produced seasoned warriors unflinchingly obedient to the Imperial officer class. 

	As an outlier in this arrangement, Monika would ordinarily have few opportunities. But Gertrude accepted Monika into her ranks and even convinced the R-K industrial firm to work with her on R&D. In the Empire many scientific careers began as these partnerships between military personnel and industrial firms.

	Now Rescholdt-Kolt Heavy Industries and Monika stood on opposing sides of this civil war.

	Thankfully, this did not seem to be slowing Monika down one bit.

	“My vision will be sweeping and grand– I will make an armor worthy of a knight like you!”

	Monika raised her hands with a big smile.

	Gertrude suppressed the urge to say something like ‘Knights do not exist anymore.’

	That, too, was a habit people like Ingrid found distasteful.

	“I look forward to taking it out then. I wasn’t aware you wanted to make a personal craft for me.”

	“I got a front row seat to your last battle from the data we extracted from the Magellan.” Monika said. “You are an amazing pilot. And since we’re low on pilots, it makes sense anyway, doesn’t it? Clostermann was never going to extract the full potential of my machine– and Ingrid has her own mecha now too.”

	Ingrid’s mecha–

	Opposite the pile of scrap that had become of the Magellan was a symbol of Gertrude’s folly.

	Standing up on the gantry, looking almost brand new–

	Was the Sunlight Foundation’s Jagdkaiser Type I. Where the Magellan was beveled and beautiful, the Jagdkaiser was angled and jagged and evil-looking. Its namesake was the second-generation Jagd type, a light and sleek and fast machine designed for close quarters attack. Over-long arms, big shoulders, a compact body. The intention with the Jagd was to have a lot of thrust with a tight center mass and fully integrated weaponry that was ready to go with very little setup on the hangar’s part. The Jagdkaiser shared many of these traits with it, but its built-in weapons were far more terrifying than any Jagd. 

	Particularly its left arm, which was a special agarthic weapon unique to the machine.

	Because of the damage it had received, even with the spare parts they had been given, it could not be fully reassembled. One of its arms once belonged to a Volker, it was repainted and kitbashed, and allowed the machine to use standard assault rifles and vibroswords, as well as to manipulate objects. The Sunlight Foundation’s wake-jet integrated propulsion was too difficult to reproduce and service, so until Monika figured it out, they had affixed an ordinary suite of thrusters, with solid fuel verniers and backpack, shoulder and foot jets, routing the water intakes and turbines wherever they could around the chassis. 

	While this increased the weight and bulk, it made the machine far more usable for them.

	Now–

	Now it was Ingrid’s machine–

	At first, Gertrude had come to believe Norn delivered the machine to them as a cruel joke.

	Gertrude lost Elena by commanding this machine to attack against Norn’s orders.

	A moment of great shame and evil impulse that she wanted to forget.

	But–

	This was Ingrid’s machine now. So Norn had said; and so Ingrid greedily accepted.

	For the power to fulfill Gertrude’s wishes.

	“Monika, since you’re here already, tell me about that one.” Gertrude said.

	“Heh.” 

	Monika put on her most perverse smile yet.

	“That Sunlight Foundation is a strange group of folks huh? Scary scary scary.” 

	She crossed her arms as if beholding a master’s work of art at a gallery.

	“So this is all conjecture from me, based on what we could extract from the machine’s computer, and going over the parts we were given as well as the spares that came with the damaged chassis.”

	Then she began to lay out her interpretation of the art to the awaiting student.

	First by pointing out the most obviously worrying feature.

	“That arm is a miniature Agarthicite reactor. Except, rather than trying to capture the energy of the annihilation reaction and converting it in order to put it to good human use, all that arm needs to do is vent the annihilating force out onto a target. So it’s bulky for weapon, but significantly more compact than ordinary reactor infrastructure. Even within that use case, I’m baffled how they miniaturized a core ring to that degree while maintaining its structural integrity– but anyway. That higher chamber in the arm catalyzes the munition cartridge, which contains agarthicite and a sheet of material to trigger a reaction when certain conditions are met in the chamber. It’s like a reactor and a gun slapped together. After the reaction is triggered and the cartridge is consumed, at that point the reaction is directed by powerful magnetic fields and osmium shields out of the claw toward the target. This happens in a flash.”

	She made a gesture with her hands, closing the fingers, then spreading them, moving her hands apart.

	As if, between the gesturing hands, there was an expanding circle.

	An Agarthicite sphere of annihilation, consuming all in its theoretical path. Gertrude understood.

	“Frankly, I am not sure about the pseudophysics behind the reaction actually being able to travel to a target and smack it. It feels like it shouldn’t be possible once the reaction exits the claw and escapes the magnetic fields. Maybe it’s because of the trace amounts of matter in the water– but anyway.”

	She clapped her hands together, shut her eyes, and resumed lecturing.

	“Annihilation reactions depend on the amount of agarthicite used, its quality, the type of catalyzation and the resistance of the material being annihilated. So if I put a die-sized cube of very high grade agarthicite in a football size orb of Osmium and slam the whole thing into the ground, I’m inflicting violence on the agarthicite, which generates a strong reaction. But it’s got so much osmium to eat through, I’ll never see even a hint of purple. However, Agarthicite needs material to annihilate, or it will never react and yield its true power. Now, Gertrude, pop quiz time! What material can generate a reaction while offering the least possible resistance? Can you think of anything? Agarthicite only annihilates solid matter, you know.”

	Gertrude was taken aback by the sudden audience participation.

	“I think reactors use special nanocarbons? They’re part of the core ring fuel assembly.” She said.

	“True! But, that’s a compromise for ease of manufacture and portability. There’s other possibilities.”

	“I can’t imagine what. Stitcher carbon tubes are everywhere. You just have to process it.”

	Monika grinned at Gertrude with a twisted delight and a dark glint in her eyes.

	“Tissue. Human tissue for the most salient example.”

	Gertrude was speechless, staring with a mixture of horror and disgust.

	“What? That’s a pretty macabre joke Monika.”

	Monika pointed over her shoulder at the rack next to the Jagdkaiser, containing a single cartridge.

	“No way.” Gertrude said. “You can’t be serious.”

	“Human sacrifice is indeed always an option.” Monika said. “Not only do our bodies have a good amount of carbon, they have tons of water. That water superheats during the annihilation reaction, it isn’t annihilated specifically, but it vaporizes, creating steam, heat. Energy that can actually be put to work.”

	Monika gesticulated further, but this time the Inquisitor was hardly paying attention to interpreting it.

	Gertrude tried to maintain her composure, but it was a titanic task in the face of what she was hearing. 

	“What is in the cartridge? Tell me now. I can’t believe you didn’t report this immediately.” She demanded.

	Monika shrugged, unconcerned.

	“After disassembling and putting it back together, I believe it contains human bio-carbon.”

	“How the hell?” Gertrude said. “And why? Why would they do this?”

	Monika bobbed her head to one side and stood on one leg. Her tail fiercely wagging.

	“Carbons in particular are Agarthicite’s favorite meal. In reactors, carbon-based catalysts are introduced to an energy array to trigger a controlled reaction. It’s a good trade-off between the energy generated, the volatility of the reaction, and the cost in materials and processing. Agarthicite can ‘burn’ carbon cleanly and keep an entire civilization alive and warm almost perpetually. Human tissues are cheap and renewable however. They have just the right amount of carbon to make a violent but controllable reaction, without needing any processing. Simply put, humans burn good. It’s certainly an alternative!”

	Gertrude had heard horrible legends about how, during the Age of Strife, superstitious and insane warlords fed people to reactors to try to keep them going after the collapse of civilization. She thought it must have been sensationalism– as if to say, look how ignorant and barbaric these people were, and how enlightened we are today. Look at how much progress we have made, and how much better we have it.

	Now, she was staring right in the face of the most unconscionable barbarism–

	“Whoever made this machine doesn’t give a wit about taboos. They’ll inflict any horror for science.”

	“So– Inside that cartridge–“

	Gertrude was nearly speechless at the thought. She had ordered this weapon to be fired!

	And it contained–

	Monika put both legs down on the ground again and stopped hopping.

	“Human bio-carbon. I don’t know how they got it. It’s probably tissue cultures. That’d be the path of least resistance, and you could control the amount of carbon versus water. But it would also take a long time to grow the needed amount per cartridge. So who knows? Maybe the material was extracted from a willing donor or maybe it’s a human sacrifice. We can’t know. But that’s what we’re dealing with.”

	Could Gertrude really let Ingrid pilot this evil machine?

	Even if viewed only as a weapon, without moral constraints, it was exceedingly dangerous anyway.

	“That machine also has a weird interface that assists in piloting it.” Monika continued her assessment. “Ingrid is not going to be able to use it completely, but it looks like it can work by pulse alongside a bio-port, like a prosthetic. I don’t know what it does and I’m hesitant to take it apart because we don’t have any spares for it. It might help Ingrid though. I talked with her and she agreed to hook herself up to the pulse-collector when piloting. It’s just little pads that attach to her wrists and temples, it should be fine.”

	Selene Anahid, the previous pilot, was clearly unwell when she piloted the Jagdkaiser. She had been operating under the influence of drugs and psychological conditioning in order to enhance her synergy with the machine. Gertrude did not know all the details, only brief and vague explanations given by Norn. While Norn and Selene accepted this state of affairs, Gertrude didn’t want to subject Ingrid to that.

	After what happened, and knowing what she did now, Gertrude was terrified of this machine.

	Could it even be piloted safely at all? 

	Or did someone’s brain need to be as cooked as Selene’s to do so?

	And each time that weapon fired– was it really consuming human material?

	It was a weapon, it would kill people with every cartridge nonetheless, but this was still disturbing.

	“Monika, will Ingrid be safe piloting this thing?” Gertrude said.

	For once, Monika put on a serious face.

	“Is she ever safe piloting a Diver, Commander?” She asked.

	Gertrude wanted to shout at her for this brazen sophistry, but she held herself back.

	Monika was just a blunt and unrestrained sort of person– and she was not wrong.

	Ingrid risked her life every sortie. She was a soldier. Kill or be killed was the law that governed her duties.

	“What if I put the question this way: will this machine traumatize or hurt her irreversibly?”

	Gertrude sounded, for the first time, openly a bit desperate. Monika frowned at her.

	“Commander, again, I have to say. Ingrid is a soldier. She is irreversibly traumatized already.”

	This time Gertrude reflexively grabbed hold of Monika’s coat as if to shake her.

	Her hands moved before she could stop herself, towering over the Engineer.

	That sight of the smaller woman, her surprised face, and Gertrude’s powerful hand near her neck.

	Once she realized what she had done, Gertrude’s expression softened, her eyes drew wide.

	“I– I’m so sorry.” She whimpered.

	She let go of Monika and took a step back, distraught. Her mind started spiraling.

	It was barely seconds of aggression, but it caused her a staggering amount of sudden mental anguish.

	Monika looked at her with a sad but understanding expression. “It’s fine, I get it. I’m sorry too.”

	There wasn’t anything to get. Gertrude was an absolute, uncontrollable, evil monster–

	–she had no right to judge the maker of that machine.

	Not after everything she had done. And all that she was about to set out to do from here.

	After all the people she hurt and was still hurting–

	“I– I need to return to my quarters. Thank you, Monika. I leave the hangar to you.”

	“Hey, Gertrude, please don’t–“

	Without listening to Monika’s pleading, Gertrude turned and walked quickly to the elevator.

	Keeping a stone face that finally broke when the elevator doors shut.

	

	

	“You look glum again. C’mon, cheer up. We’ve got Pastete! If you’d let us have booze, we’d have a party!”

	“We’re not having booze.”

	“Okay, just for you, I’m going to throw a two-woman sober party. It’ll be lame as fuck, but it’ll be ours.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	“You cracked a smile, you bitch, don’t pretend!”

	Gertrude had indeed smiled. She couldn’t help it with Ingrid.

	The Irmingard’s mess was its own little food court, with both cooks and vending machines. Long row tables in the center of the mess held the most people, but there were tables for four up against the walls of the mess, and Gertrude and Ingrid had taken one in a corner. For the day’s dinner, they had Bavarian Stew, broth-boiled pieces of dried beef with potatoes, pickled carrot and a touch of sweet cream. Ingrid’s eye had been caught by the side-dish, however, which consisted of margarine-buttered biscuits and pastete, a paste of boiled liver ground up with sweet onion and garnished with pickled garlic shreds.

	At Ingrid’s behest, Gertrude mindlessly smeared some of the pastete on her biscuit and bit down.

	To her surprise, it had a rather sweet and earthy flavor, with only a slight hint of the iron-like taste she associated with offal. Dry biscuit should have done the pastete no favors, but somehow the textural contrast worked to the point Gertrude could not imagine eating it with a softer bread or cracker. The rich, fatty paste complimented the salty, crumbly cracker-like biscuit and kept everything balanced. She understood Ingrid’s excitement, and the delight in her face as she tasted the pastete with spoon alone.

	Her tail wagged so hard it was making noises. It was as if she was eating with her entire body.

	“It’s better than I thought.” Gertrude said. Unable to muster that level of emotion.

	Thump thump, went Ingrid’s tail. “You Imbrians don’t know how to eat. Offal is the taste of a hunt!”

	She spooned more of the pastete into her mouth like a kid enjoying an ice cream or a sherbet.

	“Liver gives you vigor! It makes you want to fight! It makes you want to fuck!” Ingrid cheered.

	Gertrude smiled. “You could stand to have just a little less vigor, I think.”

	“And an anemia patient like you should be eating this every day!” Ingrid said through a full mouth.

	Both of them laughed. Gertrude tried the stew. It was a hearty blend of flavors, slightly sweet, slightly tangy, savory and rich. It had good mouthfeel, with the potatoes and carrots easily picked apart, just soft enough without becoming indistinct mush. Clearly the cooks had thought of how to try to bring some of the unctuousness that real stewing beef had, and which the dried-up beef could never possess. Sweet cream was an interesting idea, and the broth used as the base had a decent body to compliment. 

	Despite the disadvantages it faced, it still managed to taste like home.

	Home–

	Was that still Schwerin Island?

	Not that she could ever go back there. Useless to even consider.

	“Ingrid,”

	Gertrude looked directly into Ingrid’s eyes. Her companion looked back, in the middle of eating.

	“Hmm?”

	“Are you really going to pilot the Jagdkaiser?”

	Ingrid stared at her, while swallowing all the food she had stuffed in her cheeks.

	She washed it down with some vitamin drink, and wiped her mouth.

	She sighed.

	“Is that what’s got you down now? You’re so fucking fragile.”

	“I– What–?”

	Gertrude did not imagine that particular response.

	“Do you trust me?” Ingrid asked, arms crossed, pouting.

	“Of course I do!” Gertrude protested.

	“No you don’t, because if you did, you wouldn’t be spiraling out over this.”

	“I’m not spiraling out.” Gertrude asserted. “I’m concerned. That thing is dangerous.”

	“Everything we’re doing is dangerous.”

	Not that type of rhetoric again. Was this just how Loup approached everything?

	“I’m afraid of this machine warping you– making you not yourself.” Gertrude said.

	It took a lot for her to reach into herself and pull out and expose that anxiety.

	For a moment Ingrid paused. Her expression softened. Her words became less sharp.

	“‘Trude, I don’t know what you went through with Norn, but you’ve known me for how many years now? Nothing is going to happen to me. Piloting a different machine won’t change me or how I feel. I promise you I will be careful. Like, fuck, I’m doing this for you. I want to be able to protect you. I saw the data, the stuff this machine can do is crazy. Even if I think Norn can go fuck herself, the Jagdkaiser is too useful.”

	An impulse took over Gertrude in that moment, and she said the first thing she thought of.

	“What if you didn’t have to fight? What if you could just stay here for me?”

	Ingrid’s eyes drew wide. Even Gertrude, after she was done speaking, realized how scandalous it was.

	It did represent her honest feelings.

	She could not bear losing Ingrid. 

	“What the hell? That’s so cute.” Ingrid recomposed herself and grinned at her.

	“I– I might’ve gone too far–“

	“Nah, you’re finally being honest. Look, being the homefront housewife is not my style.”

	It really wasn’t– and Gertrude knew that part of what she loved about Ingrid was her gallantry.

	Ingrid was a warrior. In her own way, she really was an old-school Loup hunter.

	She was determined to fight to prove her strength and gain respect, status and accolades.

	Somehow the Iron Lady had ended up the village that bore witness to her deeds.

	If Gertrude tried to smother that wildness out of her– then Ingrid would really not be herself.

	“Sorry.” Gertrude said. “I’ve been really stupid. You’re right.”

	“Talking about it is how we get it fixed. So I’m glad you finally let me know your feelings.”

	She reached out and patted Gertrude’s shoulder.

	“I’m going to get so strong, Gertrude, you won’t have to worry about me ever.” Ingrid said.

	War wasn’t about any one person’s strength.

	That meant, to protect Ingrid, Gertrude also had to become stronger. All of them did.

	She would not say that to Ingrid however. It would have ruined the mood.

	“I believe in you.” Gertrude said instead.

	Ingrid had no snappy comeback. She smiled gently and girlishly and accepted Gertrude’s words.
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	Gertrude slept alone that night.

	She and Ingrid both knew they had been too boisterous lately and people were talking.

	No more midnight rendezvous for a while. It would only distract from the operation.

	Laying in an empty bed again, Gertrude immediately missed the feeling of a warm body beside her.

	“When did I become so needy?”

	Her brain responded, ever so helpfully–

	Since–

	Vogelheim.

	When she took Elena’s virginity.

	Gertrude raised her hands to her face, gritting her teeth, cringing.

	“God damn it.”

	She was not about to stay up all night with these thoughts. She would drive herself crazier than she was.

	Reaching out to her nightstand, she withdrew a bottle of sleeping aid pills.

	She took one with a cup of water she kept on her nightstand as well, and dropped back in her lavish bed.

	Spreading her arms only punctuated how alone she was. So she curled up tight under the sheets.

	With the help of the drugs and her environment, Gertrude’s mind went quickly dark.

	Drifting into nothingness as if falling and falling, a comfortable lack of gravity, suspension.

	Freed from reality, freed in the truest sense. Floating without care for course, without need of agency.

	Behind her shut eyelids she saw a road of colors upon which her consciousness drifted along.

	Ferried as if by a million soft little hands, downriver to a great waterfall of colors.

	Splashes of light in a great welcoming dark where she was bare and free. Free in every way.

	Slowly, the colors dimmed, just a little, and the shadows faded into a stark white sky.

	That sky became solid– it was not sky at all but the great white crowns of hundreds of trees interlinked, their branches and leaves making up the visible firmament. Absolutely titanic trunks of white and silver stone grooved as if through erosion brought hundreds of tiny rivulets of water from the heavens to a muddy, dark earth below. Down to this forest, she drifted, upon the oft-bending streams of color that ran in the air visible like expressions of the breeze. Thick roots that glowed gently purple tore into the earth between the trees and made up most of the geography of the forest floor in grand size and complexity.

	Like cave echoes, cheerful waves reverberated between the trees, their whispering, their conversation.

	They were a community, and they were happy to have a visitor. 

	Peaceful Place. Restful Place. Sweet Dreams.

	They cheered, welcomed, in their own way. Their voices spoke directly into the senses.

	But they were not alone–

	In the distance, in a rare clearing between all of the trees, amid tiny red algae and scuttling crabs–

	Two figures stood across from each other. One figure was gray and silver-haired, while the other was starkly white, with flowing red hair and a single horn jutting out of the side of her head. Clad in an ornate white robe, in contrast with the grey and black dress on her counterpart. The yellow over black eyes of the white figure dilated with hatred for the grey one, she grit her teeth, and inky, roiling black color expanded out from her. All other colors began to gather around her feet like snakes about to bite the grey figure.

	“What are you doing here? You foul, corrupted thing! Don’t pretend as if you are worthy of this place!”

	Castigating words reverberated from the white figure, silencing the happy whispering of the trees.

	Without word, the grey figure withdrew and brandished a blade at the white one in response.

	A blade upon which the colors gathered, as if to meet the tendrils forming around the white being.

	Gertrude stood in the middle of this scene, in the middle of both sides, gathered there–

	Acknowledged–

	And when she was seen and when she saw herself for what was–

	She bolted awake.

	Gasping for breath inside the metal walls of her bedroom–

	“ALERT KONRAD! ALERT KONRAD!”

	Red lights began to flash in her room. Karin Schicksal’s voice sounded in the room.

	Alert Konrad was–

	Combat.

	In the next instant, as she leaped from bed to hastily don her uniform, a message from the bridge came through. Gertrude quickly acknowledged it and scanned the contents in glances while dressing.

	Once she grasped the entire meaning of the message, she paused for a moment.

	Warships from the Empire of Veka were approaching Kesar’s Gorge at combat speed.

	One particular ship had been detected from a previous All-Navy profile: the cruiser Aranjagaan.

	Flagship of Veka’s security division– a ship that Gertrude knew.

	She had intelligence on a particular person for whom this ship had become her flag during this Civil War.

	“No fucking way.”

	Gertrude was briefly staggered by the circumstances. Her luck– and that of a certain sad little group of strays who once shared their most precious days together at the Luxembourg School For Girls– 

	–their luck was rotten to the very core.

	

	

	“Approach at combat speed. Target only with light guns. Fire for effect, avoid direct hits. We want to take them alive. We need to determine if they know more about this facility than the mercenaries do.”

	Three vessels detached from the task force to pursue the fleeing criminal, whose escape craft had risen suddenly from a secret hangar about a kilometer from the site of the operation. Led by the cruiser Aranjagaan, with two Frigates for support, the flotilla began to give chase. In the background, the Task Force’s remaining twenty ships loomed over a depression in the silt plains where an illegal bio-laboratory had been operating. Wreckage from several Divers and some Katarran mercenary ships littered the plains.

	Instruments predicted the path of the escapee– that it may attempt to lose them in Kesar’s Gorge.

	“We won’t allow these cretins to do what they want in Vekan territory! Go after them!”

	On the bridge of the Aranjagaan, the order to pursue was reaffirmed by a chief Vekan enforcer.

	This woman was a young, chestnut brown-haired Shimii named Victoria van Veka.

	Little did she know that this Vekan security operation was about to get mightily more complicated for her.

	Both professionally and personally.

	

	

	A woman with an infernal passion burning in her chest–

	A secret a million years kept, and another kept a mere thousand–

	What will be discovered in the extreme, forgotten depths of the world?

	We can only descend further, enduring the deepening weight of history—

	Even if the truth of our pain is buried ten thousand meters below.

	KNIGHT IN THE RUINS OF THE END

	

	

	 


S1.2

	“Gertrude,”

	A soft voice that was difficult to read into. Void of emotion, but direct and determined.

	She was blunt, and never wore her thoughts on her face. Gertrude knew this very well.

	That chestnut-brown haired, cat-eared girl with the olive skin, much fairer than Gertrude’s own.

	She was a head shorter, but she never spoke as if she had to speak up, or endure being spoken down to. 

	“Her life is going to be far more dangerous and complicated than you seem to realize. It’s not enough to have this little dream world with her here. She’ll be taken away from you. You need to start thinking about how you’re going to protect her. If you don’t– then I’ll take her away from you myself.”

	There was no one else whom Victoria spoke to with such conviction and passion.

	It was because she actually respected Gertrude enough to criticize her.

	Nevertheless, Gertrude slapped her across the face. 

	She was a teenager. She couldn’t control herself. It didn’t matter that they had a rapport.

	It didn’t matter that they could have had feelings for each other.

	Gertrude swung her hand with so much more strength than the girl in front of her.

	Victoria face snapped aside, red in the cheek. She lost her balance and fell, heaping insult on injury.

	Her accusatory gaze met Gertrude’s again very quickly. Defiant, righteous, because she was.

	She didn’t say anything else. She’d said what she wanted to, and Gertrude gave her response.

	Gertrude had saved Victoria from such abuses from their “friend” Sawyer before.

	Striking Victoria was a horrifically low moment. A snap instant that destroyed possibility. Perhaps, had she any power to conceptualize, she would have realized back then what an omen this was. How it presaged all the evil she was capable of, all the harm she would do, how she would hurt everyone she loved.

	Back then, she was full of wicked feelings, but–

	In her heart, through all the wickedness she felt in that moment, she was ashamed of what she had done. Immediately ashamed as soon as she swung her hand, as soon as fingers struck the soft, fair flesh of Victoria’s cheek. That was not how she wanted to conduct herself, but it was never how she had intended to behave toward that girl specifically. She had always wanted to view her as someone she could protect. So she was ashamed of failing to live to that. Ashamed if Elena found out about that unjust deed.

	But shame was not enough to set her on the right path. She lost something– but not enough.

	Victoria.

	Victoria,

	Victoria–! as much as Gertrude hated to admit it, back then, she was becoming someone–

	Someone, in the gentle haze of her school memories, whom Gertrude thought she might– feel–

	burgeoning– but like everything about those unlucky girls, it was nipped in the bud–

	Watching her walk away, back then, a younger Gertrude felt an immense frustration with herself. 

	But her path did not change at Luxembourg School For Girls.

	It led, painfully, inexorably, to where she stood a decade later.
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	“Situation report! I saw the preliminaries but I need a status update now!”

	Gertrude rushed into the Iron Lady‘s bridge, fully in uniform, sucking down a vitamin jelly pouch and discarding it into a waste chute as she stepped onto the center island next to Captain Dreschner. She made her declaration, but there was already a good amount of information just on the main screen. There was a positional map that showed the inner and outer radius of a sonar and imaging scan, with the Iron Lady at its center. Five kilometers away and approaching, there was a small ship, perhaps a custom civilian vessel. Fifteen kilometers away and approaching, was a much larger ship– an Imperial Ritter-class. 

	“Ma’am!” 

	Karen Schicksal stepped below the center island and saluted.

	“At 0200 hours, our sensors issued a warning that we had been struck by a powerful active pulse from an enemy detection array. Per protocol, we responded with our detection and imaging efforts, and discovered two approaching vessels from the Vekan direction!” Her voice was trembling only slightly. Her posture was stiff and her shoulders deliberately locked as if keeping her head in place. Despite looking a little ridiculous, Karen was delivering her report quite well. “We have no prior profile data on the smaller vessel, but it is the size of a personal yacht, so we believe it must be a custom civilian model. Such models hit the private market every year. But the larger ship had its profile entered into the Navy Database. It’s the Vekan Ritter-class Cruiser Leader, Aranjagaan! Both vessels are moving toward us at top speed! Neither ship made any attempt to disguise its posture ma’am! I believe they may be in combat!”

	She was sputtering out a little at the end, but Gertrude nonetheless smiled affirmingly.

	“Thank you, Communications Officer! Captain, what is your read on the situation?” Gertrude asked.

	At her side, Dreschner briefly shut his eyes to consider his words.

	Gertrude had a hunch that the smaller vessel might be victim of some kind of persecution.

	For a military Cruiser to be chasing a private yacht, it had to be a political crime.

	Otherwise patrol cutters would have been the ones going after smugglers or enforcing border crossings.

	“There is a possibility that the smaller vessel is a runaway Vekan aristocrat or industrialist.” Dreschner said. “Or an otherwise high society or connected individual. Otherwise, for a high profile vessel like the Aranjagaan to be chasing it doesn’t make sense to me. One thing we’ve witnessed since the death of the Emperor is the rise of many highly ideological factions– it could be that this is someone hoping to flee to Rhinea, Heitzing or even the Union. It may be worth contacting them and ascertaining the situation.”

	“I agree, Captain.” Gertrude said. “But what rotten luck. All we wanted to do was go into this gorge.”

	There was an element to this confrontation which hung foremost in Gertrude’s heart, sending a painful chill through her core. She would not tell it to anyone. But she knew well who was in command of the Aranjagaan now. Before the Empire fully collapsed, when such information was still being shared willingly into the databases at Naval HQ. Gertrude had already learned of Victoria selling herself to the Vekan monarch Carmilla, but she would thereafter discover her appointment as a “special agent” whose flag was borne by the Ritter-class Aranjagaan, fastest and newest of the Grand Eastern Fleet’s Cruisers.

	God damn it, I don’t want to hurt her.

	Out of that ill-fated little clique of lost souls at Luxembourg School For Girls–

	Fighting Sawyer was not a problem, she had always despised Sawyer anyway and even at their friendliest moments their repressed antagonism was only barely affable in nature. They couldn’t have been said to be rivals, even that was too positive. When they laughed together, when they smiled at each other, it never moved them more than centimeters away from blows. Sawyer was someone Gertrude wanted to draw and quarter her, to strip and brand her with hot iron. She could have tortured her and laughed.

	Such vitriol rose out of her heart when she heard that name, it almost caused her to feel ashamed.

	But, the thought of fighting Victoria was awful– Victoria was someone that Gertrude had once–

	I can’t even say it. I can’t even say it. I’m such a god-damned coward.

	Their school days at Luxembourg had been a whirlwind of confusing emotions.

	But all of them had been broken apart too quickly to resolve them.

	They were too young to sort anything out before all their decisions were made for them.

	Despite this– Gertrude did not want to have to fight Victoria (van Veka.)

	However, she was torn, because this could also be a good opportunity. Veka was riding pretty high and mighty at the moment, and an escapee with sensitive information could help Gertrude’s position. She needed intelligence, desperately. She at least had to confirm with the smaller vessel what situation they were in. Even if it led to a confrontation with Victoria. She couldn’t escape the drama hurtling toward her, because she needed to enter the abyss. So she might as well see if she could turn it into some advantage.

	There was nothing to decide. There was only one card to play if she wanted to stand her ground here.

	It really was such devastatingly bad luck that they would come here of all places.

	Gertrude stood from her seat and made her declaration to the crew.

	“As soon as the smaller ship is in laser range we must hail it immediately and demand a connection. We need to take custody of it so we strengthen our position here when the Vekans arrive. Depending on what their story is, we will release them to the Vekans or grant asylum– so we must make preparations to resist the Vekans as well. Have Jarvelainen sortie in the Jagdkaiser, and Clostermann in the Jagd. We will negotiate with the Vekans but we must maintain standoff posture. I want weapons ready, just in case. In the event of battle we will want to quickly disable the Aranjagaan’s weapons and preferably capture it.”

	In a shooting battle, the Iron Lady had all the advantages on the Aranjagaan.

	That was not the tension Gertrude felt in that moment. She was confident she could win if it became a battle, but she did not want a battle to proceed to begin with. She did not want to start a shooting war with the Vekan side of this border, or worse, to kill Victoria van Veka in such an event. She dearly hoped that everything could be resolved smoothly, somehow– but she had to be ready for the worst.

	“Tell Erke–“

	For a moment, Gertrude felt the weight of what she was saying and it made her pause.

	“Tell Erke to load the cartridge, but instruct Jarvelainen that she cannot fire without permission.”

	“Cartridge, ma’am?” Schicksal asked. The crew had not all been briefed on what the Jagdkaiser could do.

	To avoid unnecessary anxiety among them.

	“Monika Erke-Tendercloud will know what it means.” Gertrude replied. “And so does the pilot.”

	“Yes ma’am.”

	Schicksal was a professional. She would not complain about classified information.

	The crew at the hangar got underway with combat preparations, and the helm turned the Iron Lady to face the direction of the enemy. Detection staff paid close attention to the data sources being fed into the prediction model from the sensors, with hydrophone witnesses keeping an ear out for anomalous sounds in case the computers missed anything. Gunnery and missile staff ran health checks on their weapons. 

	Gertrude sat back on her chair and watched the blips on the map inch closer to Kesar’s Gorge. 

	She took her tall inquisitor’s hat off and laid at her side, revealing her dark hair, tied in bun.

	“Crown feeling too heavy?” Dreschner asked.

	“I don’t think of it as a crown. It’s been closer to horse blinders.” Gertrude said bitterly.

	“Well, if you take full control of the Inquisition, you can decree a new hat design.” Dreschner replied.

	That drew a bit of a laugh from Gertrude. 

	While the Inquisition had been her vehicle to try to remain at Elena’s side, it alienated her from almost every other possible friend and ally. The Inquisitor was a figure of dread. The uniform of the High Inquisitor was proof of Gertrude’s single-minded devotion to serving Elena– a devotion that now felt foolish and shameful. She couldn’t discard everything, but she could discard the stupid hat.

	Fifteen minutes later, the smaller, faster-moving vessel had entered the Iron Lady’s communication range.

	“We’ve sent an acoustic text message to the ship demanding they stop and open laser communication.”

	Gertrude nodded her acknowledgment. 

	“Schicksal, if they respond, put them through to my personal terminal.” She said.

	“Yes ma’am!”

	No resistance from the runaway vessel. They stopped 1.5 kilometers away as instructed, and opened a line of laser communication, transmitting video to the Iron Lady for a teleconference. Gertrude pulled up the flat LCD which was attached to an arm on the side of her chair, bringing the screen forward so she could watch, and so it could broadcast her own face back to the yacht. In a few seconds, the video quality of both sides normalized enough for them to see and hear each other almost in real time.

	“This is High Inquisitor Gertrude Lichtenberg. You will follow all of my directions or I will arrest you.”

	“Greetings, High Inquisitor. I may be the happiest woman you’ve ever threatened to arrest, right now.”

	On Gertrude’s screen appeared a woman, clearly seated in the tight bridge of a personal yacht, lit primarily by her main screen and various instruments. Some of the objects around her looked just a little too complicated to be in a commercial yacht– Gertrude thought she saw a sonar monitoring station over her shoulder. Nevertheless, this confirmed some of her conjectures about the smaller vessel.

	Her appearance brought up several fresher questions however.

	Immediately, Gertrude took notice of the woman’s tall, narrow dog ears, dark brown bordering on black with a lighter brown streak partially on one side. She had very bright golden eyes and earth-toned skin, from what Gertrude could see of her face. Much of it was taken up by a mask. Stylized as a dog’s snout, it also resembled a muzzle to Gertrude’s imagination. There were vents on the sides, and when the woman spoke, her voice was clearly being output by equipment on the mask. It gave the impression it was not a simple facial covering but actually a respiration mask, like the kind issued to powered armor troops. On her neck, there was also a collar, with a square-shaped device that had a series of LEDs glowing yellow.

	Beside the mask, she appeared an ordinary Loup– ordinary in the sense that she was not abnormal, but not plain. Gertrude admitted a certain affinity for Loup, but she imagined under the mask the woman must have been very beautiful, as she appeared quite arresting even while wearing it. Her hair was back-length, smooth and well kept, shiny in the lighting of the woman’s bridge, parted down the middle with short, side-swept bangs. She wore a green turtleneck sweater and black pants with a white coat, with a lanyard full of ID cards around her neck that were illegible with the quality of the video call. Her figure, from what Gertrude could tell and what her imagination automatically filled in, was tall and buxom.

	“I’ll take that as intent to cooperate then. So, whom do I have the pleasure of speaking to so late in my ship’s night cycle, and what is her business that has the Vekan Empire mounting a combat response?”

	“I’m afraid names are a very distant formality for me. I suppose you can call me Nile.”

	Gertrude narrowed her eyes at her. A one-word codename, and she had never heard the word before–

	“You will suppose nothing. Give me a real name that I can search in a database.” Gertrude replied.

	Could this woman be related to that group Norn was affiliated with? The Sunlight Foundation?

	“Fine.” Nile’s eyes shut briefly and she sighed in her mask. “A name I never use is Hilana Tarik.”

	That did not sound like a Loup surname–

	“Before you say anything, I’m a Khedivate Loup. Or was– whatever. We’re rare these days, but we exist.”

	“Don’t presume I’m so ignorant, Hilana Tarik.”

	Gertrude was just about to ask why she had a Shimii name. Thankfully the woman interjected.

	And so Gertrude could pretend she was not about to make an ass of herself.

	“Ugh. I’d honestly rather you call me Prisoner B or anything else.” Nile said.

	“Fine. I’ll call you Nile on one condition–“

	It was a gamble, but at worst she would just look foolish. She needed to confirm her hunch.

	Gertrude flicked a switch, and a shield of soundproof sheets rose around the island in the middle of the bridge. It encompassed Gertrude and Dreschner’s raised seats only, leaving out even Schicksal.

	Dreschner gave her a brief look before turning his gaze back to the main screen.

	Once she was sure the crew would not be listening to her speaking out loud, Gertrude continued.

	“–Are you familiar with the ‘Sunlight Foundation’?” She asked.

	“Oh. Interesting. Very well. In that case, you should call me Nile. I am a boss of that outfit, after all.”

	Behind the mask, the woman’s expression was hard to read, but she sounded obviously elated.

	Gertrude’s hunch was right. An eccentric-looking woman insisting on a one-word name.

	Gallivanting around the ocean doing whatever she wanted, even if it flew in the face of the law.

	Norn had always kept the Sunlight Foundation’s affairs distant from Gertrude.

	Though she knew of them through Norn, she knew little else, little overall. Only that they were helping to supply equipment for Imperial clandestine operations under Prince Erich’s orders. She had interacted only briefly with Potomac, the SF’s representative aboard the Antenora, who kept largely to herself. Norn had attacked Potomac, so their relationship must have been fractious. Based on the technology in the Jagdkaiser, this was a dangerous group and did not seem like the sort of people Norn would get along with. Not that Gertrude could judge Norn for her affiliation whatsoever– the Inquisition had their fair share of grotesqueries at their beck and call, such as the Jäger corps, that Gertrude also kept hidden.

	“I am an acquaintance of Norn von Fueller. Through her, I came into contact with your organization.”

	“Cocytus? Oh dear. You must have a very negative impression of us, I assume.” Nile said.

	“You’re correct. I don’t think highly of you whatsoever.” Gertrude said. “But it is not negative enough that I’d let the Vekans strip you and tear your in half on a rack when I could make use of you myself.”

	“Ah, what an interesting imagination you have. I wouldn’t mind letting you use me, Lady Lichtenberg.”

	Gertrude saw the woman’s golden eyes narrow and briefly lost composure at that lustful tone of voice.

	“Keep it professional or you’re coming with me in chains.” Gertrude demanded. “I know you people are not normal. I won’t fall for your tricks, Nile. Without mincing words or playing games, explain yourself.”

	“Of course, High Inquisitor.” Nile replied. “It is as you suspected– I am part of the Sunlight Foundation and I am in fact one of its managers, or ‘Immortals’ as a certain theatrical woman deemed to term us. I don’t have as much of a big head as her. I am part of this organization because they are at the bleeding edge of science. Without arbitrary regulations or religious proscriptions. I have no grander interests.”

	She sounded like a psychopath who wanted to toy with human lives outside the bounds of ethics.

	Or maybe that’s just what they all sounded like to her after learning about the Jagdkaiser.

	“I see. What did you do for this organization, Nile? Tell me about your role.”

	Nile shut her eyes again and crossed her arms. “I am by profession a medical doctor, specifically an epidemiologist, but lately I have been working in logistics. I founded a project within our organization to find ways to increase production of certain medical drugs and lower the cost to produce.” 

	Now she sounded proud. Gertrude did not really believe the magnanimity she was trying to imply.

	“Then I assume this has to do with why a Vekan Cruiser is on your tail.” Gertrude said.

	“Normally, our facilities are hidden inside abyssal gorges, just within the concealment of red biomass waves but not deep enough to create further difficulties. Unfortunately, the Vekan Empire has of late become very interested in abyssal exploration. Veka was my territory, so it’s been an issue.”

	“The Vekans found your drug lab, toppled over your operation, and put you to flight.” Gertrude replied.

	In that instant, the woman’s ears rose straighter than ever and she shot a glare at the Inquisitor.

	“Leave it to an Inquisitor to make it sound so criminal.” Nile grunted, sounding aggravated. “My ‘drug lab’ as you put it, was working on gene therapy and anti-retroviral solutions. Imbrian companies charge hundreds of thousands of marks per treatment for these, while I have been working to make them available at cost of production. I am not some street dealer feeding people’s vices. You can hand me right back to the Vekans if you think the misgivings of Cocytus are enough to condemn my work.”

	Gertrude was taken aback by that sudden passion. For a moment she felt like a child put in her place.

	Her impression of the woman completely changed. That wasn’t the sound of a cynical profiteer.

	She wanted to apologize, but it would have betrayed too much weakness in the middle of this discussion.

	“I believe you. Your passion sounds genuine.” Gertrude said. Her voice trembled very slightly at first as she said her first words since Nile raised her voice so potently. “It explains your equipment as well.”

	“My equipment? You mean this?” Nile ran a finger along her muzzle. “This is for the protection of others, not myself. I am a victim of orphan diseases as well, Inquisitor. That’s where my passion comes from.”

	Gertrude blinked. She struggled to find an inoffensive way to ask what she wanted.

	“Is it– Is it safe to have you aboard? Do you need to quarantine?” She asked.

	She was sure that despite her best efforts she had made an ass of herself.

	“No, I am fine. My personal protective equipment is more of a precaution.” Nile pointed out her collar. She sounded, thankfully, like Gertrude’s bumbling about her condition did not offend her. “These lights represent my viral load. I’m only infectious when they are Red. Yellow means I’m due for treatment, which I’ll administer as soon as I have time and a sense of safety. As long as they’re Green, I am a completely ordinary individual. I can join the crowds, be close to people, even have penetrative sex, without issue.”

	Gertrude tried not to think anything at all about the last item– and failed to do so.

	She was composed enough to say nothing about it, however, and air none of her lurid visions.

	“Alright– Umm, well, thank you. For being up front about it.” Gertrude replied.

	“It’s nothing. So– we had business we got sidetracked from.” 

	“Right. Nile– if you request asylum, I will grant it. But to the Vekans, I’ll present it as an arrest.”

	“I must admit I don’t quite relish coming into the custody of anyone involved with Cocytus.” Nile replied. “But I have no choice at this juncture. You do feel different from Cocytus– and even kind of cute.”

	Gertrude tried not to visibly wither under the attention. “I am not a copy of Norn. I make my own decisions. I’ll be up front. I’m only taking you in to acquire more information. I am on a journey into the abyss here to unearth Norn’s secrets. Since I am only using you, you had better prove useful.”

	Nile laughed. “It’s as I said before, High Inquisitor. I don’t mind you using me. In any capacity.”

	“Quiet with the innuendos.” Gertrude grumbled. “You better behave when we bring you in.”

	“I’ll be as a puppy on her leash.” Nile replied, clearly smiling behind her muzzle, her ears wiggling.

	Gertrude would have been lying to herself if she pretended it was only a naked power grab. 

	Her soft spot for Loup, an exploited and oppressed people, made Gertrude want to view Nile through a lens of sympathy, especially after what she said. She had to be cautious about having a narrative spun on her, but it was difficult to be stone-hearted toward her story. Perhaps Nile was different from Potomac. Maybe there was merit to the Sunlight Foundation. She would hope to find out through Nile’s conduct.

	However, that was not something the High Inquisitor could admit to anyone.

	To everyone else, she would only say what was the most obvious truth about the situation.

	Gertrude had to use the law and position she was invested in, or it would become meaningless.

	On some level, she had to resist the Vekans to prove the Inquisition still had independence.

	Furthermore, anything the Vekans took was something Gertrude herself would never have access to.

	This was an opportunity to potentially recruit a talent Gertrude would need to reach Norn’s level.

	Or if she had any faint aspiration of surpassing her and winding her own path in this era of chaos.

	It only made sense in the moment to take Nile from them– whatever the future consequences.

	However, now, it was impossible not to confront Victoria. But perhaps that had always been impossible.

	“Nile, dock into the port sidepod chute. We’ll help you extract any equipment from your vessel. I’m afraid we can’t bring the entire thing into the Iron Lady, so we’ll have to ditch it afterward.” Gertrude said.

	“I won’t miss it, don’t worry. I look forward to meeting you in person, Lady Lichtenberg.”

	Nile bowed with one hand over her chest, and ended the video call.

	Before lowering the soundproofing and giving her directions–

	Gertrude fell back against her chair with a deep sigh. 

	I’m in over my head, aren’t I?

	At her side, Dreschner had pretended not to hear anything he wasn’t told, as usual.

	

	

	“We have met with the guest. We are processing her with caution and inspecting the vessel.”

	Gertrude received a call from her head of security, Vogt, a broad, burly, and big-shouldered blond boy with a nearly blank expression. He and his men and women were armored up and had plastic visors over their faces. Nile was on camera, in the background behind Vogt, and looked pretty calm and collected for a woman surrounded by burly men with shields and prods. Nobody was being aggressive– Gertrude’s forces were very well trained and disciplined. Anyone who had broken under pressure while Gertrude was in command was dismissed immediately. She had no use for loose cannons or cowards.

	These were not only her standards, but those of a dreadnought crew.

	An Irmingard’s bountiful amenities were reserved for elite and prodigies. 

	Lesser-thans served in Frigates.

	“Thank you Vogt. I’m about to get into another lengthy discussion. Hold Nile for now. Treat her well.”

	“She will be treated with the utmost courtesy, High Inquisitor.” Vogt said.

	That of course meant– if she threatens you, High Inquisitor, she’s paste. Until then, she’s perfectly safe.

	Gertrude was glad to have found someone like Vogt in the trenches of the Inquisitorial police.

	“High Inquisitor, the Aranjagaan entered communication range.” Schicksal said. Her voice was firm, but her face was shimmering with sweat. Her hair was damp. That woman’s anxiety always came out somehow. Nevertheless, she carried on professionally. “We sent an acoustic text to desist at a 3 kilometer range. We have instructed them send comm buoys one kilometer out and that we will do the same.”

	“Good idea. A meet in the middle buoy relay– it’ll keep both of us in standoff range.”

	“Yes ma’am– I thought it would be amenable to all parties, ma’am– prevent an escalation–“

	“You’re doing a great job Schicksal. Keep it up.”

	A little bit of praise–

	Schicksal’s eyes drew wide and she nodded her head vigorously. “Thank you ma’am!”

	–and the desired result. Schicksal was a good soldier. She just needed to be built up a bit.

	On the main screen, Gertrude kept her eyes peeled for any signs of compliance.

	Moments later–

	“Ma’am, the Aranjagaan has stopped at the 3 kilometer standoff range.”

	Her sonar and imaging detection team updated her on the situation.

	Gertrude breathed out, relieved. “Send out a drone buoy and try to connect to them.”

	“Yes m’am!”

	Her electronic warfare section was ready with the drone as well.

	Everything that was process-driven was going smoothly.

	But soon, the human element would be fully at play. For both the Vekans– and herself.

	“We are receiving a video communication from the Aranjagaan.” Schicksal said.

	“Put them through to me.” Gertrude replied.

	It was the moment of truth.

	And immediately– 

	Gertrude saw the face she wished she wouldn’t have on the other end of the call.

	“It’s been a long time, Gertrude. Misfortune compels us to meet once again.”

	“I am still hopeful that we can have a pleasant chat, Victoria.”

	She smiled, but inside, she was twisted in a knot.

	Bah– why did she have to look so good–

	Gertrude did not know what to expect. She was surprised, in a complicated fashion, by how closely Victoria still resembled the girl in her fondest old memories. As a woman, she still looked young and petite, with almost as much of a babyface as Elena. Rather than the pigtails Gertrude remembered, she wore her light chestnut-brown hair in a ponytail. Her ears were rounded, fluffy and soft-looking. Her olive skinned and soft features were so exact to the memories, those appraising eyes and guarded expression.

	Victoria hardly ever smiled. To see her neutral, unsmiling face was the most familiar sight of all.

	Her style was quite different, however. 

	Gertrude was used to seeing Victoria in little dresses, blouses, bloomers. She had really taken to the imperial lifestyle of late, it seemed. She was dressed in what appeared to be a button-down shirt and tie, the collar peering out of a dark green waistcoat. She had on high dark colored socks along with very dark blue shorts that met the socks mid-thigh. On top of this attire she wore a cape that fanned out from her back, almost triangular, clipped on her shoulders, black outside and dark green in the interior.

	Had it been the old days Gertrude would have jokingly referred to her by “young master.”

	Unfortunately those days were as far removed now as Veka was from Konstantinople.

	“Let’s skip the pleasantries.” Victoria said. Her voice and mannerisms were always blunt. She spoke her mind. It was one of the reasons Sawyer often wanted to tear her in half back then. “I am a special agent for the Vekan throne and I am pursuit of a wanted individual. Hand her over, Gertrude Lichtenberg.”

	She always was a little softer with Elena– with Gertrude, the fullness of her personality came out.

	“I’m on the Sverland side of the gorge.” Gertrude replied. “I’ve not intruded on Vekan territory. So from the start, the Vekan Navy has no reason to advance any further, or pursue anyone beyond these bounds. Furthermore, I have already made an arrest for this individual to stand fair trail in Konstantinople, on the grounds that she is potentially being unfairly persecuted in her home nation. She is a Loup, and there are special provisions for her legal safety. This is a critical role that the Inquisition plays in our legal system. I am willing to listen to your case, Victoria, as to why this individual should be released to you.”

	Gertrude had hoped that Victoria would divulge some information she could use against Nile, but–

	Victoria was completely unmoved. 

	Her expression did not once change during Gertrude’s entire speech.

	Until she was done speaking.

	“Your rhetoric is entirely empty.” Victoria said. “There is no Sverland side of this gorge anymore. Sverland has ceased to exist as a state. The Inquisition, also, has ceased to exist as a force for law in this region. The law here is on my side now. I am going to contact my Union liaison and summon a Union Fleet Combat Group to protect the Union side of this gorge. Even your mighty ship can’t stand against that much firepower. And you won’t receive the slightest bit of sympathy from them. So I suggest you give up.”

	Gertrude was taken aback. She knew Victoria was blunt but this sudden aggression?

	She was bluffing. She had to be bluffing. Gertrude held her tongue to avoid a snap response.

	A Union Fleet Combat Group was 30 to 40 ships; they could not possibly be loitering nearby.

	“Victoria, let’s not escalate to threats. Especially to threats as equally empty as you say my rhetoric is.”

	“I’m sending you some data. Think of it as good will from me to help speed this discussion along.”

	Gertrude looked down and to the side at Schicksal’s station. Schicksal nodded her head vigorously.

	“We’re definitely receiving something! It looks like a few minutes of real time imaging data.”

	“Put it on the main screen.”

	For a moment, Victoria cracked a tiny smile on Gertrude’s screen.

	As the High Inquisitor looked up at the main screen and for a moment couldn’t control her expression.

	Disbelief flashed clear on her face.

	“Impossible.” Under her breath, but, barely audible.

	Victoria crossed her arms.

	On the main screen, an image of the farther off surroundings of Kesar’s Gorge, to dozens of kilometers.

	Closer to the Narodnaya range, about twenty five kilometers south, was a clearly labeled Union FCG.

	Thirty ships, led by the Yaksha, a Union Cruiser under Admiral Chinedu Kimani.

	How are they this far out already? I knew the Serrano Region had fallen, but this rate of advance–

	Victoria finally spoke up.

	“To support our cooperation, Veka and the Union set up coordinate exchanges near our borders. I will offer the Union your Irmingard-class vessel in exchange for taking custody of the crew under force of arms and turning them over to Veka. I hold all the cards here Gertrude. You don’t have a choice.”

	This bitch— this fucking expression-less self-absorbed snake-tongued BITCH— 

	I’m going to get my hands around that pretty neck and choke you—

	Gertrude tried to put a chain around all the wickedness spewing from her evil heart.

	Melting down is exactly what Victoria wanted. Victoria knew Gertrude as well as Gertrude knew her.

	“Schicksal, keep everyone on alert. But this discussion has become sensitive now.”

	“Yes ma’am! I understand!”

	In a moment, Schicksal and the rest of the bridge disappeared behind soundproof shutters again.

	Dreschner gave Gertrude a worried look that she did not return.

	She was focused back on Victoria van Veka. Nothing else existed for them.

	“You could have fabricated this data.” Gertrude said, trying to be calm. “I have no way to verify.”

	“Try me then.”

	Snap.

	“You egocentric bitch–“

	“I don’t care if you insult me.”

	Victoria had done it again. She’d gotten a rise out of Gertrude.

	Pathetic– so pathetic–

	God damn it.

	“Enough.” Gertrude grunted. “Is this person really so valuable to you as to confront the Inquisition?”

	“Yes. There’s no Inquisition Gertrude, just you. Turn her over and I’ll allow you get on with your business.”

	“Allow me? You have no authority and I will not be swayed by your threats. Take her from me then.”

	Victoria shut her eyes and breathed a little sigh.

	“I should have known that you would respond like this. Block-headed to the last.”

	They weren’t getting anywhere. It was exactly the worst situation Gertrude envisioned.

	And she still stupidly walked into it anyway.

	“Victoria,”

	Gertrude brought up a hand to her chest, and locked eyes with her counterpart seriously.

	“I swear to you that I do not want to fight with you.”

	Again, Victoria was infuriatingly blank in the face.

	“Then don’t.” She said simply.

	“God damn it! Give me even a centimeter here! We’re on the verge of shooting here!”

	“Any blood is on your hands. I am acting fully within the moral rights and self determination of Veka.”

	It didn’t help that Gertrude knew she was ultimately the one without a case.

	She only wanted to retain Nile for her own selfish purposes.

	Maybe Victoria did have a good and just reason to pursue her.

	But at that moment, if Gertrude gave up, she was not just giving up Nile.

	She was giving up the Inquisition’s ability to resist the tyrants of this era.

	And Gertrude’s ability to resist them as well.

	“The Inquisition doesn’t surrender its prisoners to ducal authority. It is the Inquisition’s role to see justice done across the Empire, and above regional bias, and I still believe in that, even if the Empire has been fragmented. I am on the side of justice, Victoria, and I will see justice done in the end.”

	Pure sophistry, empty rhetoric–

	Victoria narrowed her eyes. 

	“You’re lying to me, but you’re also lying to yourself. This is bordering on pathetic. You pursued a higher status for your own self-gain and the Inquisition was the opportunity available to you. That’s it.”

	“Then I’m only following your lead, Victoria van Veka! You seduced a woman decades your senior and shamelessly claim moral authority drawn from her? And you have the gall to criticize me?”

	She snapped without thinking. Again– she had lost her composure like a fool.

	And this time she’d said something truly horrible–

	A bitter little laugh escaped from Victoria’s lips. An uncharacteristic sound from the stoic girl.

	“You and I are like oil and water still, Gertrude Lichtenberg.”

	Gertrude grit her teeth.

	God damn it. She kept fucking up! She kept fucking everything up! With all of her friends!

	“We don’t have to be, Victoria! We can let this go and avoid escalating it. I don’t want to hurt you.”

	Victoria met Gertrude’s eyes with an unfamiliar expression on her face. A little grin.

	And sharp, glowing red rings around her eyes– familiar ones–

	“How is Elena?” She asked.

	Gertrude grit her teeth. This woman had grown capable of much greater cruelty.

	She now knew who Victoria reminded her of. That expression– Norn.

	“Thanks to our mutual acquaintance, she is gone from me forever.” Gertrude said.

	“No, that’s thanks to you Gertrude, isn’t it? It’s not just Sawyer who is responsible anymore.” 

	Her voice had an unsettling tone of voice. Her entire presence–

	Power. She radiated power. Power that Gertrude did not have.

	Was this real? Was Gertrude going insane and cracking under the pressure?

	“Sawyer attacked Vogelheim, and you were nowhere. But I saved Elena– you should owe me for the second chance that you got. A chance that you squandered. You pushed her away again.”

	It was like she could see through Gertrude now, like the Inquisitor’s facade was just paper burning away to reveal the secrets beneath. Victoria had always been perceptive and intelligent, but this was beyond the bounds of perception. For the first time since leaving Norn, Gertrude felt the awful presence of a power beyond her understanding, the chill of helplessness that came with being read and the guardedness that it engendered in her. There was nothing Gertrude could do about it.

	But how did Victoria acquire this power? 

	It was frustrating– everyone else had come so far, and she was always a step behind–

	“You don’t know anything, Victoria. Neither now nor back then. But you love to run your mouth.”

	All she could do was talk! And anything she could say wasn’t worth a damn!

	Victoria was again utterly unaffected by her words.

	“I never ‘run my mouth.’ I always say what I want to say. Gertrude, there’s no more Inquisition. All of your remaining subordinates are hiding in Konstantinople, even the Inquisition’s precious Jagers have not made a move. It’s only you, out here, with nothing to back you. You must accede to my demands.”

	She even knew about the Jagers— and she was more informed on current events.

	Gertrude felt the shame and helplessness growing inside her. She had lost the verbal spar.

	Or maybe she could have never won it to begin with. Not in this kind of scenario.

	Victoria had all the cards. Gertrude was isolated.

	It was the worst situation. Victoria did not know about the Jagdkaiser, but it did not matter. Firepower did not matter. Gertrude could kill Victoria, could run heedlessly at her and annihilate her in one blow, to no avail. It accomplished nothing. The Union would be tipped off to attack her immediately; she would not be able to stay in Kesar and uncover its secrets. She would have failed in every way. In this game, there was only one possible winner no matter the circumstance, and it was Victoria van Veka. She was the only winner because Gertrude could only possibly lose, no matter what action she decided to take.

	That was the story of her life. No matter what, she was always losing everything she loved.

	But still– her heart continued to fly with a tiny, smothered conviction she could not repress.

	There was more to the game. There was them, the two of them. 

	And what Gertrude’s heart desired.

	Something that perhaps superseded the game of ships and guns and politics being played.

	If she could let herself drop the mask and speak from the heart–

	“Victoria, I wasn’t lying when I said I don’t want to hurt you. To me, you are still someone whose life I cherish. I am sorry. I am really sorry and I am really ashamed about everything I’ve done to you.”

	She was defeated. So she let herself be honest. It was the most sincere thing she had said yet.

	Victoria’s self-satisfied smile disappeared from her face. She broke eye contact with Gertrude.

	“Cut the theatrics.” Victoria replied. “Done to me? I don’t care–“

	“I’m sorry that I slapped you back then. It wasn’t right. I threw away our friendship.”

	“What? Slapped me?” Victoria blinked, bewildered. “That was years ago.”

	“Like a whole other world. And I’ve carried that weight forever. It wasn’t just Elena I fucked up with.”

	Gertrude tried to fight tears building in her eyes, but a few did slip out.

	“God damn it. I don’t want to be put in this situation. I don’t want to keep fighting all of you.”

	Victoria looked confused, for the first time in their confrontation.

	“Gertrude–“

	“Victoria, I want to work together with you. If you’ll cooperate, I can be on your side.”

	Victoria looked like she had taken a blow to the chest. She had clearly not expected this.

	And to a great extent, neither had Gertrude expected it.

	“I can’t possibly trust you. You are Erich von Fueller’s pawn now, Gertrude.”

	“I’m nobody’s pawn. Prince Erich didn’t lift a finger to save Elena. In fact– he’s responsible for it.”

	Her anger when she spoke that sentence was palpable. And Victoria clearly felt it too.

	Dreschner looked like it was taking all of his willpower to pretend not to be interested in this.

	Gertrude continued to make impassioned declarations.

	“I am nobody’s pawn, not Erich’s, not Norn’s. I am not going to be your pawn either, Victoria. But I can extend my hand to you as an ally. I need your criminal on my side, Victoria. She, and the abyss, hold answers that I seek. In Imbrian literature, Nocht, the first Emperor, descended into the abyss for power. Norn did as well– and I am here to uncover this secret. Then I will take command of Konstantinople and make it my fortress. I have no intention of it becoming another foothold for Erich von Fueller.”

	On the screen, the Shimii closed her fists. Her posture tightened ever so slightly.

	“So you want me to stand aside and let you go on your little quest, based on nothing but your word? It’s all well and good to say this when it’ll get you out of trouble!” Victoria said, raising her voice. “But if Erich comes knocking, what will you do then? Will you also promise him things with gilded words?”

	“I will attain the power to become a bulwark against Erich von Fueller.” 

	Gertrude smiled at her, weeping but full of determination. She had finally stated her aim.

	Airing words and thoughts that had been formless in her mind since Vogelheim.

	At first spoken in wild anger after the loss of Elena– but now fully reasoned.

	If the price of power was losing the support of the Fuellers– then she would choose power.

	If she had to lose Victoria as well to remain on the side of the Fuellers– then she would betray them.

	It was too unjust to live otherwise. To keep losing everything she loved and gaining nothing.

	“Everything that I am doing is to try, however much in vain it is, to protect the people I love and the people who swore fealty to me, from this era of chaos and injustice. I know I am a hypocrite, because I helped bring all of these tragedies about and I helped support the people responsible. I was completely heedless to the consequences of my actions. But I want to make amends. Let me make amends, Victoria. Under my own power, but for your benefit as well as mine. I want to protect you.”

	Gertrude reached out her hand to the screen. Tears glinting in the sides of her eyes.

	Victoria reached a hand up to her face. Eyes shut, lips slightly drawn. 

	“Protect me?”

	“I never gave up hope for us. I want you to be safe.”

	“Liar. You awful, damned liar.”

	Her ears twitched. Her frustration was clear and visible and it was tearing her up.

	She did not speak for several seconds. Gertrude’s smoldering gaze continued to lock on to her.

	Finally, she heaved a sigh as if she had been holding a breath since they first saw each other.

	“Very well. The Vekan Empire will look the other way, just this once, on one condition.”

	“Name it.” Gertrude quickly said.

	Victoria lifted her hand from over her eyes and pinned a serious gaze back on Gertrude.

	“I will join you on your expedition. The Vekan Empire is also trying to explore the abyss. I will join you on the Iron Lady as a temporary liaison and intelligence agent. I will ascertain your intentions, freely record any information you encounter explicitly for Vekan use, and if you harm me or Vekan interests, then as soon as you come back up, this journey is over for you. I will be watching the criminal Nile as well. If you prove unable or unwilling to manage the criminal’s affairs, Veka will also turn against you.”

	Gertrude had to roll with the punches but she was briefly stunned herself at this concession(?). 

	Maybe as stunned as she had left Victoria when she first started speaking from the heart.

	“Of course. You are welcome aboard. But won’t your allies feel uncertain about this?”

	“My allies have unquestioning faith in me, as the Empress’ special agent. You are my ally too now; so I demand unquestioning faith from you. I will set my affairs in order and depart on a shuttle.”

	“Well– I suppose I will be seeing you in the flesh shortly.”

	“I can’t say I’m looking forward to it. But at least it’s amicable to both parties, without bloodshed.”

	Gertrude thought she saw a small smile before the video connection severed.

	Without the Shimii to yell at on the other end, the entire exchange felt utterly surreal.

	As if Gertrude had exited a wind tunnel, and her body was still shaking, her senses confused.

	Victoria might still have a soft spot in that hard heart for her old school friends.

	Just like me.

	Gertrude sighed. She really was in over her head. Everything was in turmoil.

	“Hmm.”

	Dreschner glanced at her briefly before returning his gaze to his own computer.

	“With me, or against me, on this one?” Gertrude asked.

	Dreschner let out a short laugh. “I am always with you, Inquisitor. Or should I say, Emperor?”

	Her expression darkened immediately. “Oh, don’t even joke about it.”

	“You’re right, I should treat it as seriously as you do. We shall see where your ambition takes us.”

	Dreschner was far too enthused about this.

	Gertrude fell back on her chair, wishing she could become a soft jelly and slide right off.

	

	

	After a tense couple of hours, the Aranjagaan backed off from standoff range. The Cruiser retreated to a 5 kilometer line further into Veka, and informed the Union 8th Fleet FCG-F of a Vekan operation in the Kesar’s Gorge area, in order to avoid potential hostilities between allies. The Union acceded to this, and the Aranjagaan shared all information with the Iron Lady pertaining to the Union position in the area. Before leaving, the Aranjagaan released Victoria van Veka, and then awaited the return of their shuttle.

	Collectively, the crew of the Iron Lady breathed a sigh of relief.

	“You are such a shrewd negotiator, High Inquisitor!” Schicksal said. “We got out without a bullet fired!”

	Gertrude laughed, more than a little nervously.

	Please, God, let me have a power other than groveling someday.

	Nile’s vessel was fully unloaded, and the woman was admitted into the Iron Lady’s interior. Aside from a pitiable amount of food and water, Nile’s vessel was packed almost wall to wall and corner to corner, in every possible place she could find, with boxes and vials and bags of medicines. Gertrude’s security team was greatly confused. There were large amounts of staple antibiotics, painkillers, sterilizing and saline fluids, gauze and stitches, scalpels and scissors and picks and other cutting and twining tools, but also bio-stitcher cartridges of various sorts, hormone therapy drugs, insulin for diabetics, inhalers for asthmatics, eye drops, in addition to rarer and more exotic drugs. Rather than being named, some of the boxes had long formulas and strings of compounds to designate them and were full of vials.

	Everyone had assumed there would be weapons somewhere but found not a single one.

	“Why would I need weapons? I’m a medical doctor. Medicine is my weapon.” Nile said.

	Nile was unbothered by the attention of the security team and cooperated fully throughout the inspection. After overseeing the unloading of her medical supplies and leaving behind instructions for their safe long term storage, Nile was gently ushered to a meeting room to await debriefing.

	Shortly thereafter, a small, cylindrical shuttle arrived to convey Victoria van Veka to the Iron lady.

	Victoria brought with her one wheeled trunk full of luggage, which was scanned on entry and found to be inoffensive, full of nothing but clothes and needed sundries. On her hip, she had a ceremonial vibrosaber which was given to Vekan armored cavalry. Since it was a symbol of office, and as a gesture of good will, she was allowed to keep it. Processing her into the ship was much faster and less tense than with Nile.

	On the shuttle there was only one piece of larger equipment that had been brought from the Aranjagaan for Victoria’s use– a Jagd model Diver. This item was cleared by security and brought aboard into the hangar through the underside cargo hatch. Monika and the engineers would have to set up another wall gantry to hold it. Until then it was sat up against the wall like a sad, claw-armed child in timeout.

	With such deference, the Iron lady welcomed Victoria van Veka to their quest for the Abyss of Kesar. 

	Despite the verbal scuffle with Gertrude, Victoria was unfailingly polite to the Iron Lady’s crew.

	“Such a splendid security detail. I hope that choleric woman treats you properly.” Victoria said.

	“The Inquisitor is a good commander. Please do not insult her, milady.” Vogt replied gently.

	It did not escape anyone that the target of the phrase “that choleric woman” was immediately known.

	Gertrude was not too fond of that when she reviewed the processing reports and footage.

	Nevertheless, once Victoria’s shuttle departed, the Iron Lady’s expedition officially resumed.

	Thus, Gertrude found herself in a meeting room sitting across a table from Nile and Victoria.

	A black-eared dog and a light-eared cat– the tension was thick enough to coat a spoon.

	Gertrude had to debrief them on the situation and the coming expedition, but–

	Victoria was staring daggers sidelong at Nile, who was untroubled by the antagonism.

	And Nile was smiling too noticeably behind her mask, and clearly up to something.

	“Lichtenberg, your name is too long to say formally. Let me call you ‘Trude.” Nile said.

	“Absolutely do not let her call you that.” Victoria said suddenly.

	Gertrude briefly felt like hurling herself through the outer bulkhead.

	What have I gotten myself into?!
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	“Alright, lets calm down. We’re all in this together now.”

	In an unremarkable meeting room, Gertrude sat across the table from a very remarkable pair of guests. The Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation known as “Nile,” and the special agent of the Vekan Empire, Victoria van Veka. Circumstances had brought these three together on the Inquisitorial flagship Iron Lady, and not a minute had gone by since they sat next to each other, but antagonism was already brimming. Gertrude wanted to get on the topic of the abyssal expedition, but Victoria would not allow it. She launched into accusations without a moment’s rest, while Nile simply sat there with her arms crossed.

	“Gertrude, this woman is extremely dangerous. You think you can make use of her, but you’re completely out of your depth. She stands accused of not only building clandestine infrastructure, but we have found evidence of human experimentation, including organs and tissue cultures from god-only-knows-where.”

	Gertrude could have imagined it was something like that, with it being the Sunlight Foundation and all–

	Nile turned her cheek and scoffed, her tail wagging so fast it was drumming on the chair.

	“You completely misunderstand the assets you stole from me. I use my own tissue and DNA to test my products. But of course, you Vekans and your ignorant government are entirely run by biofascist superstitions. If you think an organoid is a living person, then I am a genocidaire par excellence.”

	Nile fired back with some science, but allowing this debate was an intolerable can of worms to open.

	“This is not the time or the place to define the meaning of human life.” Gertrude interrupted.

	Victoria turned her own cheek. “The fact remains, Gertrude, she assembled a large amount of clandestine infrastructure for the purpose of drug manufacturing, away from prying eyes. God knows how many years it took to build all of this, where the funding came from, how it was staffed– other than being full of Katarran mercenaries! I don’t believe she is being altruistic for one second. She and this ‘Sunlight Foundation’ of hers cannot be trusted, and with her capture, the Vekan Empire would be one step closer to unraveling this syndicate and their misdeeds. Even with all of our resources, we’ve only scratched the very tip of the iceberg of what they’ve been doing. You must at least sympathize with that goal.”

	Gertrude sighed. “I’m willing to share with you any information we uncover, and any information that Nile wishes to disclose. However, I am curious how you intended to extract information from her if you were to take her into custody. Nile did not strike me as someone who was willing to cooperate with you.”

	Nile scoffed. “The Vekans would torture me, obviously. I’m from there, I know what it’s like. Especially to Loup who don’t practice Orthodoxy. Shimiist Loup like me are outright persecuted by the old believers, and Veka has always supported such savagery. Oh, am I getting to you now, you puffed up kitten?”

	Victoria had her fists balled up at her side. “We would not have tortured her. This is ridiculous.”

	“Trude, I’ll disclose to you our operating methods– but only in the Holy Land of Konstantinople, at the seat of the Inquisition. I am claiming Asylum from the Vekan Empire’s persecution. Until then, I demand that I be judged by my character and deeds, rather than by inferences marred by her bias.” Nile said.

	These two were tearing Gertrude apart already. She almost wanted to scream at them.

	However, she had her own convictions and her own beliefs which were playing a part.

	Though she could believe that Victoria would not support torture herself, Gertrude was not so naive as to believe the Vekans would share her objections. When the Vekan Empire was just the Duchy of Veka, it was widely known to be a less civilized place than the broader Imbrian Empire. Vekans declared clan feuds, engaged in dueling, committed honor killings, practiced blood oaths and rituals, and certainly torture was neither novel nor rare for their military. High Inquisitor Samoylovych, one of Gertrude’s predecessors, had rescued Monika Erke-Tendercloud from a Vekan Sanitarium for the mentally ill. Her Orthodox family had interned her in this facility to “fix her,” and she was awfully abused. Such things were not uncommon in the hinterlands, and upon accession to the office of High Inquisitor, Gertrude witnessed them too.

	Though Gertrude tried not to develop a bias, it was hard for her to ignore all the horror stories.

	It was convenient for the Empire that Veka had a “warrior culture” that was internally stimulated.

	This made them excellent guards for the Empire’s flank to the Mare Crisium and its strange cultures.

	Despite fearing them and being disgusted by some of their traditions, the Imbrians let Veka be.

	They wrote off the unsavory aspects as simply “Vekan culture” that couldn’t or shouldn’t be opposed.

	So if it was Vekan culture and couldn’t be changed, then Victoria had to deal with the consequences.

	“Victoria, the fact of the matter is that Nile is under my custody now.” Gertrude said, putting up a firm front. “I have a strong suspicion, and it is growing stronger, that she would have been abused in the custody of the Vekans. This is not a judgment on you personally, but releasing her to your allies is out of the question as they cannot be trusted not to violate her humanity. Since it is out of the question, I demand the issue be dropped, and I further demand that the two of you cease these needless hostilities.”

	She laid out her concerns and conditions as gently but firmly as she could, hoping to stifle further tension.

	First she looked to Victoria–

	“Fine. I will pay close attention to your own much-vaunted ethics and see if there is any merit to your treatment of this criminal.” Victoria said, arms crossed, tongue dripping with venomous sarcasm.

	“Thank you. I will endeavor be so inspiring that you come to mean that sincerely.” Gertrude replied.

	Then she turned to face Nile–

	“I will cherish the trust you put in me, ‘Trude.” Nile said, wagging her tail and smiling with her eyes. 

	Gertrude frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t trust either of you quite yet. But I hope I can at least expect you to be honorable. I want you two to shake hands right now, and at the very least, to swear to stay out of each other’s way. I don’t want to have to summon Vogt every time you two meet eyes. Are we clear on this?”

	Then she stepped between the two of them, grabbed their hands, and brought them close.

	“Are we clear?” Gertrude asked again.

	Begrudgingly, Victoria and Nile shook hands, neither making eye contact with the other.

	No curses under their breath at least, not that Gertrude could detect.

	“Anyway. I’ll describe the Expedition I am undertaking. Please hold your tongues until I’m done.”

	And so, Gertrude began–

	

	

	The Imbrian Empire officially dated its founding to A.D. 418 with the rise of Heitzing as a city-state in the northeastern Imbrium Ocean. Before this date, records were scarce, owing to a vast underwater conflict known as the “Age of Strife,” where Stations acted individually to cut each other off, sabotage each other, fight each other or steal from each other without an overarching authority– presumably after the ultimate fall of the remaining surface civilizations and total loss of contact. Owing to this mass hysteria and a resulting regression in society of hundreds of years, little was empirically known about the Strife.

	Because of this, the Strife era was thought of as a sort of tribulation that ended in a miracle, where divinity graced humanity and saved them from assured extinction. There were a multitude of stories, myths, legends. Some of these were recorded into the remains of the early station computers which had lost much of their function due to civil collapse and neglect. It was from these accounts that Solceanism’s first precepts were drawn; as well as the only records of the origins of the first Emperor of the Imbrium.

	Azazel Nocht I had a number of associated legends, but the most common was that he descended into what would become known as the Abyss of Nocht, now the site of the Imperial Capital of Heitzing, and from the abyss, he returned with the power to end the strife and unite the stations of what would become the Palatine state. By some accounts he pulled Heitzing from the Abyss, and this explained why Nocht’s Gorge had collapsed and shut. Others said he was graced by the divine and accepted as a God Emperor.

	From Heitzing and the formation of the Palatine, the Empire expanded to encompass Rhinea (displacing declining Shimii kingdoms in the process), as well as Bosporus’ North and South (subjugating more Shimii, Loup and dark-skinned Bosporan peoples), to Buren to the northeast, with Katarre as the limit, and what would become Skarsgaard, or now the Holy Empire of Solcea (previously the Gallian Kingdoms and other small station-states.) Contact was made with the Vekan proto-state which was vassalized, and the Empire stabilized, slowed down, but eventually, expanded to the Nectaris to form the Colonies.

	Azazel Nocht I crowned his own sons, establishing a dynastic line and creating the Imbrian Empire, but from 516 A.D., where the Empire first encountered the Republic of Alayze and went to war with them, records of Nocht I became scarce, and his dynasty took prominence. He must not have been a God, and thus met mortality. This is what was commonly accepted to have occurred and taught in schools.

	Even with station computers and other such technology, time and political convenience eroded what was known and shaped what was thought. Over time, the Nochts became more divine than human, until they ceased to be either of the two. Eventually, the line of Nocht ended with the Fueller Reformation between 932 and 934 A.D. All record of the divinity of the Nocht family and their mythical exploits was expunged and driven from the public consciousness. Konstantin von Fueller, the first non-Nocht Emperor, struck the name of Nocht from the Empire itself, and declared that the “hypnosis” that the Nocht family had put over the Empire was now broken. The Nochts were mere men, and they had been defeated. The Engineers of the Fueller family brought about an age of secularism and materialist rhetoric.

	But of course, hundreds of years of superstitions did not just die with one man nor with his family.

	There still remained the mythical descent, etched into the collective imagination.

	The Abyss continued to tempt the people of the Imbrium with its alluring legends of power and splendor. It had almost the same reputation as the photic zone, of a place where daredevil explorers could find mythical realms and lost islands of Strife era civilization to plunder. But such people were only legends. Outside of the Katarran mercenary culture and its tall tales, there were few successful stories of descent into the Abyss. Horrific beasts, sights so terrible they melt the mind of the beholder, disorientation and the threat of being spirited away– people who ventured into the abyss never came back. Or perhaps, it was easier to believe that if they came back whole and hale, then they never went at all and were lying.

	Most of them were probably lying; but who could determine truth from fiction in such a situation? 

	The governments of the Imbrium, whose base of control lay in the zone of human activity, had let the Abyss rest unperturbed for hundreds of years. There was always a greater problem or a more lucrative venture right in front of them, between 1000 and 2000 meters– governments rarely saw need to venture further. Whenever they did, they sponsored some quackish expedition that was already dead set on doing so. If they came back, it was always in failure with nothing to show for it. If they never came back, it didn’t matter one bit. Even the secular Fueller regime had done little to stir the pot of Abyssal exploration, sponsoring ultimately less such trips than even the Nocht family, and publicizing none of them at all.

	Perhaps that was the influence of a certain someone at play– someone who had experience in this realm.

	According to Norn von Fueller, Kesar’s Gorge held a habitat below 3000 meters depth. Gertrude Lichtenberg believed staunchly that this habitat held her origin story, and perhaps the origin of her power. And she did not intend to stop there. Norn had taunted her to go even deeper into the Katov mass, and Gertrude intended to do so. This was her last gambit. She would retrace Nocht’s steps into the eldritch shadow that lay beneath humanity’s eternal coffin in the depths of the Imbrium. Come hell, high water, or madness.

	She already felt like she had been through hell in spirit. So now she would sink in it, and rise again.

	

	

	“Norn is just trying to get rid of you. She is sending you on a suicide mission.” Victoria bluntly said.

	After a brief explanation of the history of abyssal exploration as Gertrude understood it, Gertrude laid out her grand ambitions for the trip to Kesar’s Gorge. Of course, it was immediately shot down by Victoria.

	“Norn would not do that. We have a history together. I know her better than you.” Gertrude said.

	Victoria briefly seemed to bristle at the idea. As if offended in a snap reaction to the second statement.

	“You don’t understand.” Gertrude continued. “Norn doesn’t lie. She doesn’t feel the need to do so. Norn believes she is so powerful that deception is beneath her. If Norn wanted me dead she would have killed me. She thinks she’s above the law. She was being sincere, Victoria. There is something in the Gorge she wants me to find and I’m going to get it. And If I need to, I’ll turn it against her. That’s my goal here.”

	Gertrude of course withheld that Norn delivered this information after nearly killing her.

	That detail made Gertrude all the more certain that Norn was not cheating her.

	But she had no ill will toward Norn and some part of her didn’t want Victoria to think ill of Norn either.

	Some part of her was still a bit soft-hearted about her “Master,” to whom she owed so much.

	She had to pretend that Norn was an antagonist– but deep down, she felt like she had wronged her.

	“How has Veka’s abyssal exploration turned out? I’m genuinely curious.” Nile asked.

	“I don’t need to disclose anything to you.” Victoria responded. 

	She was back to her emotionless and blunt tone of voice. Gertrude took this to mean she was calm.

	However, she was still being uncooperative.

	Nile meanwhile–

	“The Sunlight Foundation has never ventured too deep into the Abyss.” Nile said. She gestured with a palm toward the floor. As if in response to Victoria’s uncooperative demeanor, she started an impromptu lecture that surprised Gertrude. “We have sent instruments into those holes which picked up all kinds of anomalous readings. It is difficult to communicate between the Abyss and the Aphotic Zone, and there are problems with navigation also. Euphrates and Tigris, two of my colleagues, have the most experience with such things, and even they limit their activity to no more than 3500 depth. For an outfit like ours, which has to be careful with the assets it is moving, there’s always something more important to do, relative to the effort. The Abyss is teeming with life that is only rarely agitated by human activity– they respond aggressively and view us as prey. Scientific expeditions cannot hope to survive. They must be accompanied by military assets. This massive ship might give us a ghost of a chance to succeed.”

	“Um. Thank you for the disclosure.” Gertrude said. “I take it you’re invested in giving it a shot?”

	“I’m uninterested in the Abyss.” Nile said. “I am only speaking as a Doctor hoping to mitigate what will be obvious harm. I am willing to offer the limited expertise I have in order to prevent possible casualties. Speaking of which, Trude, do you have a clinic aboard? I don’t believe I saw one open.”

	Gertrude blinked at her. Ship’s clinics were established at the discretion of the commander, and–

	“We have medics aboard, with the security team. They can administer first-aid. Our doctrine entails we should go to a Station or to a Hospital Ship after we have stabilized people for follow-up care. We’re an elite and fast-moving unit that gets a lot of requests, it’s not a good environment for long-term care.”

	–she had never recruited a ship’s doctor to the Iron Lady. It had not seemed necessary before.

	Inquisition soldiers could get care anywhere– until now when that was impossible.

	“You don’t have any stations or Hospital ships to go to now. Let me open a clinic here.” Nile said.

	She wasn’t entirely wrong, but Gertrude was still immediately nervous about the idea.

	Victoria shot Gertrude a skeptical glare. Nile sounded quite invested in her request.

	“At least let me give a health check to your crew. I bet they haven’t had preventive care in months. I’ll show you how much you need a doctor, and you can decide whether you approve of my care or not.”

	Gertrude glanced at Victoria, meeting her suddenly evil-looking stare. She then looked back at Nile.

	“It can’t hurt, I guess. You can set up in one of the meeting rooms to do check-ups, and only check-ups, with a limited selection of tools overseen by Security. Then I’ll evaluate whether to keep it or close it.”

	Victoria crossed her arms. Nile wagged her tail more vigorously and smiled with her eyes again.

	“So, then–” Gertrude tried to steer back to the main topic–

	“Veka’s attempts to explore the Abyss have not been successful.” 

	Suddenly, Victoria spoke up. Arms crossed, eyes shut, cheek turned. Her own tail stood straight out.

	“There are three Abyssal gorges in Veka, the Abyss of Temujin, the Abyss of Mansa and the Abyss of Hus. We sent small military expeditions into the Temujin and Mansa gorges down to 4000 meters. Both of which were attacked by Leviathans as well as buffeted by strange weather patterns and returned with damage and not much else to show for it. In the Abyss of Hus, we found the main base of this individual at 3000 depth and aborted our mission to go deeper.” It seemed this was the most polite way that Victoria could refer to Nile in that moment. “Then we tracked her down again to a smaller, lower depth site within an inactive subaquatic volcano. I am willing to disclose that it was not only that we desired to bring her to justice– we wanted to acquire someone who had real experience with depth sites.”

	“You’ve got the wrong woman for that. You want Euphrates instead. Good luck.” Nile replied.

	“Hence,” Victoria ignored her and continued speaking, “why I am here now, why I was chasing her, and why I have interest both in this individual but also in your expedition Gertrude. Not everyone has an Irmingard class dreadnought to spare for a journey like this. So it is beneficial for me to join you. Perhaps if you can uncover something valuable, I will rescind my intentions toward this individual.”

	Gertrude felt her heart leap. That withdrawn cat had finally begun to cooperate!

	“I am glad you actually opened up. It looks like everyone stands to profit here.” She said.

	“Don’t get used to it. I’m only here to safeguard Vekan interests.” 

	Gertrude felt her heart tumble off a rooftop and crash into the street.

	Nevertheless, at least everyone could finally agree that they wanted to be here now.

	“Since it appears everything else is in order, the meeting is adjourned. You two have room assignments in the officer’s hall, get some rest.” Gertrude said. “I need some too. Your quarrel woke me up at like 0200.”

	“Of course. A poor sleep schedule does explain your depressed countenance.” Nile said.

	“I don’t care what you do. Just inform me if I’m required for anything.” Victoria said.

	Without another word, Gertrude left the room feeling thoroughly exhausted by those two.
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	Gertrude shut the door to her room behind herself. She promptly dropped her coat on a nearby chair, undid her tie and the buttons of her shirt, and practically ripped her hair loose from its bun, and fell down into bed. Her black bra clung close to her swarthy olive skin, slick with sweat. She began feebly reaching around behind her back, but aborted trying to unhook the bra. She was completely wiped out.

	Staring at the roof, at first without expression. Then, compelled as if by a mad passion to smile.

	To laugh– to crack up into nearly sobbing laughter.

	“What a farce! What a stupid farce!”

	She raised her arm over her eyes, covering them with her sleeve.

	“Do I really think I’m capable of any of this? Am I suddenly dreaming of being Emperor Nocht now?”

	She was so exhausted. That burst of laughter felt like it took the last of her strength.

	Unable to move, all she had was the ceiling above and her own wicked passions.

	Gertrude was nothing more than a trumped-up military policewoman.

	This enormous ship, all of her weapons and her crew, all of it was just from playing politics.

	She hadn’t won any of it from just her strength.

	Her weakness and helplessness frustrated her to no end. 

	Ultimately, she was just a coward. Hiding behind Norn without ever truly understanding her.

	Without an Imbrian Empire, she was nothing. Her uniform meant nothing, and so she herself didn’t.

	But it was not just the expedition that felt farcical either–

	No. That was just the very start. Beneath the skin, everything about Gertrude was despicable.

	“What rotten luck. Victoria is here too. God, I’m so pathetic. She reminds me of–“

	Don’t even say it.

	Don’t even think it.

	Stop now. There’s only hurt down that way.

	Gertrude laughed. Heavy on the bitter notes this time. Weak, sputtering laughter.

	“What if I want her? Why can’t I have anything? Why do I have to lose everything?”

	No response from that inner voice of self loathing.

	After all, what did her mixed-up, wicked heart truly even want now?

	Could she have Elena back?

	Could she keep Ingrid?

	Could she have–

	Gertrude heard the door luck to her room slide open.

	In a panic, she sat up instantly in bed–

	Finding herself staring up from the edge, with legs spread and her shirt open, at Nile.

	She had moved so fast that her vision was blurry, her brain rattled. She couldn’t believe this.

	“I wanted us to talk alone.” Nile said. Her eyes scanned over Gertrude.

	“I locked that door.” Gertrude said incredulously. Too confused to be upset.

	Nile reached out and dropped a tube shaped thing with a trigger on it and a tiny screen.

	“Masterkey. Creative name, isn’t it? Some irascible little woman made it. You can have it now.”

	Gertrude realized how bad her posture was. 

	She closed her legs and held her shirt closed with one hand.

	“I am this close to having you locked up in a black room for the rest of the journey.” Gertrude said.

	“That would be a pity. There’s so much I can do for you after all.” Nile said.

	God damn it, don’t respond to that–

	Her body was instantly responding to it. But Gertrude still had her mind to resist with.

	Even if her loins did stir–

	“What the hell do you want? Ingrid’ll tear you apart if she notices you snuck in here.”

	“That lovely lass in the next room over? She’s sleeping like a log. Relax. I am not here on any nefarious purpose. I just wanted to ask if you knew about Agarthic Weather. I have something for you.”

	From her coat, she produced another object. It looked like a watch.

	However, the face was completely different. Rather than numbers and hands, the face of the watch had a gradient etched into the back, and some kind of fluid trapped behind the glass. Gertrude had never seen anything like it. Nile dropped it on the bed next to the Masterkey without a second’s hesitation. She picked it up but no amount of observation could elucidate the true purpose of the little gadget.

	“What is this? Couldn’t this wait until tomorrow?”

	“That’s an Aetherometer. You can use it to tell the color and intensity of Agarthic Weather.” Nile said. “And I wanted you to be prepared. We’re already very close to the boundary line after all.”

	“I have no idea what you are talking about!” Gertrude said. 

	Nile’s face looked like she was smiling behind her mask. Mysteriously pleased to be able to explain.

	“Cocytus clearly didn’t train you. But I’ll oblige– our world has a layer of passively resonant emotional energy that is everywhere humans are, but invisible. This is called Aether. You can think of it almost like dark matter or the quantum world. It is observable with the right tools, but not with human eyes– most human eyes, anyway. But unlike other observable phenomena, which neatly conform to behaviors that can be documented, Aether can be as irrational as humans themselves are. Are you following me?”

	In that moment, Gertrude could not possibly have responded. She was tired and aggravated and hearing nonsense which, indeed, not even Norn had ever spoken about to her. So she made no response to Nile’s sudden pseudoscience lesson beyond drawing her brows in and narrowing her eyes at the Loup.

	“In the Abyss,” Nile continued, “the Aether exists in a state of agitation that has profound psychological effects on humans. It starts anywhere from 2500 to 3000 meters deep. I will make recommendations as to how to deal with the Weather once I see which color of weather we are going into, and you can use that Aetherometer to keep track of the weather and its severity, so you won’t be caught off-guard.” 

	Nonsense, pure complete nonsense. 

	She might as well have been whispering gibberish words like a baby.

	And all the while Gertrude was trying to keep her own tits in her shirt–

	“Get out of my room.” Gertrude said. “Get out. Right now.”

	“As you wish. Perhaps I can accompany you some other time.”

	Gertrude stood up from bed, but Nile retreated quickly with a little bow, the door locking behind her.

	She stared at the locked door, briefly, her legs wavering under her weight.

	Looking back at the bed with the aetherometer on it.

	“God damn it.”

	She lost her temper. And she was losing the battle she had been fighting with her own stamina.

	“Ingrid is right. I’ve been running myself too ragged for too long.”

	She practically collapsed into bed moments later, sleeping deeply and dreamlessly.

	While on her bed, the fluid on the discarded aetherometer turned a pale blue.

	

	

	Depth Gauge: 2540 m

	True horror reared its head the next day, after a night that felt like a blur.

	“I’m not even well rested! I still feel like crap!”

	Gertrude put her head down against the cafeteria table. Her muscles ached, her head was pounding.

	Opposite her, Ingrid Järveläinen Kindlysong reached a hand and brushed the top of her head gently.

	In that moment, Gertrude’s heart was filled with love for that wild and beautiful brunette.

	“There, there.” She cooed. “You’ll be okay. Why not rest your head on my lap?”

	A lap pillow– the panacea which had cured the ails of many heroes.

	Ingrid was an angel. Gertrude ill deserved her kindness.

	However, she couldn’t be seen to rest her head atop Ingrid’s lean, alluring thighs.

	Such a thing would call into question the High Inquisitor’s vigor and alertness.

	Alas– Gertrude could have nothing. She truly was not allowed any happiness!

	“Thank you. But I probably just need strong coffee. And something to eat.” Gertrude groaned.

	“I’ll go get you some food. But stop whining. If you’re going to be pathetic then go all in on it and let me take care of you. This tiptoeing shit you have going on just ends up annoying me.” Ingrid said.

	“I’ll rest on your lap when we’re out of this place.” Gertrude moaned.

	“I’ve half a mind to break into your room somehow and make damn sure about it.”

	Ingrid winked at her.

	Gertrude looked up at her blearily. 

	“Please don’t sneak into my room. I have enough trouble with that already.”

	“Huh?”

	“Nevermind! Please get me some food and coffee, my head is killing me.”

	“God. You’re being extra whiny today. Hopefully coffee is really all you need.”

	Ingrid gave her a worried look before leaving for the cafeteria’s serving counter.

	Breakfast that morning was a savory porridge with dried beef and frozen spinach mixed in, topped with a dab of margarine. It was rich, creamy, just lukewarm, imbued with a meaty flavor from having the dried beef and dry rolled oats cooked slowly in the same pot of reconstituted milk. It went down easy, just the sort of unchallenging dish Gertrude could really appreciate that morning. It was served with a side of “compote” that was essentially just tangy fruit mush as the frozen fruits disintegrated upon defrosting, and a piece of plain biscuit that had been steamed soft, presumably to spread the compote over.

	Ingrid, however, had other ideas.

	“Trude, where would you be without me? Here.”

	She took the compote and dabbed it into the beef porridge before bringing the spoon into her lips.

	Her tail wagged vigorously. 

	Gertrude mimed her and found the combination surprisingly tasty.

	“You need to think outside the box more, Trude. Defy norms and shit!” Ingrid said.

	She guffawed with a spoon in her mouth and Gertrude almost felt like kissing her.

	Her smile, her enthusiastic unpretentiousness in both kindness and criticism– she was a treasure.

	I wish I could feel like I haven’t lost anything just from having you.

	It was a sick thought that sawed her heart in two. But she couldn’t help thinking it.

	Along with the meal, Ingrid had brought her a strong black coffee.

	Gertrude practically downed the whole thing as if hoping to drown her thoughts.

	“Whoa! Jeez. I didn’t know you were such a coffee freak. I’ve never seen you tear into alcohol that enthusiastically.” Ingrid said, watching with wide-eyed horror as Gertrude drank and drank.

	Immediately after putting her glass down Gertrude felt an immense headache.

	But the dagger with which she had stabbed her brain had quieted her evil thoughts.

	She did feel much more alert too.

	“I’m fine.” Gertrude said, through a slight bodily tremble. “Let’s check in at the bridge.”

	“Alright. But hey– is something the matter?” Ingrid asked.

	She stood up and followed Gertrude along the Iron Lady’s halls. 

	While they walked, Gertrude thought of how to put her feelings delicately.

	“Victoria van Veka is an old school friend of mine.” Gertrude said. “She and I and Elena von Fueller went to school together. I was horrible to her in the past. It was rather painful to get her cooperation now.”

	Gertrude expected the worst after mentioning the circumstances to Ingrid. It might have stoked her envy.

	But her bristly-tailed lover was not offended or threatened by the sound of it.

	“You can’t take back bullying her in school or whatever the hell you did, and you won’t ever change her mind if she doesn’t want it.” Ingrid said, with casual ease. “It sucks, but you can’t go back and change it. Nothing you do in the present will make the past hurt less. All you can do is ask for forgiveness. Tell her you want to put in the effort to mend things, and ask her if there’s anything that can be done.”

	“What if the answer’s no?” Gertrude said. It felt like an immediately childish question.

	Ingrid smiled gently. “Trude, I know really, really well what it’s like having something you can’t take back and that you will never, ever be forgiven for. It’s fucked– but you have to live with it. Be happy for her; she’s alive, and she moved up in the world. And then carry on your own way with your chin up.”

	Her words brought to mind the episode with the Antenora’s crew. Gertrude remembered the insinuations made by Norn’s subordinate, Yurii Anneccy Samoylovych Darkestdays, that Ingrid’s family had killed their own kind, and particularly, killed southern Loups. This was different than what Gertrude had gone through. While the scale was monumentally different, it was also the case that Gertrude was personally responsible for her own troubles. Ingrid was damned not by her own sin, but her grandfather’s crimes. Her response to that accusation was unfortunate, but it had been Samoylovych’s intention to needle her about it. Among Loup, maybe Ingrid had to deal with that situation so much, she could only get angry. Maybe that same scenario over and over drilled into her head that there was nothing she could do.

	Gertrude had made her mistakes with her own hands, and would have to carry the weight of them. But that advice was still resonant. She felt gently happy that Ingrid had demonstrated such sympathy to her, even though her worries felt so pointless and childish. Ingrid was right– whether she could mend things with Victoria or not, Gertrude would have to live with the result. There was nothing else she could do.

	If Ingrid could live with the legacy of her grandfather’s murders– 

	Gertrude could survive Victoria’s disdain.

	“Ingrid, you’re really strong, you know that?” Gertrude said, smiling at her lover.

	“Of course I do. I’m extremely sexy too.” Ingrid laughed. Her tail started wagging incessantly. 

	“I’m extremely lucky to have you by my side.” Gertrude said.

	“You are! Praise me more!” Ingrid laughed raucously.

	God– she was so beautiful. Ingrid, Ingrid, Ingrid! Gertrude momentarily felt her troubles leave her.

	

	

	Average days on the Iron Lady still found themselves subject to a background hum of anxiety.

	It was the stereotype that sailors and mechanics are a little bit more personable and salt of the earth, and officers are either a bit more stodgy or far more eccentric; but on a Dreadnought, the whole affair was colored through the lens of an unshakeable elite status. For naval personnel, service on a dreadnought was “making it.” A dreadnought, with its thick armor and powerful guns, was the safest ship to be on. It was the most prestigious, often in a command position in its fleet group. And because it was the largest, it had better amenities. Sailors had actual ranks, and the best of the sailors slept four to a room instead of eight to a room. Chief mechanics and engineers as well as work managers had their own rooms. 

	There was better food and more of it. There was a gym, the showers had stalls separating them, there was a social area, people could take more personal belongings with them on voyages. There was more freedom and more luxury, relative to other vessels. All of these incentives gave the crew the feeling that their hard work was finally being rewarded. There were few dreadnoughts in service. There was stiff competition for these posts. They had made it; they had gotten to the peak of their sailing career.

	With those rewards came an expectation. Elite status had to be maintained through elite work. Sailors were expected to maintain a spotless standard of maintenance on the ship. Service level expectations were prompt. A service ticket could never “wait,” even a second. Preventive care was of the utmost importance. Not one centimeter of the ship could be overlooked. Meanwhile, officers had to be exemplary. Service on a dreadnought was such a sought after and exclusive position that an officer who made a mistake could be replaced by thousands of others that might not. Officers were expected to be highly experienced, experts in their fields and stations, with the most developed military thinking.

	Orders could never be questioned. You made it to the peak; you followed along or fell from it.

	Backchat was for low ratings on Frigates, dime a dozen people on dime a dozen vessels.

	That expectation was not always fulfilled, and failing to live up to it was not always punished. It was said that Gertrude Lichtenberg ran a tight but compassionate operation in the Iron Lady. Because she valued long term stability, she only discarded flagrantly abusive people or those with unsalvageable failings. She did not see herself as having a crew that was elite in and of itself, but that became elite through hard work and demonstrated its status by growing stronger and tighter throughout its operations.

	Nevertheless, that did not diminish the existence of that expectation. Walking down the halls was not like seeing happy faces in a station hallway, but almost like a line of students on a permanent examination period. Focused expressions, nervous expressions, confident but inwardly contrite expressions. A low hum of anxiety– this was the public life aboard a dreadnought, as one crossed the halls to and from work.

	But everyone had friends, everyone had moments where they could privately let themselves be a little silly or a little loose. They were in this together, and trying to help each other succeed. Having good friends made up a good crew, and a good crew didn’t lose any of its members to outside recruitment. A good crew stayed together and grew together, and that was the feeling within dreadnoughts as well. This camaraderie protected the individuals by protecting the group, and kept everyone honest. Pure social climbers existed, but they risked shaking apart a stable house for the rest, and were not well liked.

	Gertrude Lichtenberg and her closest confidantes shared such moments of lighthearted camaraderie.

	They were not alone in doing so– perhaps it was the actual truth, that everyone on a dreadnought was a bit eccentric, but that everyone, also, could put on a strong face and get their work done when needed.

	Perhaps the same could be said of all people, writ large.

	

	

	On the bridge, the main screen had a split view. 

	One half had an expanded picture from the conning tower cameras. Outside the ship, the environment, wherever it was lit by the ship’s spotlights, had turned an unexpectedly deep blue. Gertrude had expected that with the katov mass density, everything outside would look red. One could still see the thick cloud of particulate matter all around the ship, but it was a deep, almost algal blue, like staring into a growth tank. On the port side of the ship, it was possible to see the distant, vague shadow of the rocky gorge wall. 

	On the other half of the main screen, there was a topographical map generated by sonar and laser imaging. It showed the Iron Lady as a wireframe object within a simulation of the gorge, to allow the crew to gauge its position relative to the surroundings. There were a few objects in the gorge with the ship. At that moment, they were maintaining 2500 depth. 500 meters below them in the murk, and a kilometer east, there was an object which was floating in the middle of the gorge. At 3500 depth, there was an object that appeared to be wedged into the gorge’s wall. At 5000 depth, the gorge widened, and there was a seafloor, but 2 kilometers farther east, there was a hole through which they could descend further.

	“Inquisitor, Sotnyk.” Karen Schicksal greeted Gertrude and Ingrid, stifling a little yawn as she did.

	On the center island seats, Captain Dreschner covered his mouth, yawning as if infected with it.

	Throughout the bridge, everyone seemed a little bit fatigued and less alert than normal.

	“Not just me, huh?” Gertrude asked. “Pass around vitamin drinks to everyone.”

	Their vitamin jelly drinks not only contained vitamins– in fact they had more caffeine than vitamins.

	“Yes ma’am. Good idea. I’ll call the kitchen.” Schicksal replied. 

	Gertrude and Ingrid climbed the steps to the center island and stood next to Dreschner, looking over the main screen. Ingrid whistled, impressed by the depth of the gorge, and the objects within it. Certainly, Gertrude never thought she would be down here, and she had never thought it would look blue. It was almost beautiful to behold, though truly there was nothing to actually see. All that beautiful color was just murky water and contaminated biomass wafting up from the abyss. It was a cloud of beautiful emptiness.

	There was something out there, just beyond Gertrude’s reach. Centimeters from her fingertips.

	That emptiness had to mean something. It had to contain something she could not see.

	Otherwise, her entire life up to this point had led her to nothing, and she would die with nothing.

	“What’s the situation so far, Captain?” Gertrude asked. “Anything dangerous?”

	“No leviathans quite yet.” Dreschner said. He pointed at the map. “We’ve found two points of interest. There appears to be an 80 meter long metallic object below us. It could be a derelict ship. Might be worth looking into. There is additionally a larger object farther below, which may be what Norn the Praetorian desired you to find, Lady Lichtenberg. From what we can see, the exterior is at least 100 meters across and 50 meters tall. It is embedded into the gorge wall, so there is likely more to it than we can see.”

	“Why is everything blue? Isn’t all that stuff out there just katov gunk?” Ingrid asked.

	“Affirmative, Lady Jarvelainen.” Dreschner said. “You are correct, everything we are seeing is still shrouded in ordinary Katov mass. It has become blue instead of red, and I can scarcely imagine a reason why.”

	“Is still just acting like Katov stuff normally does? Nothing is different?” Ingrid’s ears folded a little.

	“As far as we have observed, it is exactly like any other cloud of Katov mass based on its turbidity. The Katov scale is still accurately predicting laser and visual fall-off. It is simply blue instead of red.”

	Hadn’t there been something about blue–? It was just off the edge of Gertrude’s memory.

	“It’s kinda creepy, you know?”

	“Indeed. But it is still predictable, at least.”

	Despite Ingrid’s lower rank, the Captain treated her respectfully as a courtesy to Gertrude.

	Ingrid and Gertrude were common enough companions aboard the ship. Even before they started having clandestine trysts. Everyone knew from observing them that they were good friends and they never hid this aspect of their relationship. But Dreschner was keener still– if anyone suspected the depth to which Gertrude favored her loyal Sotnyk, it had to be him. Thankfully, he would never air such thoughts.

	“What’s the scale of the mass out there?” Gertrude asked.

	“At the moment, 200 Katov. We can expect worse to come.” Dreschner said.

	“What’s our current speed of descent?” Gertrude said. “I’m surprised we aren’t deeper yet.”

	“I ordered the helm to limit our speed to a small handful of knots.” Dreschner said. “The Iron Lady is such a large vessel that we wouldn’t have time to correct any mistakes if we descend quickly. Visibility, communications and detection are all going to get poorer and poorer, so we need to be careful.”

	“I don’t want to spend more time here than we have to. But your concerns are valid.” Gertrude said.

	“At our pace, we can reach the derelict or the suspected habitat in an hour or three.” Dreschner said.

	“Alright. Let’s go look at the nearest object first then.” Gertrude said, without much hesitation. She understood the concerns and deferred to Dreschner’s experience here. “If it’s a derelict then we need to see what the status of its core might be. I don’t want to leave a ticking time bomb out here.”

	“I was going to suggest that as well, Inquisitor. I will inform the helm of our course.” Dreschner said.

	While they talked, Ingrid stood off to the side, arms crossed, tail wagging gently, staring at the screen.

	“I’ll leave it to you. I’m going to go check on the hangar crews. Ingrid, coming with?” Gertrude asked.

	Ingrid yawned a little. “Of course. Let’s grab one of those vitamin drinks before we go though.”

	“We’re all at 10% battery, aren’t we?” Gertrude said. “Captain, tell the crew to relax a little.”

	Dreschner nodded solemnly. “I know they will appreciate a more measured pace. Thank you, milady.”

	Gertrude could not afford for her crew to fall apart now. Especially not by her own hands.

	They were so close, so tantalizingly close to a breakthrough. There was something down there.

	She stared at the diagram of the gorge, at the small Iron Lady on the screen descending meter by meter.

	There had to be something down in the dark. And she had to claim it and live to tell the tale.

	Or else– everything was meaningless–

	

	

	Depth Gauge: 2625

	Down in the hangar, the crew had put up the gantry for Victoria’s Jagd, which was painted royal purple but otherwise appeared a fairly ordinary member of its class. Now the hangar engineers were engaged in the production of small spare parts using the ferristitcher and CNC machines located in the workshop near the shuttle bay. Melted down pieces from damaged equipment could be recycled to some degree in this fashion, making for new pushrods, bolts, pump parts for hydrojets, steel tubing, turbine blades, even bullets as long as there was available powder. They could easily ferristitch a whole assault rifle out of junk.

	In this case, much of the junk had come from the formerly torn to pieces Jagdkaiser, which had been largely reassembled from Jagd parts. And now, much of the reconstituted junk seemed to be going into the Magellan, which had been its torso suspended, and the limbs separated to different parts of the hangar. Work seemed to have started on it. In front of the torso, Gertrude and Ingrid found Monika Erke Tendercloud, the small woman seated on the floor and looking up at the mecha with a drawing tablet in hand. She yawned audibly, and dropped onto her back, lying down. She then saw the arrivals looming.

	“Oh, hello.” She said. Gertrude thought her voice sounded a little sad. Though perhaps she was just tired.

	“Is everyone having trouble sleeping?” Gertrude asked.

	“I think I just overdid it. I pulled an all-nighter preparing a work program for this thing.” Monika said.

	Her cheerful, hopping around levels of energy were clearly gone.

	Now instead, she fidgeted slowly with the tablet, drumming fingers on it, spinning the pen.

	She pointed the digital pen from her drawing tablet at the Magellan’s torso.

	“I’ve got plans to turn it into a cool super-robot.” She said.

	Gertrude sat down on the floor next to her, unprompted, and looked up at the Magellan.

	As if it was the most casual thing in the world, and it was. It was easy to sit next to Monika.

	Ingrid stared at the two of them briefly before sitting down herself.

	So that the three of them were all together on the cold floor, staring up at the enormous machine.

	In the presence of company, Monika’s tail began swishing gently behind her.

	“Monika, I wanted to apologize–“

	“No harm, no foul.” Monika replied immediately, shutting Gertrude down.

	Gertrude tried to quiet her instinctual doubling down on her own guilt, and accept Monika’s grace.

	Still, she felt like she should make amends somehow. She would have to think of a way.

	“Puppy, do you think Gertrude is good enough to pilot a third generation super-Diver?” Monika asked.

	“Don’t call me that.” Ingrid grumbled. “I think she ought to stay in the ship, to be honest.” 

	“Your feedback is acknowledged, appreciated and discarded.” Gertrude replied.

	“Go to hell.” Ingrid said.

	“Manners, puppy.” Monika replied.

	“You runt, just because you’re older–“

	“Manners, puppy.” Gertrude added.

	“I’m going to knock both your heads together.”

	Monika and Gertrude laughed. 

	Eventually Ingrid let herself have a bit of a snicker toward the moment.

	“I’m serious though. I want to know what you think of the Inquisitor’s piloting skills.” Monika said.

	“Gertrude is a fancier pilot than me.” Ingrid said. “But she lacks aggression, so she can’t capitalize on it.”

	“You have too much aggression.” Gertrude said.

	“She’s a fucking pussy.” Ingrid finally said.

	“Manners, puppy–“

	“Gertrude, don’t even.”

	For the slightest moment, Gertrude let herself loosen up a bit and laughed. She glanced at Monika.

	“Monika, are you just joking, or do you have a plan to push this thing’s performance even higher?”

	She was briefly excited– the Magellan was already so strong–

	Suddenly, Monika’s ears drooped and her gaze went down to the floor.

	To her surprise, she found the previously cheerful demeanor of her chief engineer quickly darkening.

	“I was just joking. I’m not good enough to beat all the brains at Rhineametalle and Rescholdt-Kolt. Or this mysterious Sunlight Foundation of yours. But I think I can at least get it back to ordinary working order.”

	“Hey, don’t put yourself down.” Gertrude said. “You’re fantastic, Monika. You’re a miracle-worker here.”

	Ingrid wrapped an arm around Monika’s shoulder and pulled the woman’s head close to her own chest.

	“Now who’s behaving like a puppy? Come on, you’re a huge brain. Biggest among the Loup.”

	“I heard you brought one of them aboard, and that she was a Loup.” Monika said.

	“What? Are you sulky because of that? No one is gonna replace our runt.” Ingrid said.

	“I’m not a runt and I’m not sulky about that.” Monika said, averting her gaze.

	“Nile is a medical doctor. She has no idea what to do with this.” Gertrude said, pointed at the Magellan.

	Ingrid let go of Monika, who sighed and stared at her own feet.

	“I was just thinking I’d like to chat with her about the cartridges. Pick her brain.” Monika said. “See what being a genius with the resources to make magic happen feels like. Their whole situation fascinates me. I wonder what they’re up to? Trying to make a difference in this horrible world– or making it worse?”

	Of course– Gertrude should have known this could happen.

	She knew Monika was a bit fragile when it came to her feelings, even though she was quite grown.

	For Gertrude to have caused all this commotion to bring aboard a new scientist–

	She should have considered how it would look to Monika. 

	“Nile will be around. You can always talk to her. But you’re worth ten of her around here.”

	Gertrude reached out and fussed with Monika’s blonde hair, vigorously petting her head and dog ears.

	Monika had an annoyed little expression but leaned into Gertrude’s hand a few times as she stroked her.

	“Thanks for trying to cheer me up.” Monika said. “I’ve been feeling out of sorts. You can probably tell on my face, huh? I’ve been trying to get this thing fixed, but it’s been an uphill battle. All kinds of awful things have happened and I haven’t been able to do anything about it. Repairing the Divers isn’t good enough for me. I need to come up with more power. I feel awful about Baron von Castille too. I couldn’t even develop any kind of rapport with her, and she took the Grenadier. I– I should’ve done more.”

	Gertrude could sympathize with Monika to such a degree that it almost hurt.

	Those words sounded frighteningly like the ones swimming in the most toxic sludge of her own mind.

	She felt guilty that all her failures were affecting the poor little woman, who had done no wrong.

	“That Castille woman was a mess. It wasn’t your fault. She didn’t talk to anyone.” Ingrid said.

	“I guess. I don’t know. It’s not enough for me to forget it like I had no involvement.” Monika replied.

	“All of our tribulations are my responsibility.” Gertrude said suddenly. “I’m the one who failed.”

	“Gertrude–“

	“Monika, none of this reflects on you. I’m the one who has to–“

	Monika closed her fists, averted her eyes, and then stood up just as suddenly as Gertrude had started.

	“Gertrude, this ship doesn’t run on your own passion alone, you know?” Monika said.

	And the way her words sounded, almost like a low growl, alerted Gertrude– she was mad.

	“You can’t just keep saying ‘don’t worry, it was all my fault.’ You can’t keep pretending like all of us didn’t individually fall short of our own aspirations. We were all part of this. We failed in our roles. Trying to collect all our injuries on your own body doesn’t help any of us heal. It’s just frustrating, okay?”

	Monika turned her back and walked away, half-running. Gertrude tried to say something, but felt Ingrid’s firm hand on her shoulder and pulled her back, forcing her to sit back on the floor and quieting her.

	“Let her go.” Ingrid said firmly.

	“But–“

	Gertrude watched Monika storm off feeling an upswell of worry for the fragile little Loup–

	“She needed to tell you that and she needs you to listen. Not to patronize her further.” Ingrid said.

	“God damn it.” Gertrude put her fist to the floor. “That’s the last thing I wanted with her.”

	“Monika doesn’t hate you, she’s just trying to help you. And she’s right.” Ingrid said.

	“How is she right? She’s blaming herself! Did you see her? She’s so depressed!” Gertrude shot back.

	Ingrid’s expression darkened. 

	“None of us feel proud of what’s happened since we left Vogelheim.” Ingrid said. “We fucked up, Gertrude, and now we’ve fallen from our big deal status to all of this mess. But you fucking piling it all up on your shoulders– it sucks! It doesn’t acknowledge that the rest of us are trying really hard to make up for that, and to work harder and keep this thing afloat. If it’s all your fault, where does that leave us? People who are only on this ship because you made a big deal for them to be here? And now we don’t have anywhere else to go, and can’t do anything to fix it? We don’t need this from you right now.”

	Gertrude raised her hands to cover her face. She almost wanted to cry into them.

	“Ugh.”

	She couldn’t ever win, could she? Everything was always a fucking failure–

	“Listen, I don’t want you to have a meltdown about this.” Ingrid said. “Just think about it, okay? Think about Monika’s feelings, and my feelings– not just your own for once. All of us admire you for achieving your rank, despite being just some bitch– that’s where we all want to be too. So you need to act like you deserve to be here, so that we can deserve it too. Anyway. Fuck– I’m gonna go– it’s my turn on standby. You should check in on that Sunlight Foundation creep you brought in. Keep yourself busy.”

	Every word was like jamming a knife into the cracks of glass in Gertrude’s soul.

	“Not you too–“

	Gertrude mumbled. Ingrid fixed a sharp glare on her.

	“What was that?”

	“Nothing.” Gertrude sighed. She had to calm down. Ingrid was right. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

	“Yeah.” Ingrid said. “I’m not abandoning you, okay? But you need time to think. For Monika’s sake.”

	Ingrid patted Gertrude on the shoulder twice, stood up, and left, waving at the Jagdkaiser’s mechanics.

	Leaving the High Inquisitor seated on the floor with her cape collected behind her, hugging her knees.

	Staring up at the hanging torso of the Magellan, still pockmarked with the battle damage Gertrude took.

	“It’s frustrating for me too.” Gertrude mumbled. “I just don’t want the rest of you to hurt like this.”

	There was nobody to hear it. Nothing but the machine that had fallen apart due to her failure.

	

	

	Eventually, Gertrude did pick herself up off the floor and went to inquire about Nile.

	The Iron Lady had an upper and lower tier of modules, and in the upper tier, near the bridge, there was a hall that had a dozen meeting rooms. After Nile expressed her intention to open a clinic and Gertrude accepted it, she had blearily told Dreschner to allow her to set up in a meeting room of her choice. Apparently, Nile had taken up two. One had much of its furniture pushed to the second, adjacent room, which had become a warehouse for Nile’s medical supplies. In the other, she was seeing patients.

	Gertrude found the room because a portable LCD had been pinned to the wall with signage.

	There was a hand-drawn logo of a sunburst, a streak of water, and letters spelling NILE’S CLINIC.

	Below the name, it also read FREE HEALTH CHECKUPS!

	Gertrude walked up to the threshold and knocked on the wall beside the door twice.

	“Letting myself in, Doc.” She called out.

	“Of course! I’m almost done here. I can see you next.” Nile said.

	“Inquisitor? Ma’am?”

	Inside the meeting room, everything had been removed except for a small table and a pair of chairs. Nile had a wheeled table beside her chair for her tools: a stethoscope and blood pressure monitor, a roll of measuring tape and a portable scale to measure weight, and a portable with a pen, acting as a digital clipboard. Seated on the second chair was Karen Schicksal, who was taken by surprise by Gertrude’s arrival and looked like she had gone pale with fright. Nile was taking her blood pressure at the time.

	“The High Inquisitor’s appearance is causing your heart rate to spike immensely.” Nile said. “That’s not unusual since she’s your boss, but I just want you to know, this clinic is a safe space, and if you don’t feel safe at your job, I will do everything in my power to protect and advocate for you, Miss Schicksal.”

	“Um! It’s really fine!” Schicksal said, putting on a fake, nervous smile. “She’s quite kind to me!”

	Nile held Schicksal’s hand gently in both her own, which nearly caused Schicksal to jump out of her chair.

	Stroking her skin, she cooed. “If I am allowed to continue operating, I’d like to discuss the possibility of a short term of anti-anxiety medications, just to see whether they help you cope with these episodes.”

	“Episodes?!” Schicksal pulled at her own collar. “Uhh, ma’am, I’m fine! I’m truly fine, and alright.”

	Gertrude stood by the door like a looming shadow and watched this play out without expression.

	Once Schicksal had left, in a particular hurry, Nile jotted down something on her digital clipboard while patting the chair that Schicksal had just vacated with the palm of her hand. Signaling for Gertrude to approach. But for a while, Gertrude remained at the door, because she noticed that Nile was not wearing her respirator that morning. She also noticed another thing– that Nile was quite beautiful, with a delicately curved nose, a rosy-red gloss on her lips, a smooth jaw. Her features fit her striking eyes.

	Her ears twitched slightly, and their eyes met briefly, contact which the Inquisitor quickly broke.

	Gertrude’s gaze then fell upon and lingered on Nile’s neck, where her infection monitor–

	–was brightly green.

	“I already told you; you can trust me to be responsible. I’ve been living with this for decades.” Nile said.

	“Right.” Decades?! How old–? “I just didn’t think– you’d discard the respirator so soon.” Gertrude said.

	She raised a fist to her mouth and cleared her throat to avoid putting her foot in her mouth any further.

	“I wear it the majority of the time.” Nile said. “But with new patients, I like to show them my face as a proof of my sincerity. Of course, if there’s even the slightest risk of infection, I will wear my mask.”

	She patted the chair again with her hand.

	“Alright, alright. I’ll get to see first-hand how you work.” Gertrude said.

	Conceding, Gertrude sat on the chair. As she was arranging her cape, Nile shook her head.

	“Take the cape off. And the coat too, I need better access to your body.”

	Sighing, Gertrude’s hands went from the cape to its clasps, undoing it completely. She went button to golden button on her black coat, pulling it off the long-sleeved button-down shirt she wore under it. There was the visible impression of her back swimsuit top beneath– she did not wear lingerie under it. The underwear Nile had seen her in before was a result of being woken for battle past midnight.

	Feeling surprisingly freer without the coat and cape, Gertrude let them fall on the floor.

	Alight with a mixture of disdain and catharsis from the sound of them sliding off.

	“Good.” Nile said. They were seated next to each other–

	For the first time Gertrude realized how close she was and her heart skipped a little beat.

	As Nile’s hand firmly took her own arm and ran fingers down the length of it.

	“Keeping fit, that’s good. Lean and firm muscles, flexible, what I’d expect from a soldier.”

	Her fingers traveled to Gertrude’s shoulders, to her neck– the Inquisitor grimaced–

	“Can I touch your chest? I’m just trying to get a sense of your physique.” Nile asked.

	“Um. Sure.”

	Gertrude imagined Nile’s hands squeezing her breasts like stress bags–

	But much like before, her fingers just ran across her chest and belly, gently but firmly.

	“Raise your arms over your head.”

	Gertrude did as instructed. Nile narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

	“You’re so stiff.” She said. “Do you stretch in the morning? How long do you spend seated?”

	“I guess I sit still for a lot of my day. I never really thought about it.”

	“You need to get up more. Stand up, stretch your arms, back, waist and legs. Gently– don’t treat it like a workout. Every two hours or so, more often if you don’t feel any soreness when sitting back down. Honestly, you should take this opportunity to make this a crew standard. It’d help everyone.”

	Her hands slid down Gertrude’s back. “Can I get the contour of your legs?”

	“Um. Yes, just–“

	Gertrude sat up straight as Nile’s hands squeezed briefly around her black pants at the thigh.

	“Skinny, but lean. You need to incorporate leg exercises. I bet you also skip meals regularly.”

	“I–“

	Before the Inquisitor could defend her self-destructive work habits any further, she stiffened up again.

	Nile had picked up the digital pen and tapped on one of Gertrude’s breasts.

	“That’s why these stayed such a humble size.” Nile smiled at her, her tall dog ears shaking a little bit.

	“HEY.”

	“It does contribute to your handsome profile.”

	Gertrude would have shouted more if Nile didn’t look so lovely when she was cheerful–

	“You’re the sort of person who is pretending to be healthy while destroying herself behind the scenes. As your doctor, I’m going to make sure we take the last step together to actually leading a healthy life.” Nile took her digital clipboard and jotted down something. It was the sort of portable touchscreen device that could turn her vibrant swishes of the pen into neat block text on the page. “You have to eat 3 meals a day, of regular size cafeteria portions, and I am recommending a morning and evening snack that has protein but also a healthy fat content. Furthermore, you have to stand more. Moving your body is not something you should only do at the gym after work. Your body is very stiff and your posture is not helping.”

	For a moment Gertrude felt extremely self-conscious of how she was sitting and straightened up.

	“You can tell all that just by manhandling me?” She replied, fixing Nile with a critical stare.

	“And from watching you move around and interact with people for a few hours.” Nile said. “I can make educated guesses as to your lifestyle from my own experience. You’re not the first person I’ve told this. I have been working with the most self destructive people on this planet for decades. Chasing them around about their health, whenever I had the chance to, has prepared me for practically any patient.”

	“Fair enough.” Gertrude sighed. “You really are a doctor, huh?”

	Nile stared at her blinking. “You thought I was joking?”

	“I thought you were some mad scientist type, not a kindly pediatrician type.”

	“What do you think now?”

	Gertrude felt compelled to smile. “I’m still thinking.”

	Nile smiled brightly back at her. She looked amused. “Then let us continue the assessment.”

	Measurements and weight came next, then reflex tests on the knee. Throughout, Gertrude allowed Nile to move her around like a doll, posing her in whatever way was needed so she could observe everything she needed to and take down all of the data that she desired. Sit up, arms out, sit down, knees bent– there was something that warm and comfortable, almost liberating, about having someone’s close attention.

	They had a very animated discussion as the assessment continued.

	“How many people have you seen so far?”

	“Twenty-six, with you. Mostly officers. Mind releasing some sailors to me soon?” Nile asked.

	“I’ll think about it. Can I get a look at their assessments?”

	“Denied. As their boss, you could use any healthcare data I give you against your employees.”

	“I wouldn’t do that!”

	“Doesn’t matter. Doctor-patient confidentiality is a pillar of medical work. Period, end of story.”

	“I just want to know if anyone needs help.”

	“That’s my job. I’ll recommend changes to the work process on the ship once we are done.”

	“Fair enough. But I’m telling you– I wouldn’t use the information in a biased way!”

	“I don’t care. Not everything is about you personally.”

	Gertrude snickered to herself, feeling like she had found a weakness in this unshakeable woman’s facade. “I thought that you joined a clandestine organization to defy norms, and here you are insisting about doctor-patient confidentiality. Are ethics only important when they’re convenient for you?”

	She was being childish but– damn it, she was allowed to be childish sometimes!

	Nile met her eyes, confidently, firmly. “Ethics between people are important. Confidentiality engenders trust, which creates an environment of compassion, and allows medical work to be efficient and tailored to the patient. Legislating against good tools and bold projects, are just barriers to progress.”

	“Are you pro-human experimentation?” 

	“An unfair and loaded question.”

	“How so?”

	“I believe a person, given the full context and understanding of what a procedure might do to their body, should be allowed to have it from a provider who will undertake it. That is the side of bodily autonomy that our biofascist society doesn’t want to accept, including yourself, asking that question.”

	“Can you give a person a ‘full context and understanding’ of being experimented on?”

	“You’re missing the point. They’re not being ‘experimented on’. You are treating it like an attack on them from a mysterious source. Yes, I can fully explain to a human person with full faculties, what a gene therapy drug or a new treatment tool could do to them. Then I can trust them to make a decision for themselves, and honor it. Especially, if the alternative is certain death or a lifelong disability.”

	Nile withdrew her stethoscope and began to listen to Gertrude’s body, first on her arms, her back.

	Gertrude felt a little shiver wherever the doctor touched.

	“I guess that’s not really what I viewed as ‘human experimentation’.” She said.

	“That’s your problem, and why it’s a loaded question.” Nile replied.

	Despite her passion, Gertrude never got the sense Nile was angry at her for asking.

	In the clinic, her tone of voice was always measured, she was always calm.

	Unlike when their video call got a bit heated yesterday. Maybe it was her bedside manner.

	Maybe she didn’t feel she was being judged by a complete stranger anymore.

	Still, Gertrude felt a bit better being able to converse with her like this.

	“Victoria said she found evidence of human experimentation, and you told Victoria that you experimented on yourself. I guess I imagined you might be drugging people or performing surgery–“

	“–without their consent? Like some boogeyman with a scalpel, maybe kidnapping babies?”

	Gertrude felt like an idiot for bringing it up. “I apologize. I put it in a sensationalized way.”

	Was there any other way to think about the “Sunlight Foundation” but sensationalized?

	How could an Imbrium-wide conspiracy to commit scientific and medical fraud be anything but?

	Still, Nile’s gentle responses made Gertrude feel like the villain, made her feel contrite.

	“I use my own cells as well as special stem cells to create organoids for first round medical testing.” Nile said. “These things are living organisms, but they are not ‘people.’ You can be disgusted about that if you wish, but they are important tools. I can create a beating heart, or a semi-functional brain, or some other individual piece of a body, and then I can infect it with disease and treat it with drugs, tools, therapies, without violating a person. Once I am more certain of the effects, I seek an affected individual to care for.”

	Gertrude tried to hold her own tongue and not judge Nile for her approach.

	Everything she said still sounded kind of disgusting. Gertrude didn’t fully trust her about all of it.

	“Has anyone turned you down?” Gertrude asked.

	“Yes. There are people who would rather die or suffer on their own terms. That’s the fault of our society.”

	She sat Gertrude down, and pointed with her pen at her shirt.

	“Open a few buttons and hold this to your heart.”

	Nile handed her the contact for the stethoscope and Gertrude did as instructed.

	Unbuttoned her shirt a bit, holding the end of the scope in place while Nile listened.

	“Agitated. Your blood pressure is a bit high, but it might be a temporary spike due to anxiety. Next time I check up on you, we’ll avoid difficult subjects and I will ask you to relax alone for a bit before we take the reading. To be safe, I think you ought to make sure to drink water and take your breaks from work. Avoid salting your food further after it comes out of the cafeteria– your diet is likely high in sodium already.”

	She was assuming that there would be a next time– and Gertrude found herself wanting it to be so.

	Gertrude began to believe this woman was a real doctor, and a good doctor at that.

	Finally, Nile was done the assessments. She had been jotting everything down on her touch clipboard.

	“Stand up.”

	Gertrude did as instructed. Behind her, the door to the room closed.

	Nile also stood with her, and took a step forward.

	“Can I embrace you, in a chaste, private and professional manner?” Nile asked.

	It was in the same tone as her other instructions, but the request affected the patient differently.

	In a moment, the Inquisitor found herself answering as if a dam had broken and her emotions spilled out.

	Her reaction was rapid and unreasoning.

	“Please.”

	Then, just as quickly Gertrude found herself swept up into Nile’s chest. 

	Her arms around Gertrude’s back, one hand stroking her head, guiding her face to the doctor’s shoulder.

	“You’ve had a very difficult time of things.” Her voice cooed in Gertrude’s ear. “All of that pain is inscribed on your body and blood. Tensions bound up like knots inside you. Because you’re the Commander, you can’t let yourself falter, so you keep everything shut tightly, and you don’t show it even to your friends. You’ve done well to come this far, and you are someone who is indeed strong and strong-willed. But I am your doctor; you can let yourself be honest here. Your doctor won’t tell anybody. You can cry, if you want to. Crying to a person, honestly and without judgment, can be different than crying to yourself.”

	Gertrude hardly needed prompting. Hiding her eyes in Nile’s shirt, she was already crying.

	Feeling the gentle hand stroking her hair, and the soft, sweet words in her ears.

	She did vent her frustration, crying, gripping the woman hard, letting herself be lost in irrationality.

	She did not know for how long, but Nile held her exactly as long as she needed.

	

	

	Gertrude donned her coat and cape once more. Nile unlocked the door to the clinic again.

	Despite how hard and for how long she cried, the Inquisitor felt curiously refreshed.

	“You can run your clinic.” She said, unprompted. “Judging by all the yawning I’m seeing around, we do have need for a ship’s doctor, and you feel like a real doctor. I’ll have you formally inducted as a member of the crew when I can. You’ll be on a Chief Petty Officer’s pay scale to start with.”

	“I don’t need a wage.” Nile said. “I just need food, lodging, sundries and medical supplies.”

	“You’re getting a wage. Don’t be difficult about it. It’ll be easier to justify to Victoria.”

	“Do you need to justify anything to her?” Nile asked.

	“Just let me handle things and don’t cause me any more stress.” Gertrude said.

	“Of course. Your health is my utmost concern. I will play along, then.”

	Gertrude stared at her. Her skepticism had been fading, but was not completely gone.

	“Is it really your utmost concern? You’re not thinking about escaping?”

	Nile immediately smiled at her and wagged her tail. She looked her most girlish, almost innocent.

	“Escaping? Not at all! Initially I was desperate to prove my value so I wouldn’t be imprisoned– but after today, I’m simply happy to be working on a ship again. Research environments, particularly the ones Sunlight Foundation Immortals have set up for ourselves, are lonely and sterile places. I forgot how good it feels to care for living people. How motivating other people can be for me. I’ve been working in an isolated and antisocial way for so long– it’s good to have gotten out. Do I like the circumstances perfectly well? Not at all– but the work is good. So I’ll stay, earn your trust, and clear my name to you.”

	Nile winked on eye and saluted with one hand. “Commander– I look forward to taking care of you.”

	Such a coquettish little response– Gertrude saluted back. Laughing a little inside.

	Outside, smiling in a professional, chaste and measured way.

	“Glad to have you aboard, doctor.”

	When Gertrude turned to leave, Nile exclaimed to herself and hailed her again.

	“Oh! Inquisitor– did you wear the aetherometer that I gave you?”

	Gertrude paused, and half turned to meet Nile’s gaze again.

	“That thing you gave me when you snuck into my room? I want to forget that whole episode.”

	She had left it in her bedroom, completely forgotten.

	“It’s important. Right now, I believe a lot of the crew are becoming fatigued due to the Blue Weather.”

	“Blue Weather?”

	Nile put her fists to her hips. “You really retained none of what I told you?”

	Gertrude had a snippy response. “It was late! I was in lingerie almost collapsing! Look, if the crew is fatigued, I’ll let Dreschner and Schicksal know you have authority to issue nutritional supplements and raise concerns as ship’s doctor. Work with them to adjust the work schedule. You can debrief me about your color theory later. We’re about to embark on a mission and I need to be available.”

	“Ya Allah!” Nile groaned, momentarily lapsing into Shimii-speak. “You need to work on that stubborn attitude of yours– Fine then. I’ll do what I can about the crew without bothering you for now.”

	“Look, I’ll be available later. Thank you for everything Doctor. I have to go.”

	“My pleasure.” 

	Folding her ears with a bit of a sigh and a bit of shrug, Nile let Gertrude leave the clinic.

	It had been close to two hours since she left the Bridge and she felt a sense of urgency.

	They must have been close to the “object” by now. Gertrude started running in the hall.

	By the time she arrived at the bridge, Gertrude found Victoria standing by the center isle–

	–and something enormous on the main screen that was captivating all eyes on the bridge.

	“We were just about to call you, Inquisitor!” Schicksal said. “Look there!”

	Gertrude stood off to Victoria’s side, staring up at the main screen, taking in the picture.

	“It’s an anarchist ship. Look at that rough marking on the hull.” Victoria said.

	Just ahead of the Iron Lady’s spoon-shaped prow, there was an Imperial cutter, close to 80 meters in length, holding depth but unmoving. A pair of jet anchors led from it into the marine fog, and judging by the stiffness of the cables, they had dug into the cliff wall about 150 meters to the left. One of its fins was turned up and the other down for no particular reason. Its 76 mm single gun turret mounted on the deck was pointed backward from the prow as if aiming for its own conning tower. On the hull, where the flag of the ducal or station patrol fleet or the specific naval insignia might be found, the old livery was scratched out. In its place, there was a rough red A within a circle and framed by a drawing compass.

	“Have we had any contact with them?” Gertrude asked.

	“We tried. No response.” Schicksal said. “What’s eerie is that we can ping the ship and get an automated signature packet back from the acoustic router, so the ship has electric power but the crew isn’t communicating even in the simple ways. For a derelict, we would expect nothing back, and if there’s people to rescue, and operational systems, we would receive an SOS back. It’s– It’s kinda scary.”

	Gertrude looked back at the screen. She had expected a derelict, but not like this.

	An unresponsive but operating anarchist ship, stuck in place amid the blue biomass.

	Not what she had come into the abyss for– but maybe something she should have been expecting.

	“Are you planning to board it?” Victoria asked.

	“I am. I want to see what happened to them. So we can avert it here.” Gertrude replied.

	“Good. I will join the boarding team then. No objections.” Victoria said.

	An alarming declaration, but there was nothing Gertrude could do to dissuade her from this course. Not with the determination on her face. All she could do, then, was to join the boarding party herself as well. Because the Cutter was tight, the boarding party would be small. It might just be the two of them, even.

	Delving into the bowels of a ghost ship in the Abyss. What could possibly have happened?
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S1.4

	“Let me at that mouthy little bitch Gertrude! This is none of your business!”

	“You’re getting violent over nothing! Calm down!”

	“Don’t tell me to calm down, Gertrude! Don’t FUCKING tell me to calm down!”

	Four girls in a metal room full of eerie tubing, lit intermittently by LEDs and their own lamp. They had snuck down here after hours, below the beautified illusion of green grass, tall trees and blue skies that pervaded Luxembourg School For Girls for the unremarkable guts of the station. It began as a little challenge, then became a sleepover. But their little adventure had turned sour– while a violet-haired girl sat on the floor with her gaze averted, hands nervously grasping her skirt, the other three girls were locked in a standoff. A tall girl with brown hair and broad shoulders and a fiery expression locked eyes with a taller girl, swarthy and black-haired, a bit leaner but equally strong. Behind her was a smaller girl, light chestnut hair collected into two long pigtails, shaken and hiding behind the black-haired girl.

	“She treats me like shit! All the time! And you always fucking ignore it!” Sawyer shouted.

	“She’s not doing it on purpose!” Gertrude shouted back. “You should fucking know by now! That’s how she talks! She can’t help it! She’s not trying to disrespect you for fuck’s sake! Sit back down!”

	“Please, the two of you–” Elena whimpered from the floor, but couldn’t finish her sentence.

	Heedless of the outcome, Sawyer took two steps forward and got up in Gertrude’s face.

	Close enough to smell the candies they had been eating in Sawyer’s breath.

	Close enough to kiss, even–

	“Gertrude, if you want to stand in the way, then you’re taking the punches for her!”

	As soon as the words left Sawyer’s mouth, Gertrude punched first.

	Her fist collided with Sawyer’s throat. Staggering backward, eyes drawn wide, the surprise attack caused Sawyer to trip over her own feet and topple backward. Gertrude rushed to her, despite a brief pull on her shirt by Victoria and a shout from Elena, both trying to stop her, but she lunged nonetheless. Throwing herself on top of Sawyer, punching her in the chest, in the shoulder, barely avoiding her face–

	Until Gertrude saw Sawyer holding up her own hands in self-defense, weeping–

	“Fuck. Please. I’m sorry. I’ll stop. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Please, I’ll stop. I’ll stop.”

	In that empty maintenance tunnel, the shouting and crying of her other friends felt suddenly distant.

	Muffled.

	Everything but the sounds of Sawyer’s own cries, folding under Gertrude so easily despite her bravado.

	Whatever it was that Sawyer intended to do– in that moment, Gertrude had thrown the first punch.

	She had done it to protect Victoria, but nobody was happy with her.

	And looking down at the battered, whimpering Sawyer, Gertrude was not satisfied with herself.

	She had thrown the first punch, escalated the violence– and she hated herself for having that reaction.

	She would be forgiven, after several days of awkwardness and the little private pains of teenage friends.

	Forgiven, this time, in the ways that teenagers can forgive while remaining wary, hurt, for some time–

	This time–

	This time– but if something didn’t change, there would be more–

	And Gertrude, at the time, did not have the ability to change herself, or anyone else.

	Especially not someone like Sawyer.
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	The Iron Lady maneuvered slowly such that the anarchist Cutter floated at its port-side.

	From the dreadnought’s own sidepod, a boarding chute extended and locked onto the sidepod airlock door of the Cutter. Once Monika and the engineers deemed the connection stable, they opened the chute door on the Iron Lady’s side. One of the engineers donned a pressurized suit and crossed the chute to the Cutter’s door, while the Iron Lady’s door temporarily closed behind him. With Monika on the radio, he checked the Cutter’s airlock door and found it to be sealed. He returned to procure needed tools.

	“Looks like we’ll have to drill into this and unlock it with a tentacle. This will take a while.” Monika advised.

	While engineering worked on the door, the boarding team got ready to move.

	Some of the security team’s female members brought out armor supplies and assist in fitting them.

	Gertrude would be taking point, and she dressed for the occasion. Her grandiose uniform was discarded in favor of more practical clothes. She had a blue, long-sleeved uniform with long blue pants, plain, but what was inside the sleeves and pants was important. With the advent of ferristitching, her sleeves and pants were lightly armored with liners of tough and thin nanomail which could ablate stray small arms fire as well as partially deflect the force of a stab from a knife, or blunt force from a club. It wouldn’t prevent injury altogether, but it could turn a messy and fatal exit wound into bruises and broken bones.

	To augment this protection, Gertrude also wore a chestplate with the letters IMP in block white, for “Inquisitorial Military Police.” The chestplate had nanomail as well, but it also had kevlar and a ceramic plate. Between these three materials, Gertrude could get shot by an assault rifle and experience the attack as a blast of blunt force distributed across her chest, rather than a fatal sucking chest wound. It would hurt, but she would live. She had similar plates in multiple pieces on her upper leg and forearms, as well as separate guards on her knees and elbows, and a smaller and thinner liner in her tall boots. Thick black gloves protected her hands. She had her black hair tied up in a tight bun behind her head, out of the way.

	Gertrude forewent a helmet, and opted instead for a clear flip-up visor of bulletproof glass. She carried a ballistic shield, a riot club and a vibroknife. She took a pistol with her, armed with a single magazine of eight frangible 10 mm bullets. In the tight quarters of a Cutter, shooting was usually out of the question, since it could damage something important or cause unpredictable ricocheting inside. Frangible bullets would shatter on impact with the walls to avoid penetrating anything important, but ultimately, firearms were a weapon of last resort in this particular scenario. Gertrude would not count upon this weapon.

	“A suit that befits the vanguard.” Victoria said, upon spying Gertrude getting outfitted in the hangar.

	“You’re getting one too.” Gertrude said. “I’m not letting you go in nothing but your little dandy shirt.”

	“Well– Of course I wasn’t planning to do that.” Victoria said, briefly averting her gaze.

	Victoria was presented with similar protections at first but there were problems with fitting. Gertrude’s musculature was well honed and practiced in bearing such loads and she kept in shape for it. Because Victoria found it troubling to move in a full suit of riot armor, she ended up wearing light armor pieces fastened with straps over her arms and legs, along with a lighter chestguard sans the ceramic plate. K9-spec ear and tail armor was fastened over her Shimii ears and tail and fit decently well, and she was given a visor to wear just like Gertrude. She insisted on carrying her vibrosabre, and resisted taking a pistol.

	“I can manage. I’ve been in close quarters fights before. Just trust me.” Victoria protested.

	“Fine. I will be trusting you to have my back. So if you go down, I will– keep that in mind.” Gertrude said.

	Victoria held her hand to her chest and locked Gertrude’s eyes with a fierce gaze.

	“I swear that I will not allow an enemy to touch a single strand of your hair.” Victoria said.

	“Um– Well. I can’t possibly turn away an oath like that, can I?”

	Gertrude was slightly taken aback by Victoria’s smoldering eyes, and held them for some time.

	She smiled. Victoria’s emotions were hard to read sometimes, and she had difficulty emoting.

	But when she did, there was so much passion in that pampered cat. 

	Gertrude could not help but– admire her.

	Off to the side, Ingrid, dressed in a pilot’s bodysuit, stared at the two of them with a sulky expression and her arms crossed. She was going to be the pilot on standby, so she was already not the first candidate for an entry team, and with how tight Cutter interiors were, it was standard to use two personnel per team, and employ only one or two teams for entry. Victoria was dead set on going, and Gertrude wanted to make herself personally responsible for their diplomatic guest– so the team was instantly configured.

	Was she jealous? Gertrude noticed and felt an instant spike of anxiety.

	“Hey, listen, I trust you with my life, and I’d take you if she wasn’t insisting.” She tried to mollify her.

	Ingrid narrowed her eyes, throwing a look at Victoria. She then sighed and shrugged.

	“It’s fine. I’m on standby anyway, and we don’t have that many pilots.” Ingrid put on a mischievous expression while staring at Victoria. “If there’s anyone I’d trust you with, it’s a Vekan ‘special agent’ anyway. You don’t know this Gertrude, because you just keep hearing and saying ‘special agent’ in Low Imbrian, but the Vekans actually have a specific word for that title, and boy, does it have history.”

	Clearly this was some attempt to make fun of Victoria and raise her hackles.

	Gertrude frowned. She was curious, but she knew what this was. “Come on, don’t antagonize her.” 

	Ingrid stared, perplexed. “Huh? I’m not antagonizing her! Hey, am I bothering you?”

	Sighing, Gertrude looked to Victoria, about to apologize for Ingrid trying to bait a response.

	Victoria, however, had no expression on her face. She didn’t seem to even recognize it as mockery.

	“I’m not bothered.” Victoria said. “She’s correct about my title. She can tell you the story if she wants.”

	“So then, you do have the title of Bayatar?” Ingrid pressed. “Is that what you mean by special agent?”

	Her eyes were wild with some strange fascination. Gertrude did not like this interaction.

	If she could have helped it, she would have prevented Ingrid from ever talking to Victoria, but–

	“Yes. I am a Bayatar appointed by Empress Carmilla von Veka.” Victoria said nonchalantly.

	Victoria responded simply as if she did not understand Ingrid’s tone.

	Didn’t she realize she was being made fun of? Ingrid sounded like she was just mocking her.

	Perhaps– was Ingrid really not making fun of her–?

	“Can somebody explain?” Gertrude mumbled.

	Ingrid grinned wider. “That’s so wicked! I guess I gotta trust whatever Veka sees in you.” She turned back to a confused Gertrude to explain. “Gertrude, Bayatar is the High Vekan word that this girl keeps saying means ‘special agent.’ In reality, it means hero, but even that doesn’t explain it at all. For the Vekans, the Bayatar are the greatest warriors. Even just saying ‘special forces’ doesn’t cut it. Bayatars kill so that their rulers do not have to fight unworthy battles. This ruffled-up kitty cat is invested by the Empress with the power to kill anyone— and to attain that title, she must have demonstrated a lot of fighting ability.”

	“That’s correct. She knows her Vekan history.” Victoria said. She had seemingly no additional response based on Ingrid’s tone of voice or the bloodthirsty pleasure in which she spoke about the title.

	Gertrude had been afraid Ingrid was going to joke about Victoria prostituting herself or something equally heinous, but she seemed to be just stating facts. It was rare to see Ingrid extend any kind of courtesy to strangers, especially to Shimii or Vekans, who were widely maligned in the Empire. Now Gertrude just felt bad for assuming Ingrid was going to be discourteous to Victoria automatically.

	“I see.” Gertrude said, feeling awkward. “Ingrid, I didn’t know you had a thing for Vekan history.”

	“It’s not just Vekan history. It’s also my family history here.” Ingrid said.

	“How so?”

	Ingrid crossed her arms. She paused for a second before speaking.

	“During the Fueller rebellion, the Northern Host of the Loup sided with the Fuellers, while the Southern Host of the Loup sided with the Nocht dynasty.” Ingrid said. “At the time there was a Loup Bayatar. You’ve heard the surname, Samoylovych, from that one fucking bitch. Well, her ancestor in this story was Bayatar Samoylovych-Daybringer. My grandfather Arvokas Järveläinenn Tenderheart nearly died fighting him, but got the upper hand in the end. I heard all about this story– our family honored that duel a lot.”

	Samoylovych– the old High Inquisitor was perhaps related to Samoylovych-Daybringer. Certainly that woman Samoylovych-Darkestdays was related. Perhaps that explained some part of her freakish strength.

	Gertrude nodded silently as Ingrid spoke. She had never heard of this story in detail from her lover.

	She knew the basics, but it seemed like every time Ingrid was prompted to bring it up, she learned something new that her lover had never wanted to say before. On the one hand, she was happy to understand her better– but on the other, she felt a stab of anxiety at this conversation. She rarely saw Ingrid approach others in this way– she was someone who was often incurious and brusque toward strangers. Victoria prompting Ingrid to delve into her family’s past was probably not wholly positive.

	“The Samoylovych family ended up traitorous to Veka.” Victoria said. “Your grandfather did us a service.”

	“Wonder if that confrontation would be any different today.” Ingrid said, in a slightly altered tone of voice.

	There it was– now that was a provocation. Gertrude was prepared to step in again–

	“Back then, the Fueller forces were simply superior. It would depend on who is backing you, I suppose.”

	Once again, Victoria wasn’t taking the bait. Ingrid sighed openly, shook her head and walked off.

	“You’re no fun whatsoever, Victoria van Veka. Watch how you speak of other’s families in the future.”

	Gertrude also sighed and ran her hand down her face, feeling the culmination of her mute panic.

	“Did I offend her? I apologize. It wasn’t my intention.” Victoria said.

	“You– forget it. Just forget it right now. God, it’s just like before. We’ll talk about it later.” 

	Please don’t turn out like Sawyer with her, Ingrid. That’s the last thing I need.

	

	

	Finally, Gertrude and Victoria were equipped, and stacked at the end of the boarding chute.

	Entry from the Iron Lady into the boarding chute remained closed in order to mitigate potential damage in case the boarding chute collapsed or something happened with the Cutter’s airlock. . Communicating via radio, the engineers let Monika know of their progress, and she in turn let Gertrude know. 

	They had drilled through the length of the bulkhead door and inserted a spy tentacle. This was a little legged drone with a camera for a head, at the end of a long, ribbed cable. Snaking it through the hole, they saw that the airlock was open on the other side, into the interior of the Cutter. None of the heliolights that provided “sun” to the humans aboard were on, but there was very dim bluelight from devices still receiving electricity, like the airlock door touchpad. With this brief foray inside completed, the engineers crawled the spy tentacle to the bulkhead door’s physical lock and pulled the lever.

	A shunting metal noise reverberated across the boarding chute.

	Gertrude felt her guts tighten–

	It was nothing. Just the door mechanisms. The engineers called back in. The Cutter was open.

	“I’ll stay here in case emergency engineering is needed.” Monika said. “I have some combat training.”

	Monika would remain in the Iron Lady’s airlock room along with one guard chosen by Vogt.

	The bulkhead into the Iron Lady’s hangar would remain locked behind them. Then the door into the boarding chute would be opened. This precaution meant if anything happened, the tragedy would be limited to the four people in the airlock. Thankfully, work had been done to prevent such an occurrence. The anarchist cutter was tied to the Iron Lady by jet anchors, and remained buoyant of its own accord. They had been working in the boarding chute for over an hour to open the door and there had been no incidents. Precautions were part of the protocol, but so far, the situation had been very stable.

	Once the bulkhead door behind them was locked, Gertrude and Victoria bid farewell to Monika and the guard, and walked through the boarding chute, a 5 meter long tunnel that extended from within one ship’s sidepod to another ship’s airlock door. It was equipped so that the opposite end of the chute could attach to a ship’s sidepod and hold it tightly for boarding. Pumps and pipes emptied the chute’s interior of water and normalized the pressure between the two vessels, so that when the doors opened on either side, it would be as natural as walking from one room to another in the same building.

	Then, they stood on the threshold into the Cutter’s airlock, which was already open into the ship interior.

	Through their earpieces, Monika could communicate with the two of them if they hailed her.

	“We briefly tested the atmosphere and it seems fine. Nevertheless, you should both have respirators handy, just in case.” Monika advised, as the team stacked up at the outer bulkhead.

	“Got it. They’re on our belts. We’ll be limiting radio contact when go in.” Gertrude said.

	“Of course. Hail if you need anything. Good luck.” Monika said.

	“Thank you. I’ll be back without a scratch. Victoria promised.”

	“I’ll give her an earful if she fails.”

	Victoria’s ears twitched as she seemed to start paying attention. “Hmm?”

	Monika was just being friendly, but Gertrude hoped that she was feeling better too.

	It was hard to tell whether she was still mad at Gertrude through her radio chatter.

	At the door, Victoria remained largely unaffected by the circumstances. 

	Gertrude’s heart was pounding.

	She had breached a lot of doors in her life in the Inquisition– it never got easier.

	Even with an open threshold. Anything could be out of sight, and anything she overlooked could be fatal.

	Not just for herself, but for her team, whose lives had been entrusted to her.

	“Ready, Victoria?” Gertrude asked.

	“Of course.” Victoria replied.

	“Lights on.”

	Both of them switched on the torches attached to their visors, parting some of the shadows ahead.

	Shield up, club in hand, Gertrude walked through the open threshold into the dim interior of the ship.

	Behind her, Victoria stuck close, with one hand on her vibrosaber and another on Gertrude.

	Gertrude could feel the Shimii’s body close to her own back.

	Imperial Cutters were often built to between 50 meters and 80 meters in length, depending on the equipment aboard. Much of the difference was made up by the size of their sensor arrays– patrol Cutters were smaller because they could offload their imaging and sonar array burdens partially to buoys, relays and stations in their patrol area. A long Cutter like the one these anarchists had claimed was fully equipped to sail on its lonesome, able to detect and respond to threats of its own accord.

	However, the width of any Cutter was very similar and the true source of the cramped interiors– under fifteen meters, generally. The Iron Lady was over 300 meters long and maybe nine or ten times the width, so it was equipped with far more internal space. Much of the Cutter’s width was the watertight hull of the exterior of the ship. Inside the pressure hull where people lived, the ceilings were only 2.5 meters overhead, whereas inside the Iron Lady, they would be 3 or 4 in the upper deck, and close to 10 meters tall in the hangar. The halls of Cutter were in places a little over a meter wide, with necessary equipment in the walls and tightly packed little side-rooms making up much of the space of the pressure hull. The place with the most leg and arm room was the galley and staging rooms– maybe the reactor too.

	Gertrude had led that life for a bit, and did not miss it. And she was not very happy to be back.

	Directly from the threshold into the ship, Gertrude and Victoria found themselves in an absolutely tiny landing. They had a tight and dark hall directly to their left, and to the right, the room opened up ever so slightly more into a galley, divided into two parts. One had tight seating arrangements in an open side-room. The other was enclosed by a prep table with a waist-high door, that served as the partial wall of the hall in which they arrived, it looked like it contained a pair of electric ovens and a wall-mounted microwave, along with storage space for plastic plates and cutlery, and a dishwasher. The touchpad LCDs on the appliances were dimly lit in standby mode, counting down to the next “chow time.” 

	Aside from their visor torches and the LCDs, there was no other light inside the hull.

	And everything smelled strange– this was because of the chemicals used by the CO2 scrubbers. On a larger ship, there would be scent purifiers, in addition to the oxygen generators, CO2 scrubbers, and other environmental controls. Purifiers rendered the air a bit “stale” but concealed the fouler odors of the equipment hidden in the walls. On a Cutter, sacrifices had to be made for the space involved, and to bring down costs. Those scent purifiers, a luxury, were among the first things sacrificed, and so the entire hull interior often smelled salty and fishy because of the particular chemical used in the CO2 scrubbers.

	“I’m going to look down. Keep an eye on the hall behind me.” Gertrude said.

	“Acknowledged.” Victoria replied.

	Gertrude had thought she had seen something on the floor in the hall when she scanned over the galley.

	In the hall, she and Victoria could not fit side to side. Gertrude needed room to move her shield.

	So they continued in a single file. Gertrude stepped inside, Victoria followed, watching her back.

	Then, Gertrude brought her gaze, and her light, down to the floor of the Cutter.

	Lighting up a pair of glassy eyes and a pale head–

	“Found a corpse.” Gertrude said. “Moving closer.”

	“Acknowledged.”

	There was no tremble in Victoria’s voice, no hesitation. 

	She had become much stronger since Gertrude last saw her. Perhaps more used to death.

	Ahead of them, the tight center hall led to few rooms. First up would be the staging rooms, containing needed equipment in lockers, such as basic clothes, a few pressure suits, heavy tools for the mechanics and engineers, and any firearms. Then farther behind, were the dormitories. At the far end of the hall, there was a bulkhead door locking up the reactor and engine room. But much closer to Gertrude than all of these, was the body– the bodies. As she got closer, she saw there were two people on the floor.

	“Two men– maybe? Hard to say– kinda androgynous–“

	“What does that matter?” Victoria asked. “What happened to them?”

	“They fell together, it looks like. They’re almost on top of each other.”

	Both bodies were pale, but that was in the light of Gertrude’s torch. It was hard for her to tell how long they had been dead, but they were dead. She knelt, with her shield up in front of her, and stowed her club briefly on her belt, to check their pulse. They were truly dead. There was no visible signs of injury however. Both were wearing grey jumpsuits partially unzipped with white shirts beneath. There was no blood on them, no signs of shooting, stabbing. They could not have been beaten to death, not bloodlessly.

	“Respirators?” Victoria asked. Her tone of voice was a little more agitated.

	“I don’t think it was poison gas or anything like that.” Gertrude said. “They’re all leftists, right? Why would they gas each other? To me that scenario doesn’t make sense– in addition, if they were dying out in this hall from poison, the end result would look different. They fell over together like this, and didn’t even hit their heads that hard. Their eyes aren’t bloodshot, their mouths look normal, there’s no discoloration, it doesn’t seem like poison. It’s like they laid down to sleep here and just passed away quietly.”

	“How much crew would this ship have? There’s only two people in this hall.”

	“Sixty or seventy in the Imperial Navy. You can run as lean as twenty though, and if these are anarchists then they don’t need to follow regulations. They may have stolen this ship and ran it very lean.”

	None of the bodies had any imperial identification. No tags, no security cards on lanyards.

	“If they weren’t using keycards, then everything must be unlocked.” Gertrude said.

	“We should find a terminal and test your theory.” Victoria said. “We could get all their data that way.”

	“Let’s go to one of the staging rooms ahead. Are you doing okay back there?”

	“Don’t worry about me. There’s nothing behind and I’m keeping sharp.”

	“Okay. Watch your step. I’m advancing.”

	Gertrude stood up from her knees, and began to move step by step further into the hall.

	Club once again gripped tightly in hand.

	She thought she felt Victoria’s fingers tighten on her back as they crossed over the bodies.

	“I’ve only ever served on Cruisers or Dreadnoughts. I had no idea Cutters were this tight.”

	“It’s tough, but the crew gets to commiserate. You know everyone’s names and get familiar. You don’t have that on a dreadnought. It’s too big and there’s too many people to keep track of closely.”

	Victoria had finally expressed some genuine emotion, so Gertrude did the same in return.

	She thought of giving her a hard time for being pampered– but she refrained.

	Step by step as they inched along the hall together, they finally got to talking in whispers.

	“My flag is in the Aranjagaan, but in reality, I go wherever the Empress needs. I’ve worked on a few ships over the past few years. I have never formed the kind of bond you have with your crew.” Victoria said.

	“It’s the nature of your work and I’m sure your crew respects it. You shouldn’t compare it.” 

	“Perhaps you’re right. But, you know– I was surprised by how professional your crew was.”

	“You thought I wouldn’t run a tight ship?”

	“It’s not that. I felt that they were proud of you and proud to be there.”

	“They’re serving on a dreadnought. They’re elites– that’s what they’re proud of.” 

	“No. It’s more than that. I could see it– maybe we’ll talk about it later.”

	“Right. I’d love to. Door on the left?”

	“Got it.”

	“Usually the left staging room is equipment. Right is food storage.”

	“I trust your judgment.”

	Gertrude truly wished they had a chance to sit down and talk over coffee.

	Maybe it could be possible to mend their broken bonds. But not in this situation, of course.

	Her heart was buoyed by Victoria’s trust– but it was just necessary professionalism.

	During an operation, they sank or swam together. Gertrude just wanted to believe it was more.

	In the derelict Cutter, they made it between the doors without any surprises.

	With her club, Gertrude prodded the door on their left.

	Then she extended a finger off the club and used it to open the door via its touchpad.

	The door slid open. There was a mess of shadows inside the room. Gertrude swept her visor across.

	“It’s chaos in here.” Gertrude said. “Watch your step.”

	“Noted.”

	Inside the staging room, three of the walls were occupied with lockers, with an aisle down the middle were men and women could sit to suit up. At the far end of the room, a chain-link door fenced off an area where bigger tools were once kept locked up. But the door was thrown open, and the tools scattered in the room. Several lockers hung open, their contents spilled. There were six or seven people on the floor, men and women both it seemed. Gertrude stepped further into the room, allowing Victoria inside.

	Victoria sat on her knees beside one of them, turning the body of a woman around.

	“No wounds. She fell on her face, but it doesn’t look like she hit her head very hard.”

	Gertrude grit her teeth. “It’s almost like she laid down on her belly deliberately. What the hell?”

	She was a woman with cropped blond hair, fit, heavyset, wearing nothing but a tanktop and pants. There was a preponderance of tools beside her body that she might have reached for to hit someone, a crowbar, a hammer, wrenches, thick industrial flashlights, likely ripped from the open lockers that loomed over her body. There were no wounds anywhere on her. There were several other people in varying states of dress around the room. One of them had apparently managed to take the vibrocutter tool from the unlocked storage area, but he was laid back against a wall with the tool discarded at his side.

	No uniforms. A lot of different hairstyles. Tattoos, body modifications; no wounds, on anyone.

	“I don’t get it. It’s like they were trying to grab the tools? But then they fell?” Gertrude asked.

	At her side, she thought she saw a brief flash and turned partially to face Victoria.

	Whose eyes, she could have sworn, had gone briefly red– but only for a split second.

	Enough that the red almost felt like a fabrication of her mind–

	“They were panicking. Not acting rationally.” Victoria said.

	Not a farfetched conclusion.

	But the gravity with which she spoke– it felt like there was something more to her words.

	Gertrude had suspected Victoria might possess a strange ability, like Norn.

	Maybe she really could see something in this room that Gertrude could not.

	“I can’t explain it any other way, I guess. Let’s check the dorm and then double back to the bridge.”

	“I’m dreading the amount of bodies we’ll find.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude lifted her shield and directed Victoria to follow her again.

	In the same formation and process as before, they carefully made their way a few meters down the hall from the staging rooms to the dorm doors. Cutter dorms were essentially bed bunks packed into every square centimeter of wall that could be afforded to hold them, with a gap in the floor plan between them so people could actually get into and out of the room. They were even more cramped than the eight-man sailor rooms on Frigates and Cruisers. There were dozens of beds packed into only two small rooms. Each bunk had barely enough space to fit an adult body lying down. Everyone had a small drawer to hold a few personal necessities and that was the extent of their space– clothing was kept in the staging room lockers. Each bunk had some additional amenities, like lights, a fan, and headphones that played music.

	Gertrude presumed that everyone aboard had met the same strange fate, and she expected to find dozens of people dead in behind this door. However, for completeness’ sake, they had to look. There was something deeply wrong about this situation, and every room was a new piece of evidence.

	At the door, Gertrude heard a low, continuous noise from inside the room.

	“Something from inside. Keep sharp.” Gertrude whispered.

	“I have your back.” Victoria whispered.

	Gertrude touched the door’s pad and it slid open. 

	Immediately she caught sight of a body on the floor, surrounded by all the beds.

	One red-headed girl in a long, brown one-piece dress.

	She looked like she had come into the room and immediately collapsed.

	“She was being chased.” Victoria said.

	“By what?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“It makes as much sense as anything based on her posture, but how do you figure?”

	“Just a hunch. Nevermind me.”

	Gertrude went down to one knee, and found that the girl was clutching a portable.

	It was a newer type, one of those handheld, slate-type personal terminals.

	That noise was coming from the slate. It had been recording something and ran out of space.

	So it was throwing errors and making noise.

	“This is a personal device with its own storage. We’ll take it back with us.”

	She picked up the portable and tucked it into a pouch behind her back.

	“If it’s still active, maybe these people haven’t been dead for very long.” Victoria said.

	“We detected them last night. These devices have a long battery life. It’s possible.”

	Victoria waited at the door as Gertrude checked the beds. There was not enough room for both of them and the body in the middle of the dormitory, not without stepping directly over it. As she scanned across the bunks, she found at least ten more people. Not as many as there were bunks. She surmised that the ship was being run very lean. She took the pulses of the bodies she could reach and found them in the same state as the previous ones. Untouched and dead– no signs of struggle, choking, anything at all.

	“Now I’m starting to worry about gas.” Gertrude said. Though it went against her experience.

	“It’s not gas. I think something did attack them.” Victoria said. “I know this will make no sense to you, but you should trust me– I feel a lot of fear in this place. These people witnessed something terrifying.”

	Gertrude believed her. But she did not want to let on the extent to which she understood this type of talk.

	Norn was like this too. Like she could see through people. Maybe Victoria could see through the dead.

	“Some secret Vekan detective technique I’m unaware of?” She said, to brush it off.

	“Let’s go to the bridge.” Victoria said.

	“Sorry– I didn’t mean to offend you.” Gertrude said.

	“I’m not offended. There’s just no point in responding to that.”

	Gertrude supposed Victoria was not about to give her an explanation of her ability any time soon.

	From the dormitory, the two of them ventured back the way they came, down the hall, briefly peering over the separator between the galley and the hall and finding nothing of note, and then venturing toward the ship’s prow. Checking doors as they went, stumbling upon a few utility closets before finally opening the door into the Cutter’s bridge. Immediately upon entering, Gertrude had to bow her head.

	The Bridge was no larger than the rest of the ship’s spaces. From the door, the ceiling slanted down, and there were a few steps leading down to additional stations, all of which were packed tight together, with their monitors, station desks and seats and barely any additional legroom. At the highest point of the bridge, just off of the entrance, there was a recess for the captain’s seat and terminal. To reach it, Gertrude had to duck down at the entrance, and then walk with her shoulders slouched for a few steps, before slipping a foot into the recess so she could begin to slide between the chair and desk and finally sit. She discarded her shield at her side and slid her fingers along the side of the monitor, feeling for buttons.

	“Good lord.” Gertrude sighed. “I don’t miss this.”

	Victoria walked inside and leaned over Gertrude’s shoulder, looking at the Captain’s terminal monitor.

	Her sudden weight and warmth, the closeness of her cheek to Gertrude’s own–

	It sent a shiver down the Inquisitor’s spine.

	“Is something wrong?” Victoria asked. “You must be able to operate this.”

	“Yes, I can do it. Nothing is wrong. This seat is just uncomfortable.” Gertrude deflected.

	Victoria leaned forward a little more. Had she not been wearing that breastplate–

	Gertrude powered on the display with the button on the side.

	Everything turned on without a hitch. The Inquisitor breathed a sigh of relief.

	She found herself on the Administration dashboard for the Captain. No prompt for a passphrase or to insert a keycard or provide any kind of authentication. It was just unlocked, and dumped her right in the middle of a trove of information. The Captain’s terminal home screen was an Administration dashboard with a summary of everything the Captain needed to know. Statuses of the main modules, agenda items set by the Communications officer or by an adjutant, a small and abstracted map of their current position, bearing and destination supplied by the helm, and easy access links to communicate with other officers.

	“They departed from Antioch in Bosporus. Looks like they were headed to the Union– specifically to that little Campos anarchist state in the far south.” Gertrude said. “Judging by the bearing anyway.”

	“That makes sense.” Victoria said. “They would have never reached it though. The Union keeps significant skirmishing forces surrounding it. Under Jayasankar’s regime it has been practically blockaded, ever since the anarchists took action against her. But even the Republic just recognizes it as an unruly chunk of the Union rather than its own state. These anarchists were on a doomed journey from the beginning.”

	“What does Veka think about ‘Campos Mountain’?” Gertrude asked, suddenly curious.

	“We acknowledge the Union’s sovereignty over it, and would support its annexation.”

	“Would the Union really attack these little lost anarchists?”

	“The word ‘attack’ implies a greater effort than would be necessary.” Victoria said. “They would run into a Union patrol frigate and stand no chance of anything but capture. It is my understanding that the Union gives captives like this the option of joining Union society under invasive surveillance for a few years until they assimilate and acknowledge Mordecism-Jayasankarist Thought, or to self-righteously opt for jail time so as to not betray their ideologies. If they choose the latter, the Union drops them in the deepest pit it can find and they’re never heard from again. The Union’s Internal Security doesn’t mess around.”

	Gertrude snickered. “So you can be chatty when you want to be.”

	Victoria made a slightly grumbling noise.

	“These are basic facts about the Union that aren’t too hard to uncover, not top secret Vekan information.”

	“Fair enough. But tell me– do you really trust the Union’s forces at all?”

	“I trust in their self-interest. Same as anybody else’s.”

	At the top of this dashboard there were tabs that opened up more detailed pages for communications, helm, gunnery, electronic warfare, sensors and so on. Gertrude immediately went to the tab for Core Engineering and held her breath as the status of the Reactor updated. Thankfully, everything looked green. At the behest of what seemed like a random person, the Reactor core had been put into resting mode. It would fill the backup batteries and keep the environment on, as well as power on any devices that were deliberately accessed, but everything else would be shut down until further notice.

	“I’m tired of the darkness in here. What do you say?” Gertrude asked.

	“It looks safe to turn things back on. It’s not like we’ll awaken the corpses.” Victoria replied.

	“The Lady has spoken. Let there be light.”

	Gertrude sent a command to begin the Core wakeup sequence.

	She watched as a command line prompt appeared with dozens of lines of text indicating the status of each computerized operation necessary to bring the Core back from its resting state. While the main computer slowly brought the Reactor back to full functionality, Gertrude sat back on the chair, sighing. Their adventure was almost over and without incident. Once the ship was powered up, they would connect to the Iron Lady and allow Schicksal and the Electronic Warfare station to remotely operate it, ceding all functions to the Dreadnought. It would be easy to do, since the permissions were unlocked.

	“All of these systems are unlocked and the permission scheme was edited so everyone aboard the ship could access any of the functions. These anarchists were certifiably insane. Imagine they have some nutcase among them that is plotting something– would they even be suspicious of anything?” 

	“It’s non-hierarchical thinking. It makes sense for them, even though we wouldn’t adopt it.”

	“But you want to be the big boss of things, right Bayatar?” Gertrude teased.

	“I want my orders to be followed unquestioningly.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude glanced at her shoulder, where the Shimii was looking the slightest bit sulky.

	“We make a good team, don’t you think? We were pretty in sync.” Gertrude said.

	“We’re both professionals who have had good training. And nothing really happened.”

	“I’m a little hurt that you disagree.” Gertrude said, with a little laugh to show it wasn’t serious.

	“I didn’t disagree, I qualified.” Victoria said. “I just said exactly what I wanted to say.”

	While it made Gertrude smile warmly, this was the kind of attitude that always got this cat in trouble.

	Still, she couldn’t help but notice a tiny but glowing little smile appearing on Victoria’s lips.

	Within a few minutes, all of the heliolights suddenly turned on in the Bridge, and possibly throughout the ship, illuminating everything with the soft yellow light of human life and activity. Immediately, Gertrude caught sight of a body bent over one of the lower stations. She turned off the torch on her visor, and Victoria did the same. The Shimii left Gertrude’s side and went to check the body further below.

	Gertrude switched over to the networking tab and issued a request to the Communication station to connect to a nearby vessel– in this case, the Iron Lady. She asked for Victoria to accept it on the communication station below, on the way to the body. The Bayatar gracefully slid her finger across the screen to accept and carry out the order automatically. Within minutes, the mousy-haired Karen Schicksal appeared on the main screen of the Cutter’s bridge, her lips quivering and shoulders shaking, breathing in and out heavily, clearly slick with sweat. Her eyes drew wide with relief upon seeing Gertrude.

	“Ma’am! I’m– We’re all glad to see you safe– IS THAT A CORPSE?” 

	An enormous Schicksal on the high-resolution main display pointed down nervously.

	Her index finger vaguely pointed at the dead man on the lower station.

	Victoria looked up from taking the body’s pulse. “Yes, I’m afraid that it is.”

	“It’s a long story, Schicksal.” Gertrude said. “I’m giving you and the bridge full control over the derelict. Download all operation logs, chronicles and recent camera footage from the supercomputer– no need to copy the protocols or any infrastructural stuff, they left that all the same. We’re heading back.”

	“Yes ma’am–” Schicksal fidgeted nervously. “We can send a team to escort–“

	“No need. Don’t worry about us. There’s nothing in here.” Gertrude said.

	“Acknowledged! We’ll carry out our orders and see you soon, ma’am!”

	Schicksal saluted and the main screen shut back off with the call ending.

	Gertrude cautiously stood back up from the Captain’s chair, trying not to hit her head.

	Below, Victoria nonchalantly walked back up from the lower stations.

	Her very gently smiling face looked quite arresting to Gertrude in the heliolights.

	“You can probably imagine by this point. But that man was also dead.” Victoria said.

	“There has to be something in the main computer that can tell us more. Let’s go back.”

	“Acknowledged. Good work, Gertrude. I appreciated your calm professionalism.”

	“Likewise. I do think we make a good team.”

	“Hmm.”

	As Victoria moved past her and began to walk out of the room, Gertrude noticed something that had been impossible to see when the heliolights were shut off. In the focused light of their torches, it was impossible to discern in the environment, but there was something in the air– it was so fine, that it was hard to tell whether it was her eyes adjusting to the light or an actual phenomenon. But Gertrude thought she saw a fine red powdery mist playing about the room. Exceedingly fine but eerily textured and yet completely without volume. It very well could have been a trick of her tired eyes, it was so thin.

	“Victoria, do you see something red around us?” Gertrude asked.

	“Red?”

	Gertrude followed Victoria out of the room, the Shimii inadvertently leading since the mission was over.

	Victoria turned over her shoulder.

	Her eyes flashed briefly red–

	As they did, they drew wide with a sudden and wild panic.

	“Gertrude! Behind–!”

	In a snap reaction, Gertrude half-turned and it was enough to see–

	At the dead end of the hall which led to a service door to access the sensor array for maintenance–

	Stood a figure–

	Wispy, red and black, bound up in frayed cloth and chains, amorphous, tall, thin–

	Masked face carved jagged smile red giving off furious red eyes–

	Lifting

	a dragging arm fused iron and flesh

	metal point drawn back like a jet spear

	giving off furious red heat

	as the spike launched to Gertrude’s face,

	“Gertrude!”

	In the next instant, Victoria leaped past Gertrude with incredible speed and precision.

	Her vibrosaber swung, its blade picking up the red in the air and becoming wreathed in it.

	Like pale digital fire, translucent, insubstantial but extant and hot and filled with power.

	Saint’s skin!

	She thought she heard Victoria’s voice emanate from the surroundings–

	The Bayatar’s keen edge met the metal spike with that red sheen that coated the blow.

	Deflecting the thrust, Victoria transitioned into a horizontal slice that flashed bright red.

	Her blade hung in the air after completing its arc, having cut through–

	Nothing.

	There was nothing at the end of the hall.

	Gertrude stood speechless. She had been unable to move her body to respond.

	But– respond to what–?

	She thought she had seen a metal spike launching at her head.

	She thought she had seen a horrific mangled figure wielding the weapon.

	She was sure she felt the weight, the impact of Victoria’s parrying the enemy attack.

	Victoria stood in front of her, coiled into a stance with her sword in front of her.

	Her breathing heavy, turning to face every which way.

	“You saw it, right?” She cried out.

	“I did. There was something there.” Gertrude said.

	“It’s– It’s gone.” 

	Victoria’s eyes had red rings around the irises as she looked around the hall.

	Gertrude could notice them plainly. She kept herself from remarking upon the fact.

	“It’s gone. It’s not anywhere.” Victoria said. “Anger. It was cloaked in so much– anger–“

	Coming down from the terror of that moment–

	In the next instant, Gertrude stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Victoria from behind.

	“Agh! Gertrude!”

	Her face sank into the Shimii’s shoulder. She could smell her hair, feel her warmth.

	Victoria’s tail stood on end and she was paralyzed in Gertrude’s embrace.

	“You saved my life. From whatever that was– thank you. Thank you, Victoria.”

	In that moment, Gertrude felt like she could cry, she was so overwhelmed with–

	“It’s nothing–! We’re allies! Let me go– we have to leave this place!”

	Feeling foolish, Gertrude suddenly withdrew back a step from Victoria. 

	“Sorry. It was the stress. You’re right– let’s form up again.”

	Victoria’s cheeks and the fleshy interior of her cat-like ears were a little bit red.

	Clearly flustered, she followed behind Gertrude, who led with her shield up.

	There was nothing around them, but they were both suddenly tense.

	“Victoria– you know something, don’t you?” Gertrude asked.

	“I don’t know— I’ll tell you about my hunches when I’m sure we’re safe and alone.”

	“You saw that creature too. Is it still around?”

	“I don’t think so. I– I think I repelled it. But we should still be cautious.”

	“Nobody can come back in here. I’ll tell Schicksal to melt the core down.” 

	“Good idea. Nothing will survive that.”

	Gertrude began to think that whatever that creature had been, it must have been responsible for all of the deaths aboard the Cutter. In the past she would have felt foolish and irrational, but after seeing what Norn could do, she had become more open to strange events. She imagined a phantom that hurled its invisible weapon to kill without leaving wounds– it made no rational sense, but if she invited the idea of the supernatural, it cold explain what her eyes had seen and her mind had actually felt.

	Had that spike gone through her head, would she have fallen to her knees, peacefully dead?

	It was insane– it wasn’t something that she could decipher by reasoning through it.

	But it was the closest thing she had to an answer to everything she saw.

	“Victoria, I’m not insane, right?” Gertrude asked.

	“I saw something attack you and I kept my oath not to let harm come to you.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude understood the subtext. If she was seeing things and had gone insane– Victoria was even crazier for reacting physically and launching an attack as if against a real enemy. She was right. Both of them had seen something. They had been affected by a presence. They couldn’t pretend it was fake and they couldn’t rationalize it away. Gertrude at least wasn’t alone in having reacted to that figure.

	“Trust me, Gertrude, there was something. But let’s keep it to ourselves for now.”

	“I need to know, Victoria.”

	“I’ll tell you when I’m ready– until then, please believe that I’ll protect you. Will that suffice?”

	She felt powerless and ignorant, having to rely on others so much.

	But there was no use fighting Victoria on this. She was cooperating more than before.

	And– the thought of Victoria swearing to protect her, put a little warmth in Gertrude’s heart.

	“I’ll trust you. Confirm your hunch, but please tell me what you know as soon as possible.”

	“Thank you. I swear, I won’t let anything happen to you. I won’t let it end like on this ship.”

	“You have sworn a lot of oaths today– but I’ve not heard what you are swearing by.”

	Gertrude cracked a little grin, feeling just a little bit cocky toward Victoria again.

	Only to be immediately disarmed–

	“I swear by us, Gertrude. I swear my oath on the friendship we had and could have.”

	Gertrude felt her heart skip a beat. She kept walking, pace by pace, shield up.

	But it hit her like a battering ram. She felt Victoria’s hand on her back closer than ever.

	“It’s no use swearing by the Empress. You don’t believe in that. You don’t believe in my sincerity where it regards Veka. But you said you still believed in us. As part of that, you must trust me.”

	Victoria’s voice was so full of determination. 

	Gertrude couldn’t see her face, but she imagined the expression. It filled her chest with fond feelings.

	She almost laughed. “You got me there. Then, on us, I’ll swear to trust you.”

	“I would shake hands on it, but let’s skip that. You already hugged me pretty tight, that’s enough.”

	Despite the grave atmosphere inside the derelict, Gertrude felt her heartstrings strum along to the melody of an undeserved affection. She had been longing terribly for any sign of it. 

	For the first time– it felt possible.

	And carried on that wind of determination, the two of them escaped the derelict without further incident.

	

	

	Once the data from the derelict Cutter had been collected, the Iron Lady retracted its boarding chute back into its sidepod, and the armored hatch which allowed it to deploy sealed the armor shut over it. Again the derelict was released into the water, but this time, the derelict was remotely operated to sever its anchor cables, and to descend far into the gorge. Three kilometers away from the Iron Lady, it would autopilot to the seafloor and then withdraw all cooling and shielding from its reactor while draining maximum power from it. Having voided all advanced permissions on their ship, the anarchists made this task easy to accomplish. Soon, the cutter would disappear in a flash of purple far out of sight.

	“There’s something a little macabre about sending a ship to its death this way, I must admit.”

	In a meeting room, Schicksal and Gertrude had a monitor with a diagram of the cutter as well as a live feed from one of its cameras as it descended, for as long as the connection could hold up in the katov mass– which wouldn’t be very long at all. Seated around a table, they went over preliminary discoveries by the analysts of the recovered data. Gertrude turned her head from the monitor and crossed her arms.

	It was macabre indeed– everything about that ship was macabre.

	“We couldn’t have done anything else for them. At least they’ll have a burial at sea.” Gertrude said.

	“In a sense, however, they’re still ‘lost forever’ aren’t they? I don’t know– it gives me the creeps.”

	Karen Schicksal let out a little yawn. Her eyes glanced aside at nothing. Fidgeting; nervous.

	“We have a roster. If we wanted to, we could notify Bosporus about this.” Gertrude said.

	“Well– my pity doesn’t extend that far.” Schicksal said. “I apologize Inquisitor. I’m being silly.”

	“It’s okay. I’ve never asked you not to be human. But there’s nothing we can do for the dead.” 

	“Right. Then let’s focus on what we’re doing for ourselves, the living.”

	Aside from telling Vogt to keep rotating patrols in the halls, just in case, Gertrude had not yet ordered her crew to perform any tasks that might be seen as a reaction to her adventure on the derelict. She had not informed them of the mysterious phantom, or anything about Victoria’s “hunches.” All she had told them were the basics: mysterious deaths, uncertain timeline– a mystery scenario. She could not appear too shaken up or paranoid. It would only cause undue concern. Gertrude figured that the analysts would organically turn up a smoking gun within the data, and at that point, she could take action on it.

	She had not gotten a chance to talk to Victoria yet, either. They would need to prepare for their next adventure into the mystery habitat below, and the Inquisitor felt that the adventure in the derelict was too fresh anyway. Victoria was a blunt person who said what she wanted and did what she wanted. She would approach Gertrude when she was ready, and approaching her before that was likely pointless. Judging from her guardedness on the derelict, it would take more than a few hours distance to coax her.

	And so, Gertrude was left in a bit of a lurch. She could only move forward, but on unsteady ground.

	Schicksal put down on the table a portable terminal in the shape of a clipboard.

	She slid it over to Gertrude, who picked it up.

	“I have a preliminary report on the data we collected.” Schicksal said, stifling another yawn. She leaned over the table and pointed her finger at the items recorded on the portable, which Gertrude was already looking at. “Unfortunately, it’s going to take us longer to determine a timeline of events. Everything on the computer was classified as personal data, and there is only partial metadata for the entries. Upon learning of this, we initially hoped to narrow our efforts by isolating and analyzing only the data logged by the bridge crew. But it looks like the crew had no specified roles, and traded duties between all members. Everyone also wrote in the ship’s chronicle on a rotating basis. Because of this, we’ll have to parse through every crew member’s contributions as a big blob of data, separating items of importance out from the random junk, while also going over hundreds of hours of camera footage.”

	Gertrude knew the job could not possibly have been done in thirty minutes or an hour.

	But she felt a tight knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach upon hearing the magnitude of it.

	God damn anarchists– their utter disorder was only going to slow her down even more.

	They had paid the ultimate prize for having no discipline– but she still begrudged them for it.

	“What about that little personal portable I found?” She asked.

	Schicksal nodded her head in acknowledgment, and then looked at her own hands on the table.

	“That portable belonged to the youngest member of the crew. She was just a girl.” Schicksal averted her gaze. “It was used for keeping video diaries. Addressed to family members. They vary in length from fifteen minutes to thirty minutes, but most recent one is four hours long. We have a hunch that she was recording an entry, and then the catastrophe struck– so we’re watching it. But it’s long, and we’ve only gotten started– we’re doing our very best to extract every clue from the material, ma’am.”

	There were tricks that analysts could use to quickly get a big picture from a lot of data, but in this case, it was not going to yield results. Algorithmic video profiling would be useless because what had happened to the ship was so mysterious that they could not rely on the computer to draw any patterns from the footage. They weren’t looking at a billion samey camera frames for the ones that had faces. And because the metadata on all the log files was screwed up, they could not use an algorithmic text parser. Because the sample size was still an amorphous blob of all the computer’s data, it would distort the results, since useless personal anecdotes were mixed in with official records of the ship’s operation. 

	It was going to take good old fashioned detective work– pouring over dozens of terabytes of data.

	“I know it’s a tough ask, but it’s important.” Gertrude said. “I want every forensic analyst on this. If it’s going to take brute force, then pile on the force. Hell, if there’s engineers who have nothing to do, have them watch video too. I think the camera footage will be the most important material here.”

	“I agree. I’ve already gotten all of forensics on the job. But still– I’m sorry ma’am. It’ll take time.” 

	Schicksal averted her gaze again. Gertrude handed her back the portable with a smile.

	“It’s fine. It’s just my job to spur people on, you know?” Gertrude said. “So then– what next?”

	“We’ve set a course for the suspected habitat, as you requested.” Schicksal said. “It’ll be a few hours ma’am. If I can make a suggestion, you ought to get some rest, if you’ll be going out again.”

	Gertrude sighed openly. “Good idea. I slept horribly last night.” 

	“May I escort you out ma’am?” 

	“No, return to the bridge. You’ve been fantastic at organizing all this, Schicksal. Keep it up.”

	Schicksal looked down at her hands and rubbed her two index fingers together.

	“Thank you ma’am– I’m quite unworthy, I’ve only been doing what I can is all–“

	“Without you, this ship would fall apart.” Gertrude said. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

	“Ma’am– Yes!”

	Schicksal saluted stiffly. She must have been taken off-guard by the praise.

	While she was just a little bit neurotic, Schicksal was a dreadnought-tier officer in action.

	She had good instincts, communicated well between teams, and delegated work efficiently.

	Her nervousness caused her to be slow to react to shocks sometimes– but once she got a hold of herself she exceeded the expectations of a Chief Communications Officer. Of her own accord, Schicksal could take Gertrude’s orders and immediately find the right teams and prioritize the right tasks to maximize effort, drawing on her experience without needing a thorough strategy plotted out. She could see that Dreschner did not choose her out of pity or obligation. Schicksal was a prodigal talent of her own.

	“Alright, I’ll see myself back to my room. Tell forensics I wish them luck. I’ll swing by myself later.”

	“Yes ma’am! Rest up!”

	As she said this, Schicksal stifled another yawn.

	This caused Gertrude to have to stifle her own yawning as she walked out of the meeting room.

	Everything felt both stuck in place and yet inexorably in motion.

	In a few hours, she would finally be able to see–

	Norn– what did you want me to see here? What happened to you here?

	Thinking about the woman she once called “master,” who taught her much and yet precious little–

	Gertrude, stripped of much of her armor, dropped into her bed. Soaked in sweat, exhausted.

	Her arm, extended out at her side, fell upon the object which Nile had given her, discarded on her bed.

	Fingers curled around the band. She picked it up and lifted it in front of her eyes.

	She looked at the face of the watch and saw the fluid gather on the blue part of the gradient.

	Strobing wildly it formed a pattern of hexagons, twisting on itself. What did that even mean?

	Gertrude tied it around her wrist. She would ask Nile about it later. Maybe show it to Victoria.

	For the moment, it was all too easy to sleep and wait to see how events played out.

	As the Iron Lady descended ever further into the depths of Kesar.
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S1.5

	In the middle of the endless white forest, there was a tree with a trunk that reflected light like glass.

	Images upon its length began as static, but cohered into something as the tree awaited a visitor.

	Raised over an ankle-deep puddle, surrounded by its rising and falling roots that were like gnarled bodies half-interred and half-dug back up. She saw it in the distance, and she ambled toward it like an animal in an endlessly dark cave, as if her senses only allowed her to perceive and follow its light. Step by slow, plodding step, her mind a fog, while the trees sang around her, their colors drifting in the air like a sky full of ribbons. Cheering for her, encouraging her, warming her, lavishing her with their endless affection.

	She stepped into that puddle and looked up at the reflection on the trunk of the tree.

	There was a familiar environment. A window into a world of metal.

	There was a woman, hair tied up in a brown ponytail, wearing a long shirt and pencil skirt and tights, and a long lab coat. She had a pin on her lapel, depicting a globe beneath a rainbow of falling stars, and a second pin beside it, at times clutched in her shaking hand, with a logotype: “Shooting Stars.” These tokens looked almost childish, and the way she was clutching them nervously even more so. It made her look too young, too new, particularly in the indistinct violence of her surroundings. Metal, dark and jagged and industrial, pipes and mechanisms, tubes, fluid, fuels, gases. She stood on a platform deep in the midst of a gargantuan mechanism, staring helplessly as it unfolded before her, loomed over her.

	Staring as it seemed to menace her; as it seemed like it grew endlessly outside of her grasp.

	And up above, emblazoned in the center of everything, a flag.

	Linked purple hexagons around a tiny blue globe, accompanied by a logotype: “Aer Federation.”

	That mystery woman in the reflection contemplated the flag, then turned her head over shoulder–

	–and smiled, an expression so tragic that blood should have come out of her eyes as tears.

	As if staring out of the picture in the tree; as if she could see the lost soul in the endless forest.

	Across time, maybe even across dimensions–

	Filled with an agony and mourning of incomprehensible proportion.

	“I’m sorry. I know that this will trouble you greatly, but I have made my decision.” She said. She was not speaking into the forest, not speaking to the woman in the puddle, but to the owner of the memory. “I’ve failed Nobilis, I’ve failed Nocht, I’ve failed Ayvarta; I’ve failed all of humankind, every hand that gave me third and fourth and fifth chances.” Tears drew from her eyes and though she continued to smile it was clear that her heart was broken. “If there’s anyone left to remember me, it will only be as a dismal failure; but the thing I regret most is how I failed you. We’re the only two left; and I can’t make this decision for you. But I made it for myself. I– You’ll probably think I’m such a coward. But I can’t– I can’t keep–“

	Suddenly, at the side of the woman in the puddle, who had been watching the memory–

	–there was a second one.

	Red-haired, horned– lavish white robe– a disdainful look in her yellow on black eyes.

	“Interesting finding. Somehow, this graveyard keeps opening its holes for you subhuman scum. I wonder– who is she talking to? Maybe I will let you explore and see if you turn up more.”

	She raised her hand, and the colors collected around it like tendrils–

	“But not for this; not right now.”

	–and the tendrils lashed out at Gertrude Lichtenberg and tore her entirely to pieces–

	“There’s nothing I want to be reminded of less– than of that spineless bitch Polaris.”
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	Gertrude Lichtenberg awoke with a start and ran her hands over her body in a panic.

	Breathing heavy, checking that she had arms, legs, a torso, shoulders, breasts–

	With the source of her panic rapidly fading, unable to piece together what she had experienced, Gertrude was overcome with exhaustion once again. She threw herself back on her back, kicked her legs, sighed.

	Despite the nap Gertrude felt very little relief from her previous exhaustion. It felt like lying down in her bed only caused time to move forward and did nothing for her body otherwise. There was a thought that swam vaguely in her mind and started to drift farther and farther away in wakefulness and it infuriated her. Something she had to do? Something she had to be worried about? She grunted with anger.

	“This is really starting to get to me. I’ll– I’ll talk to Nile again. After I come back.”

	They should already be at the same depth as the suspected habitat in the rock wall.

	She could not stop now. She had to see this thing through to the end– or to its next step.

	Gertrude slipped out of bed, fixed her clothes and left the room.

	She took with her the gadget that Nile had given her, lying on her bed, stowing it in a pocket.

	She did not look at it.

	Since she did not understand it anyway, she was not curious whether anything had changed.

	She made her way to the Iron Lady’s bridge. At the door, she was immediately met by Karen Schicksal, who handed her a vitamin jelly pouch without saying anything. She looked more disarranged than ever before, with her hair uncombed and dark bags under her glassy eyes. As soon as Gertrude accepted the vitamin drink, Karen withdrew another such drink from her jacket and began to drink it. They were starting to go through these quicker than Gertrude could have imagined– everyone looked exhausted.

	In addition to Karen, Nile was standing with her back a corner of the room, and Victoria was standing beside Dreschner near the central throne. Gertrude sucked her vitamin jelly while making her way to her own chair, nodding her head at Nile and Victoria along the way, both of whom nodded back. They both appeared about as haggard as everyone else, but standing a little more alert than some of the crew.

	“High Inquisitor,” Dreschner said, by way of acknowledgment. He yawned, pointing at the main screen.

	On the main screen, their next destination loomed in front of them, enormous in its scale.

	Its size easily outmatched the enormity of the Iron Lady herself.

	“What is this supposed to be?” Victoria mumbled to herself.

	In front of them, the structure that had been partially embedded into the rock wall appeared like an enormous, metallic stack of four plates where each pair was stacked well to well, so there was a thinner “neck” between the two main structures. It was absolutely massive, at least 300 meters tall. Some of the outer armor showed signs of damage, like shearing and gaps in the plates, but miraculously, there was no wear from the saltwater. Certainly this structure could not have been new as it was the size of a larger substation and nobody could have built it in such a precipitous location, so one would have expected an array of creatures to have accumulated over it over time, and for the elements to have worn its surface.

	“It fits much too snugly into the rock wall.” Nile said. “I’m no engineer, but this looks deliberate.”

	She appeared beside Dreschner’s seat, standing in conference with the rest of them.

	“Not one of yours, I take it?” Victoria asked, her voice exhibiting a hint of derision.

	“I would have ditched all of you and gotten myself a nice can of espresso if it was my lab.” Nile said.

	“Don’t get started, you two.” Gertrude grumbled.

	“I have something of an idea regarding its provenance.” 

	Dreschner raised his voice to match the women beginning to argue. Everyone looked his way.

	“Lady Lichtenberg,” he continued, “do you remember your father well?”

	Gertrude shook her head. This was a topic on which she had no strong feelings.

	She remembered Dreschner from her childhood more than she remembered her own father.

	“He was a very busy man, and the years of my childhood which are still clear in my memory did not feature him prominently. Not to sound callous– that’s just how it is.” Gertrude replied.

	Dreschner nodded. “I would never accuse you of being anything less than filial. At any rate: the reason your father was first employed by Leda Lettiere was not as a guard, much less as guard captain. He secured those positions due to his bravery in a clandestine effort. He participated in an abyssal expedition to recover an ancient technology. A surface-era technology. I never learned what it was, but your father told me of the existence of such ruins. There are allegedly even some under Heitzing. It’s not well known.”

	Gertrude was not aware of this history, but in her somewhat addled state, she simply could not muster a lot of emotion about her father. However, there was one tantalizing bit of information there–

	“Wait a minute– surface era? As in, over a thousand years ago, before– the Ocean?” Gertrude asked.

	Dreschner nodded his head solemnly. 

	“Maybe even before the corruption.” Nile said suddenly. “He’s not wrong– such things exist.”

	Gertrude and Dreschner’s eyes turned sharply to stare at Nile, who crossed her arms.

	She looked as tired as everyone else there.

	“They do– I bet your organization has unjustly pilfered many of them.” Victoria hissed.

	“No more than you biofascist brutes have destroyed unknowingly in your pointless wars.” Nile snapped.

	“Stop it already!” Gertrude shouted. “Don’t speak another word to each other. Dreschner– how do you know this structure is related to the surface? What did my father tell you about such structures?”

	“That they did not decay, and they never lost power.” Dreschner said. “We have confirmed both. While this station has received seemingly random acts of violence, there are undamaged plates that look brand new. No wear, not even saltwater corrosion. Furthermore, we probed around the area with a spy tentacle and found that there is a lower intake which is still sucking in water. This structure has electric power.”

	“Can we signal it with the laser? Do we get anything back?” Gertrude asked.

	Karen raised her voice, having stood in the periphery of the discussion. “We attempted to connect to the exposed laser array near the top of the structure, but we kept receiving incompatible protocol errors. I even had the computer attempt a Free Interface Generation process just to see if we got something, but the Iron Lady’s learning computer could not figure out how to communicate with this system at all.”

	“It might be designed not to respond even when passive.” Victoria said.

	“It’s unsafe to make a system like that! If the human operators were all incapacitated, there would be no way to determine the status of the station and respond to emergencies!” Karen said, sounding helpless.

	“That’s our safety standard, but not necessarily theirs.” Gertrude said. “Nile, how much do you know?”

	“I’m afraid it isn’t much.” Nile said. “Our resident deep-divers were a pair of ladies by the names Euphrates and Tigris. I was not as much a woman of action. I preferred to stay behind and work in lab or clinic settings, not run around. That being said, we had friendly chatter about it. So I can confirm that the most peculiar characteristics of old era structures are their continuing access to power, pristine condition, and the difficulty in extracting anything from them. Euphrates never successfully recovered old era data from any of the structures she uncovered. I doubt we will be able to do any better ourselves.”

	“We may want to consider turning back, Gertrude.” Victoria said, her ears folding slightly.

	Gertrude wasn’t about that to heed that advise. She wasn’t about to let anyone tell her or even insinuate that this had been fruitless. In fact, if this was a Surface Era facility, then Gertrude’s journey may even have become more important than ever before. She felt a sudden attack of grandiosity– Norn wanted her to see this thing. Norn wanted her to discover it. That meant there was a way inside, or there was something to see inside. There was something she had to uncover, something that she had to understand.

	There was no force on Aer that would have made her turn back now.

	That inferno, raging where her heart should have been, dispelled some of the exhaustion she felt.

	“We’re not ascending.” She told Victoria. “And you’re coming with me. We’re going into that thing and we’re going to see what we find in it.” She then told Nile bluntly. Nile did not seem surprised, and simply hid her hands in her coat pockets. “Have we found an entry? Can we connect a chute anywhere?”

	She was raising her voice. She did not intend to sound so angry, but she was– impassioned.

	“I know we’re all exhausted and we’ve been working nonstop. We’ll have a break as soon as I return from that structure. But I don’t want to hear talk of turning back. We are not returning to Konstantinople empty-handed. I am grateful for your continuing effort. Now, remain alert!” Gertrude declared.

	This time loud enough for the entire bridge to hear.

	Dreschner averted his gaze. Karen shrank back.

	Across the bridge, there were a few half-hearted nods and salutes.

	“Let’s start working on a way in there. The boarding party is already decided.” Gertrude said.

	Everyone on the bridge resumed their duties, and so, with a sigh, the expedition continued.

	

	

	The Iron Lady neared the structure and extended its boarding chute, holding onto the surface around the suspected entryway via its magnetic clamps. A similar process to the entry into the Cutter was undertaken, but ultimately found to be unnecessary. The engineers brought a wheeled scanning array to attempt to predict the structure of the door, which would have subsequently told the engineers where to drill. However, as soon as the first few seconds of laser and sonar scanning commenced, the door simply opened, as if it detected the sound and light waves and responded solely to that level of activity.

	Behind the door was a brightly lit corridor at the end of which there was another door.

	This one, the engineers did not probe. They tested the environment for habitability and turned back.

	There was oxygen, everything was lit up and temperate. They had power, heating– and a big door.

	“The door seems to have an LCD panel for interaction. We figured you would want to look at it first.”

	The engineers were clearly tired, and anxious about the structure, but holding back any criticism.

	While Gertrude found the situation unnerving, it was not nearly enough to get her to back down.

	At this point, nothing would be– perhaps not even certain death.

	She tried to keep her crew in mind– but they slowly fell by the wayside of her obsession.

	“As long as there’s breathable air, I’m going. I can delve inside on my own if that’s what it takes.”

	Victoria sighed openly at Gertrude’s behavior– or maybe out of personal exhaustion too.

	“I swore that I would protect you. Quit being so pig-headed. I’ll follow you in.” She said.

	With the help of some of the girls from the security team, Gertrude and Victoria once again donned their armor and flip-up bulletproof glass visors. Gertrude had her club and vibroknife and pistol, but in addition, she had a trio of portable door-breaching charges clipped to her belt. These would do nothing to a bulkhead, but could punch through an interior sliding door’s locking mechanism and thereby force the door to slide open. She even convinced Victoria to carry an additional two on her own person.

	Victoria and Gertrude were a given, but there was a third member of this particular sortie.

	Her face was again covered by her special muzzle, but that and her collar, glowing green, were the only pieces of apparel that Nile had in common with her previous appearance. She had been forced to leave behind her turtleneck and coat in favor of a durable, long-sleeved blue shirt like Gertrude’s– along with a suit of K9 skirmishing armor. This resembled Imbrian composite riot armor, but it was lighter, and made up of more individual plate segments that could bend together with the natural curve of her body to allow greater flexibility and freedom of movement. K9 armor units also included a tail and ear section, as well as Loup-scale vibroclaws retractable into the gauntlets. It suited her height and physique perfectly.

	Like Gertrude, her long hair was tied up to keep it out of the way. That detail, the long pants and boots, and her distant eyes, gave Nile a very rugged look in the armor. Gertrude thought it was quite attractive.

	She was the picture of K9 excellence, armored, deadly, swift on her feet, and proud-looking.

	And as a nod to Nile’s particular status, her armor had the badge of a K9 medic, and a medicine bag.

	“You look handsome, doctor.” Gertrude said. “How do you feel? How’s the fitting?”

	Nile shut her eyes and sighed. “Never in my life did I imagine myself wearing this kind of thing again.”

	“Again?” Victoria asked, narrowing her eyes. Nile ignored her completely.

	Gertrude chose to let the remark go.

	“Might as well use stuff we have that we know fits and works. Gets around the issue Victoria had.”

	“I’m not objecting. It’s just surreal. If you’re expecting me to sic on command, you’re delusional.”

	Gertrude grumbled. “I’m protecting you! I outfitted you so you won’t die if you get shot or stabbed. I have no expectations of you as a fighter. You’re here because I need your brain, and I need it safe.”

	“Here’s hoping there’s nobody around in there to shoot or stab me.” Nile said.

	She made to put her hands in her coat pockets, and found herself wearing no coat.

	Sighing again, she hid them behind her back, interlocking the fingers.

	Meanwhile, near a Jagdkaiser with its cockpit open, Ingrid stood with her arms crossed, staring from afar.

	Before setting off, Gertrude drew nearer to her, drawing her lover’s full attention.

	“Ingrid, I really want to thank you for doing your job so diligently.” She said.

	Ingrid raised a hand to hover in front of her mouth while she yawned loudly.

	Her tail started wagging, just a bit.

	“When don’t I, huh? I’ve always been your loyal dog that gets shit done.”

	“I promise, after all this, I’ll make some time specifically for you again, okay?” Gertrude said.

	Ingrid averted her gaze and grunted. 

	“I’m not a puppy, I don’t need you to placate me. I’m fine over here. I have nothing against what’s going on and I completely trust and believe in you. So just go, so that this whole mess can be over.”

	Her tone was not agitated in the slightest, even though she looked slightly annoyed.

	She was being so much more mature about all of this than Gertrude previously imagined.

	“Thank you, Ingrid.” Gertrude said again.

	She was so strong. If only Gertrude could have a quarter of her strength– or loyalty.

	God damn it. It’s not like I’m cheating– I haven’t done anything.

	And the two of us aren’t even– god damn it. God damn it, Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	You’re a real bastard.

	Her inner voice berated her terribly.

	She closed her hands into fists and walked away. Feeling terribly guilty for a moment.

	Personal issues had to be set far aside, however. 

	She had to make ready to tackle the supposed old era structure.

	For everyone’s sakes. It wouldn’t matter what she and Ingrid were or felt, if she was still powerless.

	That prospect of “old era technology” that might grant her an advantage was far too tempting.

	Without some kind of forward progress, Gertrude was convinced she would lose everything again.

	So she took her resolute and desperate and half-mad steps, one foot in front of the other.

	Crossing the bridge suspended in the middle of the ocean, into the walls encasing the unknown.

	Past the threshold from the Iron Lady’s boarding chute, the interior of the structure was exactly as simple as the engineers described. Plain steel walls that were nonetheless polished and unblemished, a wide lobby bereft of anything save for a single shut door with an LCD panel beside it. As soon as they crossed the the threshold, Nile turned around and looked at the ceiling over the door-frame.

	“There are vents up there. If there’s vents, there’s potentially pumps. That might explain why this room is barren and has nothing but another bulkhead.” Nile said. “This room opens to the exterior, possibly when it detects radiation, admitting people inside. It’s not necessarily meant to be a secure bulkhead.”

	“Why would anyone design it like that?” Victoria asked.

	“It might be their safety regulations.” Gertrude said.

	“Is that euphemism meant to mean ancient surface humans? Because I’m not convinced.” Victoria said.

	“Skepticism is healthy.” Nile said. “Fearless leader, go interact with that door, and we can confirm.”

	“I know. It’s not like there’s anything else to do.” Gertrude replied, grumpy at the teasing.

	Gertrude approached the door with Victoria at her side and Nile following a few steps behind.

	Up close, the door looked remarkably thick and solid. It almost appeared seamless with the surrounding walls, with only the thick doorframe belying its true nature. The LCD panel was crisp and almost clear enough to be a mirror, completely unblemished. It was about the size of a human head. Gertrude approached and laid her hand on the panel, because its size reminded her of a palm scanner.

	Blue light filled the screen and began to display a picture in response.

	White text on a blue background, a bit difficult to see.

	“What is this? It’s all in High Imbrian?” Victoria said. “Then we can safely say it’s from this era, no?”

	Nile shook her head. “It isn’t exactly the same grammar as High Imbrian.” 

	Gertrude stared at the letters, speechless.

	Across the Imbrian Empire, the common language was “Low Imbrian.” Low Imbrian was a somewhat universal language in the Imbrium and its surroundings. Cogitan captives understood Low Imbrian to an extent; and their Imbrian captors, following another pointless battle for the Ayre Reach, could mostly understand their common tongue, Republic Common Speech. The Union spoke and wrote Low Imbrian as “Union Communication Standard.” Katarrans called it “Street Talk.” Hanwans understood it and spoke a frighteningly similar language they called “the Public Tongue.” This language must have had an ancestor that was common to all races and cultures of Aer, and its inter-legibility survived stalwartly to this day.

	High Imbrian was not like this. High Imbrian was a highly rigid and formal language with a completely different structure to Low Imbrian (though Low Imbrian was littered with High Imbrian loanwords). High Imbrian was not spoken in conversation, but was often learned and used as an academic status symbol. Doctors like Nile would know quite a bit of High Imbrian; an Inquisitor like Gertrude was supposed to learn it rigorously because large parts of the legal code were written in it. There were other prestigious languages of this sort. The Shimii boasted a dying tongue called “Fusha” that their surviving religious scripture was written in. The Union used a lot of High Volgian and High Bosporan in the same way Imbrians employed High Imbrian. Hanwans spoke a tongue that Imbrians called “High Altaic.”

	These were niche languages that had largely died in their cultures save for loanwords in whatever dialect of the common tongue was actually spoken by the masses. It was widely believed that the High languages belonged to specific ethnic groups from the surface and slowly faded, while the common tongue was evidence of a global network of cultural exchange that necessitated a lingua franca. 

	It was in this context that Gertrude experienced shock when she only somewhat understood what she was seeing on the screen, but understood enough to tell it was High Imbrian. She could not hold a very vivid conversation in High Imbrian, but she should have been able to read it. And she could, mostly, but there were some grammar stumbles, it was just different enough that it read stilted and wrong in her mind.

	“My High Imbrian is deeply rusty.” Nile said. “But I think it is asking for a ‘signal’?” 

	“No, it’s asking for a ‘Token’.” Gertrude corrected. In her own mind, making some best guesses, it said:

	Welcome! We’re sorry for the inconvenience. Only authorized personnel can access the Island-3 crown spire. If you are here by mistake, assistance has been dispatched for. If you possess a valid authorization token, please lay the flesh of your hand on the panel and we will scan for evidence of STEM activity.

	More or less that was what Gertrude understood. It was just a little bit off, but probably not too much.

	Gertrude took off her glove. Victoria shot her a sharp glare.

	“What are you doing?” Victoria asked. “You don’t know what will happen.”

	“It just wants to scan my hand.”

	Gertrude laid her hand on the screen once more, the bare flesh of her hand against the cold panel. 

	In the next instant, she felt a burning pain and jerked her hand back on pure, naked instinct.

	Crying out in pain, shaking it, as if trying to cool it off. But the pain was localized too.

	It was not “burning” but something like thousands of hot needles pricking her hand.

	Her heart raced as she held her palm up in front of her eyes, looking for blood.

	“What happened?” Victoria shouted. “Gertrude!” She snapped toward Nile. “Take a look at her!”

	Nile had been staring with surprise at the panel, and Victoria jolted her back to reality.

	“Gertrude! Let me tend to it! Stop shaking it!” Nile stepped forward.

	“It stings, god damn it!” Gertrude cried out. 

	But there was no blood, there were no wounds, not even the needle pricks she felt.

	Nile gently took Gertrude’s wrist and looked over her hand. Her eyes narrowed, she was puzzled.

	From her belt pouch, she withdrew a plastic pack inside of which was a soaked cloth.

	“This has an analgesic and mild sedative solution. It will relieve the pain and clean– the area.”

	She could not say wound– there was no visible wound, no blood, no damage to the skin.

	Gertrude grabbed hold of the little cloth in her affected hand, squeezing all the healing moisture from it with a sudden desperation. Soothing cool sensations flooded over the hot needles that had once invisibly scored her flesh, leading to relief, both from the pain and the sense of panic. She grit her teeth, breathed deeply but in a controlled rhythm, slowly regaining her center under Nile’s comforting ministration.

	On the door panel, the text had updated to read:

	INVALID. TOKEN NOT FOUND. 

	INSTALL STEM AND A VALID AUTHORIZATION TOKEN AND TRY AGAIN.

	“HURENSOHN!” Gertrude screamed at it in High Imbrian, as if the panel understood–

	Please refrain from vulgar language or verbal commands will be disabled.

	“Huh, it accepts speech? That said speech, right?” Nile said.

	She was gently stroking the back of Gertrude’s “wounded” hand to try to soothe the Inquisitor.

	Gertrude, meanwhile, was growing ever more irritated as the pain in her hand lessened.

	“It said ‘verbal commands’.” Gertrude grumbled.

	“Interesting. Was that option previously available?” Nile asked.

	“We haven’t been talking in High Imbrian until Gertrude called it a son of a horse or whatever it was– so maybe that activated it.” Victoria said. “Can one of you two talk to it about how to get in?”

	“We know how to get in!” Gertrude replied brusquely. “We need some fucking, token or whatever.”

	Nile sighed through her respirator. “Calm down, Gertrude.”

	She turned her sight on the panel.

	“Well, lets hope it understands me through my mask.”

	Nile called out to the panel in somewhat tormented High Imbrian, inquiring about “STEM.”

	Almost instantly, before Nile was even done talking, the text on the panel updated once more.

	STEM stands for System for Token Execution and Management. 

	STEM is the ground-breaking technology back-end supporting the advanced endurance, comfort and security that have made the Island-series a leader in colonization solutions for extreme environments.

	“What the hell? Say more than that! Elaborate!” That last word Gertrude shouted in High Imbrian.

	On command, the panel spat out a longer and more complicated explanation.

	STEM is a zero-trust secmodel installed at a mechanical root operating layer or in a neurological subject cortex that allows the reading and execution of “rich data blocks” or the storing of permissions and contracts into “tokens”. A STEM token or block can be tied to biological identity with strict permissions, a model that insures only authorized personnel are able to employ the access and execute the code associated with that token or block. STEM and tokens bridge the gap between analog and digital by imprinting cutting-edge smart contract tokens and encrypted data-rich blocks onto both electronics and the personnel that use them.

	“What the hell does this gibberish even mean?” Gertrude shouted. She just barely understood it.

	“I’m having a truly difficult time parsing it. What is– what is a Sicherheistmodelle?” Nile asked.

	“You’re supposed to be the genius scientist!” Gertrude continued shouting.

	Nile stared at her dead in the eyes. Her ears erect, her tail straightened out.

	Gertrude felt a chill from the directness of that gaze, the tightness of that body language.

	Her fingers, which had been stroking the furious Gertrude’s hand, stopped moving over her flesh.

	They pressed down, without causing pain, but the grip became firmer, less comforting and warm.

	“This childish conduct ill befits you.” Nile said. “I am a doctor, and I am a doctor who talks to patients and reads books and writes papers in a language people actually speak.” Despite the muzzle, Gertrude could tell that Nile was setting her jaw. She was agitated. “I am doing my best. I will continue to do so. Now, if the two of you want to get through the door, you will ask it where you can get a ‘STEM’. From what I can parse, a STEM is necessary to be able to hold the “signal” or “token” to open the door. Clear?”

	“Yes.” Gertrude said simply and promptly as a scolded schoolchild. “Sorry.”

	Victoria grunted, averted her gaze and said nothing.

	Nile’s fingers began to move over Gertrude’s afflicted hand once more, as gently as before.

	“I know you’re upset.” Nile said, her voice returning to its soft register. “But from what I’m seeing, it’s unlikely the door meant you harm, and it is even less likely that any lasting harm will result. Your hand will be fine. I’m here to support you, Inquisitor. Keep your wits about you, or the little lady here will worry.”

	“Hmph. I’m not going to worry over her.” Victoria replied. “But you’re right. Gertrude, please calm down.”

	“You could stand to be at least a little bit gentler with me.” Gertrude mumbled.

	“What was that? You need to speak up for the door to hear you. It’s not updating.” Victoria replied.

	Did she really not hear, or was she just being a bitch?!

	Gertrude sighed. They were right– she was being stupid and losing her temper at a computer.

	But they had essentially confirmed it now. This place, Island-3, was not built by Imbrians.

	While the door recognized a variant of High Imbrian, Gertrude had never heard of a “STEM.”

	Whatever cybernetic system this was, it was used to delegate access controls.

	Imbrians used biometrics like fingerprints and eye-scanners, but they didn’t call that “STEM.”

	They also didn’t describe those systems in the same way, even factoring translation errors.

	Gertrude caught enough strange words in the description of “STEM” to think it must have been quite different from standard biometrics. It wasn’t just making a key based on Gertrude’s retina or fingerprint. Maybe it was storing the key itself onto her. That might have been why it fried her hand– it needed to sample her skin or blood or something else, biological, to know Gertrude had a STEM inside her.

	This was equal parts surreal, arresting, but also, exciting.

	Had Norn explored this structure? If so, how had she gotten past the door?

	And what was behind this barrier that was worth such a complicated security system?

	“How to install STEM in myself?” Gertrude asked the computer in High Imbrian as she knew it.

	Parsing request.

	“Don’t get mad at it.” Nile said. She must have noticed the tension in Gertrude’s arm.

	A few minutes later, the text updated again.

	A STEM architectural administration location has been found near you!

	Suddenly a garbled, glitchy-looking and unreadable map appeared along with a series of coordinates.

	“That map is bunk, but the coordinates may be correct. That Z axis is 5000 meters deeper than we are right now. It might somehow know that there’s another ancient installation in the abyss.” Nile said.

	“Five thousand meters?” Gertrude cried out. “So, what, we leave with nothing and dive deeper?”

	In another fit of passion, Gertrude lost control of herself and kicked her steel-lined boot against the wall.

	“Gertrude!” Nile scolded again.

	Gertrude grit her teeth, ignored her doctor’s reprimand and readied to kick the wall again–

	“Huh?” Victoria’s ears stood up, and her tail curled. “Over there. Something shook.”

	Everyone turned to face the wall running alongside the door.

	At the edge, the seam between the corner and the wall was beginning to widen.

	“That panel might be loose.” 

	The trio gathered at the corner and found that the seem between the panels was indeed widening.

	“This wall can’t be that thin?” Gertrude said.

	“There might be electronics hidden behind this panel.” Nile said. “I don’t know why it would be so flimsy.”

	“Gertrude, you believed Norn was hiding something in here, didn’t you?” Victoria said, crossing her arms. “If so, a brute like her probably has no idea what that STEM thing is either, but she may have forced her way in violently. We need to move this panel and see if there’s a crawl space or a gap behind it.”

	“Don’t insult Norn.” Gertrude said with a sudden sharpness. “But yes, we should try to move this.”

	Victoria looked surprised by the sudden scolding.

	Gertrude made to leave to get equipment, but stopped when Nile touched her shoulder.

	“Leave it to me. I want to limit how many people we involve in this.” She said.

	“Why?” Gertrude replied.

	“Just be quiet, trust me, and get back from the wall.” Nile said.

	Victoria stared at her with narrowed eyes, but took a few steps back.

	Gertrude almost feared she would reach for her sword. She stepped back from Nile as well.

	Nile turned to the wall. She let her arms hang at her sides, loosened up, moved her fingers.

	“It’s been a while since I did this. I would beg Allah for forgiveness– but I’m beyond forgiving anyway.”

	In the next instant, Gertrude saw Nile’s eyes acquire red rings around the irises.

	She drew in a breath, and delivered a punch to the wall–

	–that Gertrude realized stopped just short of striking.

	Victoria’s eyes turned red as well– she must have been seeing it.

	There was a brief flash of green across the panel, and it shook and fell loose from the wall entirely.

	Nile casually reached out her hand and caught the panel before it collapsed on top of her.

	“Help me move this aside.” She said calmly.

	Victoria stood in place, wary, while Gertrude stepped forward with a troubled look on her face.

	She had felt it, that hair-raising invisible pressure; this was the power Norn possessed.

	When she beat Gertrude back on the Antenora, when she attacked so quickly it was as if time slowed.

	That beating was replete with the colors and presence that Gertrude now felt again.

	Wary, she helped Nile to move the panel aside.

	Revealing, behind it, several electronics that had been rearranged away from a very narrow path.

	At the end of which Gertrude could see a distant metal wall– was that the interior?

	“We found our entryway. And perhaps also Cocytus’, if what you believe is actually true.” Nile said.

	She looked at Gertrude, and found herself holding a narrow and serious gaze from the Inquisitor.

	“Nile, explain what you just did. I want to trust you, but I need to know.” Gertrude said.

	From a few meters away, Victoria lifted her hand from the butt of her sword and sighed.

	Nile shrugged and began to recite in a professor-like voice:

	“Loup call it Volshebstvo and its practitioners Zirnitra. They have a belief that these are knacks which can be obtained by feats of strength or the whimsy of spirits. Khedivate Loup and Shimii hold these arts to be forbidden by God, calling them Sihr. Practitioners are called Majus, which is a highly pejorative term for Shimiists of all sorts as it implies godlessness and idolatry. To them, these abilities are provided by Jinn, evil spirits or demons that bend light to create illusions that deceive and lure people away from God. Khanate Vekans believe that Bayatars attain these powers from taking in the blood of their monarch’s horse, or having sex with the monarch– they call it Id Shid and call its practitioners the Mergid.”

	She cast a glance at Victoria as she spoke the last sentence, and Gertrude cast a glance over to her too.

	“What are you trying to say?” Gertrude replied. “That you’re some kind of folkloric legend?”

	“No. I am saying you have nothing to fear. People with this ability have always existed.” Nile replied. “It’s neither unattainable nor inherently evil. In fact, I could show you how to do it– provided we had time.”

	“She’s correct.” Victoria said. “And, Gertrude, if she wanted to kill us, she had many chances to do it.”

	It was surprising to see Victoria agreeing with Nile on anything, and that surprised lent additional tension.

	“Taking her side now?” Gertrude snapped. She realized, immediately, how stupid that sounded.

	Nevertheless, she had said it, and let it hang in the air, awaiting the crash–

	“I’m on the side of being logical and not lashing out at people for no reason. Unlike you.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude felt pure shame down to her bones with the way Victoria and Nile were both looking at her.

	Nevertheless, there was also a rebellious little part of her that didn’t want to have to apologize.

	“Whatever.” She mumbled. “Let’s just carry on. I’ll go through the opening first.”

	Nile and Victoria stared briefly at each other, then at Gertrude, with defeated looks on their faces.

	

	

	Gertrude, Victoria and Nile ventured deeper into the facility. 

	Crawling through the narrow gap in the wall that had been concealed behind the loose panel, they found themselves in a hall behind the STEM-locked door. Following that hall, the space opened up into a lounge that was two stories tall. A pair of staircases along the sides of the space led to a narrow walkway connecting a few doors, but most of the space was taken up by untouched furniture that looked like it was made of glass, but must have been some kind of carbon or plastic. There were tables, chairs, what seemed like a couch lacking any kind of soft padding, completely empty vending machines. A bar with a counter, housing machines for preparing food that were also too clean to have seen any recent use.

	The entire room had a hyper-modern style, featuring many abstract shapes, swirls, curves, everything from the railings on the staircases to the hanging LED lamps, the handles on the doors and the armrests and legs on the chairs, it all seemed like an objet d’art more than a functional set of furnishings. Gertrude was silent and serious as she looked over the pieces. The trio tried a few of the doors; several were locked via STEM tokens, while the ones that weren’t appeared to be empty storage rooms or backrooms.

	That the supposed people of the ancient era lived so much like the people now, did not once enter into Gertrude’s mind. Her archeological curiosity was purely self-centered and power-driven. She had no interest in this time capsule, even though she was now sure that it was such a thing. Rather, what mattered was the treasure at the end; and therefore, finding the road that led to the end.

	“Someone picked this place to the bones.” Victoria said. “No food, no drinks, not even napkins or hand soap. The bar has nothing, the vending machines have nothing, even the furnishing looks like it should have padding or cushions but no longer does. But they also left it superbly clean. It’s surreal.”

	“It doesn’t matter. There must be a way through here. I’m going to blow one of these doors.”

	Gertrude reached for one of her breaching charges, but Nile bid her to calm down.

	“Those panels are probably just blocking off executive offices.” Nile said. “This place looks like a corporate lobby. Those offices probably just have devices and computers with STEM interfaces. Let’s check upstairs and try to find a connection to a different area. We may have more luck if we can get farther up.”

	“We should also keep an eye out for more damage.” Victoria said. “Our mysterious infiltrator may have made their own functional path through the structure. I’m positive they did not have a STEM.”

	“That gap they made in the first room was meticulous. None of the electronics were damaged.” Nile said.

	Gertrude did not have as much of a low opinion as Victoria did of Norn– but she was beginning to think it may not have been Norn who first discovered this place. It had to have some connection to her, or else Norn would not bother sending her to Kesar. Either Norn visited this place, or perhaps she was taken here, or found it in a classified file or something like that– but she might not have been responsible for it. That move with the hidden panel was not Norn’s style. She would have blown a hole through.

	Norn was not surreptitious. She was direct. She had no motivation to lie; she had the power not to.

	So this place had to mean something or she would not have sent Gertrude there.

	But, perhaps she also didn’t make the paths herself either. She was not meticulous.

	“Ugh. What a situation– fine, let’s check upstairs.” Gertrude brusquely replied.

	Climbing the staircases, they found more locked doors, with panels as verbose as the one before all asking for STEM tokens– but of a slightly different type. These doors asked for “verification” tokens rather than “authorization” tokens. Gertrude knew enough about machines to know such a distinction was significant, but it didn’t matter. She wasn’t about to let the door sting her again, she knew she did not have a STEM and therefore, it was fruitless to play around with the panels for too long.

	There was a plant pot in each corner of the upstairs hall, next to one of the locked doors.

	They had short, thick green trunks and long fronds, like “tropical-style” plant decorations.

	Gertrude, on a whim, rubbed her fingers on one of the fronds and nearly jumped.

	“This– this doesn’t feel like plastic!” She called out.

	Victoria dipped a finger into the soil in the pot. She withdrew it and shook it, with wide-eyed surprise.

	“It’s moist.” She said simply.

	Nile crossed her arms. “Someone has been here recently, and they’re taking care of this place.”

	“How the hell?” Gertrude said. “They won’t communicate with anyone, but they’ll water the plants?”

	“Maybe they can’t actually operate the main computer; they’re not able to pay attention to a security system or acknowledge intrusion remotely.” Nile said. “They have no administrative ability, but can get around somehow and are trying to keep the spaces inhabitable as much as they can. So they are unable to respond to contacts from outside and can’t operate these locked STEM doors but they keep what they can reach clean, and have wound their way through the facility over time without causing damage.”

	Gertrude couldn’t imagine this scenario, it was too farfetched.

	“That’s insane, they would still need food and water. For what end would they stay trapped here?”

	Nile shrugged. “I’m just guessing. I have no idea. But these are real plants, and someone watered them.”

	“Whoever it is, they are fastidious. Everything is impeccably clean, it looks brand new, and it can’t just be because the materials are durable. It does fit a potential profile of our mystery infiltrator.” Victoria said. “There may be sources of food and water deeper in. I hate to say it, but it’s not so implausible.”

	“Fine. That gets me no closer to anything.” Gertrude complained. “We need to find another path.”

	Nile and Victoria stared at her again, but this time Gertrude did not stay put long enough to see it.

	Though she felt their gazes in the back of her head. They simply vanished in the flame of her passion.

	They looked over the lounge and bar area, as well as the upper story, a second time.

	“Wait, I know.”

	Gertrude had an idea. The front door panel had called this placed the “Island 3 Crown Spire.”

	That did suggest verticality was important– it was like Nile said. They had to find a way further up.

	Going up–

	Maybe one of these doors had an elevator or a staircase but everything was locked by STEM and it was impossible to tell which doors were important and which weren’t. They couldn’t blow up everything for fear of damaging something important. It was likely the person or persons who infiltrated the front door ran into the same obstacle. They were on a landing though– so they must have tried going up.

	Gertrude had been checking the doors and walls and the floor, on both the first and second stories–

	“Nile, can you use your ability to try to disturb the ceiling panels?” Gertrude asked.

	Higher up the spire from this “lobby”– to get higher up, maybe–

	Nile nodded her head. She glanced at the roof.

	Her eyes briefly lit up and red, and suddenly there was a series of loud knocks, dozens of them.

	“Ugh! Be careful!” Victoria shouted, folding her ears down against her head with her hands.

	Reverberating across the ceiling, Gertrude thought she could almost see the strikes on each panel.

	Like waves of vague color rippling out from a center point in each panel.

	Nile had not moved a muscle other than to give the ceiling a look.

	Was her power even more impressive than Norn’s? That simply couldn’t be–

	In the midst of her awe, however, Gertrude saw one of the panels shake and drop.

	Along with a carbon-fiber rope ladder that stretched into the ceiling.

	“There! God damn, we finally found it!” Gertrude cried out with joy. “Nile, you’re amazing.”

	Nile shut her eyes and looked down at the floor but was clearly smiling behind her mask.

	Victoria huffed. “I’m choosing to trust you for now, criminal, but I’m watching you. Every thing I learn about you makes you seem more dangerous, and Gertrude doesn’t understand it at all.”

	“At least you’re choosing to trust me, that’s all I care about.” Nile replied.

	“Hey. I understand perfectly what I’m doing. Quit your bickering. We can go up! Onward!”

	Gertrude called out to the two, and ran to the ladder, which had come down in front of a second story doorway. She began to climb up into a crawlspace that separated the lobby from whatever was above. It was, like the interior of the wall hidden behind that loose panel, full of cables and vents and pipes, that had been carefully rerouted away from a tight path, at the end of which was a light coming down. It was another loose panel that had been completely pulled away, allowing exit up into a new hallway.

	As before, the space was fastidiously clean. But it also answered a lot of questions.

	After Victoria and Nile had made their way up to the new hall, which was a pristine blue steel like the other ones, they wound their way through several habitations and habitation-supporting facilities. Here, there was noticeable damage. STEM panels had been messily removed, and doors hung open with their sliding locks sticking out like limbs half-amputated. Aside from the door damage, everything was pristine, without a speck of dust. There was an area with bunks, dozens of them; a bathroom with showers; another lounge, with empty and open offices that also had their STEM locks disgorged; and an algae and mushroom cultivation room that was overgrown but tended, still producing food that must have been regularly consumed. There was a wall full of crates of material for both the algaea and the mushrooms.

	Gertrude was amazed at the size of the grow operation and the sheer amount of supplies in it.

	“There’s decades worth of food in here. There must be a hundred crates of preserved material.”

	“Some of these crates have Imbrian and Katarran national symbols.” Victoria said. “But there’s one in the corner that’s just blocking off a vent that has an entirely different symbol. I’ve never seen this one.”

	That last crate was made of plastic slightly yellowed and had seen a lot of use. That symbol on its lid was barely legible, but appeared to be six hexagons, arrayed in a hexagon pattern, around a globe.

	“Is that an old Republic symbol or something? What polity is that?” Gertrude asked.

	Nile’s eyes were shut. She took in a deep breath. “I’m afraid it’s much older than that.”

	“You know something, so just come out with it. We’ll believe any crazy thing at this point.” Victoria said.

	Nile nodded. “It’s an ancient polity that spanned the surface. The Aer Federation.”

	“Aer like the planet?” Gertrude asked, in mild disbelief despite Victoria’s assertion.

	“Yes. In the Sunlight Foundation’s research on abyssal locations and recoverable old era technology, which has borne little fruit, I must add–” Nile sighed. “This symbol came up a bit. It’s on broken pieces of ancient vehicles that Yangtze and Euphrates studied. On old cargo crates, ancient debris, shipwrecks.”

	“I thought you said old era things were untouched by time.” Gertrude replied.

	“Structures, yes. They are made of an extremely dense and high quality form of agarthic alloy that we have no capability to reproduce. The amount of heat, material and time that must have taken to produce a structure like this Island-3 would be mind boggling to us, infinitely too expensive and we simply don’t have the facilities and logistics to do it. But even the surface dwellers could not make everything out of this material, so they left behind debris. Things like ancient shuttles or transport ships, maybe even cargo pods and escape craft, that were ultimately destroyed long before our time and lost in the depths.”

	“And your people just happened to turn up their bits and pieces in your expeditions.” Gertrude said.

	“Why is that the part you’re skeptical about? You just don’t understand the time scale the Sunlight Foundation operates on.” Nile replied. Her eyes looked suddenly wistful. “For us, it’s as if time stops, and we have infinity itself to accomplish our goals. With that outlook, scouring every centimeter of a deep ocean trench or a gorge or overturning every grain of sand in a Reach is not daunting at all.”

	She looked at Gertrude in the eyes. “It’s only recently, that I’ve felt like my time is moving again.”

	Despite her ardor and desperation– Gertrude recognized the humanity in those eyes, in that look.

	She stopped questioning Nile. She began to feel like she just wanted to embrace her.

	And she had to choke down some of that unneeded empathy. To keep going; to keep the fire.

	“Let’s keep looking around then. We might be able to find someone– or readable records.”

	Nile nodded her head in response. Victoria put down the box back where she found it.

	If there were Katarran and Imbrian supplies stockpiled here, then there had been an intruder.

	It was just as they thought– someone had gotten to this old era structure before them.

	Norn? Perhaps with assistance?

	What do you want me to see here? What do you want me to experience?

	Gertrude’s obsession with the purpose of coming here– made her lose sight of other things.

	She barely acknowledged the magnificence of what she had found– what she had learned.

	Knowledge and experience in itself was useless to her. Unless it was actionable as power.

	So she kept wandering through this grave of an unknown ambition.

	With a weary mind and a hungry, reckless heart–

	Please help me.

	“Hmm?”

	Gertrude looked around. 

	She thought she heard a voice. 

	They were just walking down another corridor with more empty rooms–

	Please. I’m trapped. Please help me.

	“Do you hear anything?”

	That voice had such pathos to it– it really sounded like somebody was hurt or distressed.

	There was a growing alarm in Gertrude’s heart at the voice. Nile and Victoria stared at her.

	“Hear what? There’s just a bit of whirring, probably the vents.” Victoria said.

	I can’t get out. I need to leave. I’m trapped in here. Please. You have to save me.

	“How can you not hear it?” Gertrude asked.

	Nile looked at the Inquisitor, quizzical at first, but then her eyes drew wide with alarm.

	“Victoria, grab her–!”

	Victoria had been far too late to realize and then to respond–

	Gertrude had already taken off running down the corridor. She was convinced that there was somebody deeper inside the facility that was desperately crying for help and it awakened every bound-up and coiled tense muscle in her body to sudden action. That voice, which was filled with so much emotion, it reminded her of something that she felt suddenly responsible for, and it made her despondent and desperate. She ran and her eyes teared up and her chest hurt and everything began to change–

	rippling mirrored images of emotional colors
walls warped into half-remembered vistas of dreams
moaning forests full of silver trees
puddles reflected ribbons of flying sensation
sky as crowns of world-spanning white branches
reflecting past present future roots digging through–

a woman surrounded by evil machines– 

	and the one whom she had been truly speaking to–

	and what she had left behind–

	

	

	There was loud slamming sound as an automatic bulkhead shut itself behind Gertrude.

	When she came to her senses, she was in a dark, cavernous place with a damp floor.

	No longer surrounded by metal walls, Gertrude panicked and clutched her chest and neck–

	but she could breathe.

	Her breathing was ragged, moaning, exhausted, but she could breathe.

	She was outside Island-3. When she looked back, she saw a closed bulkhead, but everything around her, in front of her, over her, was rock that had been carved into some kind of tunnel. It was dark, but there were a few LED strips on the walls glowing dimly and intermittently on failing batteries. There was air in this tunnel– she even thought she could still hear the whirring of a pump somewhere. She was not cast out at sea and the pressure was not going to tear her apart. She was inside the gorge wall somehow.

	Looking back over her shoulder. 

	How far had she gone? 

	Where were Nile and Victoria?

	And where was the voice that had led her to run so desperately?

	She was so shocked, she felt numb, utterly confused, so she walked forward, there was nowhere else.

	“What happened to me?”

	Soon as she stepped farther into the tunnel ahead, that pathetic whimpering returned–

	Please help me. Please anyone help me.

	Gertrude was also hearing something else– a static-filled and broken, horrifying voice–

	WARNING, STEM CRITICAL FAILURE, STEM REFORMATTING INITIATED–

	REFORMATTING FAILED.

	There was buzzing noise inside Gertrude’s head like she was a radio for some dismal frequency–

	WARNING, STEM CRITICAL FAILURE, STEM REFORMATTING INITIATED–

	REFORMATTING FAILED.

	“I don’t have a STEM. That computer said it.” Gertrude mumbled to herself.

	It couldn’t be her STEM that was breaking down– she had none–

	These weren’t her thoughts– they couldn’t be– they didn’t have her–

	–texture. 

	Gertrude was certain she was hearing someone else’s internal voice, but inside herself.

	“It doesn’t feel like Nile, or like Victoria, or like Norn–“

	It wasn’t like any of those powerful presences she had felt in the past, but it had the same–

	–texture.

	Every time she heard it, booming inside her skull, it made her panic ever worse.

	Please help me– Please, I’m trapped– I can’t take it anymore–

	WARNING, STEM CRITICAL FAILURE, STEM REFORMATTING INITIATED–

	REFORMATTING FAILED.

	Gertrude grit her teeth, going from a brisk walk back to a headlong run.

	Her own ragged breathing began to overpower the voices in her head as she sprinted into the darkness.

	In front of her the shadows parted to reveal ever more and deeper shadows.

	She ran and ran in the mounting and encroaching dark, her chest muscles tightening, her legs burning.

	Indistinct rock sliding past her, the same flat shadow in front of her tears-warped vision.

	She felt the walls enclose, the world tighten around her like black shackles, why couldn’t she advance?

	Her chest tightened and expanded and every action was pain.

	But she kept running, kept tearing at the indistinct shadow in front of her–

	Until something broke up the once-changing sights.

	Gertrude brought herself to a sudden halt, gasping with surprise.

	In the middle of a circular room littered with debris. Ripped plastic and cardboard, wrappers, fish bones.

	All surrounding a woman in a long, black dress, standing with her head bowed, arms hugging herself.

	She twitched; a convulsion wracked through her body–

	WARNING, STEM CRITICAL FAILURE, STEM REFORMATTING INITIATED–

	REFORMATTING FAILED.

	Her lips spread gently and she whispered. “Please help me. Please, anyone.”

	Gertrude stepped forward. That voice was so soft, gentle, needful–

	She reached out a trembling hand and touched the woman on the shoulder–

	and felt a jolt of something hot and quickly-spreading, like electricity through her veins.

	Her eyes immediately began to weep, blistering hot like they were melting.

	Around her everything broke down and blurred away in copious tears.

	In between blinking eyes, flitting in and out of focus before her she saw–

	Oceans. Mountains. Skies. Trees (not silver, but reaching high). Roads. Buildings.

	(A purple glow that flashed and burned.)

	Metal hallways. Depth. Darkness. Pale bodies by their hundreds.

	(A clicking sound like thrown dice. A feeling like an equation resolved.)

	Duty. Order. Repetition. The same halls, the same tasks.

	(A rising pillar, ambition, an eagle on a flag.)

	A monstrous metal landscape that glowed and throbbed with sinew and bone as if alive.

	“I’m sorry.”

	Polaris.

	“I made my decision.”

	How could you abandon everything?

	WARNING, STEM CRITICAL FAILURE, STEM REFORMATTING INITIATED–

	REFORMATTING–

	SUCCESS!

	Welcome to STEM R12.2. Isolating corrupted blocks until bad block check resolves–

	BAD BLOCK CHECK CANCELLED– WILL NOT RETRY.

	Eyes with glowing blue hexagons around orange irises deep and bright as pools of fire,

	swallowed Gertrude whole.

	She was right in front of her–

	grinning.

	And when her fingers touched Gertrude’s head, it felt like her skull split open.

	

	

	Her body was in a different position and there was now a dim light in her eyes.

	Directly in front of her– no, she was supine, so it was the ceiling above–

	It was all dark brown and black rock. 

	She was not lying on the rock. Her head was lifted a little bit, and rested on something soft.

	Her vision was still swimming. Something slowly started to come into focus.

	On the periphery of her vision; black, a long black sleeveless dress, a black cape; slim pale arms;

	A pale woman with a soft and beautiful countenance, a mature and gentle expression, regal even; 

	long silver-gray hair; an ample, gently rising bosom; two tall, fluffy, black ears;

	silk-sleek hands stroking Gertrude’s hair and shoulder, around her neck;

	Fingers crawling into her shirt and massaging her neck and collarbone in a sensual way.

	Her head was resting on this woman’s thighs.

	Bright eyes colored a deep orange locked onto Gertrude’s own.

	She felt comfort. She felt rest for the first time in a while. She felt, strangely, safe.

	“Are you awake now, master?” The woman asked. She shut her eyes and smiled gently.

	Her voice was very attractive– deep, sonorous, worldly. 

	“Where am I?” Gertrude asked.

	“You are in the Island-3 Crown Spire, the VIP module of the Island-3 colonization project.”

	“What does that mean? Island-3?” Gertrude mumbled, still recovering her senses.

	“Island-3 was a project to explore the deep ocean trenches and expand humanity’s reach into the place known as ‘Agartha’ in search of energy sources. I’m afraid that’s all I’ve uncovered. Most importantly, master, what you are now is safe. Your body is so worn, and you are full of anxiety. Let me help.”

	Her lips were painted a very slight violet. With her every word, they moved so tantalizingly.

	“Who are you?” Gertrude asked. Her tense body started to loosen up.

	“I am a humble caretaker of humans– of people. You can call me–” 

	She paused and looked up for a moment as if in deep thought.

	“–it looks like you can call me Azazil An-Nur. I am Azazil An-Nur. I am here to serve, master.”

	The woman looked around the room. She seemed puzzled by her own surroundings.

	“Well– I suppose it cannot be said that you are in Island-3 anymore. Years and years ago, someone carved this tunnel, and trapped a girl here in the dark. They loved her because they had been born to love her– but their hearts resented her and wanted her shut away from sight. They were both ashamed and disdainful, grateful and proud; such is the dual nature of Duty. Those powerful feelings still linger in this place. They have become more important than Island-3’s original purpose. Do you feel it, master?”

	Gertrude felt it. She could feel the entire room, beating, like it had a pulse, a pulse of long-lost voices.

	There was a familiar texture that once felt so distant, but was now so plain, so obvious.

	She could feel it so strongly that it was as if the colors in the room brought the woman to them–

	Norn.

	Norn had been here before. This entire room felt like her– abandoned, confused, angry.

	So, extremely, horrifically, angry–

	“Master, are you curious what happened here? I can show you– if you open your mind to it.”

	Gertrude’s head still felt hazy, and there were a million alarms buzzing in back of her mind.

	Despite this it only took her a few seconds to respond.

	“Show me.”

	Azazil An-Nur smiled gently again. 

	“It shall be done, master. Hold on tightly to your sense of self– I’ll hold on to it too.”

	Around Gertrude, the colors that were previously dancing in their dimmest hues exploded with brilliance.

	Azazil’s eyes glowed with red rings, and a whirlwind of emotion swept Gertrude away.

	To the time of Mehmed’s Jihad– and before.
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S1.6

	In a very dark and silent room, sounded a shutter, its report as loud as a gun.

	On the middle of the far wall a circle of white light shone suddenly.

	With the shadows just barely parted, five ascending rows of ten seats each became visible.

	There was nobody alive sitting down in them; but every other seat was occupied by a stuffed animal.

	Some were proud collectibles and limited editions in pristine conditions; others were patched up with much love and attention, having seen many hugs and absorbed many tears in their best days. It was these stuffies that gave off a tiny wisp of colors from their bodies, green and blue and the tiniest hint of black. It was these stuffies that could almost feel human in their aged dignity, in the visible scars of experience.

	Below that circle of light on far wall, there was a small stage.

	Footsteps; a woman climbed up on stage and briefly stood in the light to wave at the audience.

	Of course, none of the stuffies waved back.

	“Hello, hello!” She greeted. “My name is Polaris, super cute girl and genius wunderkind of the Shooting Stars! I need little introduction right? I joined the United Research Department of the Aer Federation at 13 years old! I’m a well-known prodigy who has written many papers!”

	Polaris certainly no longer looked 13 years old.

	She was a grown woman, pale, with her brown hair tied up in a ponytail. She wore a white coat which was full of custom-printed pins, each of which gave off the same feeling of humanity as the stuffies in attendance. The aura wafting from her pins curled over her left shoulder like a fleetingly visible rainbow half-cape. Her turtleneck and skirt had tiny coffee stains and were going slightly ratty. She had a flushed and girlish countenance; a slight roundness to her cheeks and nose. 

	She was still young– but worn. Her eyes had deep bags under them, and the fingers with which she operated the projector’s clicker and her laser pointed were bruised black and purple and red.

	Her voice trembled very slightly as the audience of stuffed animals gave no response, and she resumed:

	“Today, we are going to learn about the Aer Federation’s Threat Classification System. This simple system was designed as a way to categorize threats to public order in a way that their OS, the Aerscape system, can parse, assess and respond to– in theory, delivering contingency plans directly to STEM-equipped personnel in the form of detailed tactical, strategic and logistical info within minutes.”

	Polaris fiddled nervously with the laser pointed in her fingers.

	“Of course, that was– is, the theory. The implementation was flawed.” She mumbled to herself. “I think it will help illustrate the situation that the Aer Federation was– is–” she paused, “the situation it is in.”

	There was another loud report from the shutter on the projector– an image appeared in the white light.

	That image was a young man with a hoodie, hands in his pockets, avoiding eye contact.

	“Contagio Civilis.” Polaris said. “Social plague’– but these titles were more than their literal meaning.” 

	A crowd of people all wearing the same t-shirt. Seemingly nothing else out of the ordinary.

	“For the Aer Federation, this was also ‘civil contact.’ To watch for any organizing or group thought. It was– it is– currently– before–” Polaris paused and raised a hand over her mouth briefly then smiled and continued speaking. “It is a model called ‘zero trust society.'”

	There were a few more reports of the shutter. 

	Images of thieves, graffiti artists on hoverboards, doomsayers on the street–

	–a shadowy, tall man surreptitiously in an alleyway on a dark night,

	a misshapen shadow in a suburban backyard, looming over a child with eldritch violence,

	a woman putting up flyers,

	“Contagio Civilis.” 

	She waved the laser pointed at each of the images.

	“These were individual threats to highly localized areas. Next set of slides please.”

	There were images of tornadoes, monsoon winds, black bloc anarchists, labor unions on strike, 

	a shadowy figure of flesh in a dark forest, maw studded with teeth, legs as thick as an adult’s torso–

	a single bolt of purple lightning and a half-charred corpse disfigured with hexagonal missing flesh,

	“Clades Regionem.”

	A map of a coastal region appeared, red overlayed on a long strip of land containing many cities.

	“I added that one slide– the purple stuff. But– that sort of thing was never officially acknowledged by the Aer Federation. Anyway. This is one level of threat over. Clades Regionem. It can be read as both ‘localized disaster’ and ‘regional conflict’. Clades Regionem were threats that affected a particular locale in the Federation. At first, national disasters were the main focus of this category, but over time, they came to encompass political movements and organizing efforts at city and state levels. Clades Regionem were threats that called for suppression, but response stopped short of total elimination. Next slides.”

	Loud shutter report;

	Dark computer monitors with white sigil text that read “Q – The Question.” 

	People staring at those monitors in rapt attention while a countdown played beneath the Q sigil.

	Another shutter–

	Young men and women with small arms, dressed in old-school Ayvartan communist uniforms.

	“Continere Ruina.”

	MRAP vehicles opening fire with machine guns and wire-guided missiles on a colossal, gangly red creature in a forested area, its long snout closing over a similar vehicle which was being crushed in its jaw and eaten. Under its shadow, pale human figures gathered. When the slide turned, it was a similar picture, except coast guard boats firing autocannons and torpedoes at a massive, serpentine beast out at sea.

	Polaris looked upon the flashing images with what seemed like a growing sorrow.

	“Continere Ruina. To the Aer Federation it means ‘continental devastation’ but it can also be taken to mean ‘contains ruin’ or ‘contains calamity.’ The obvious thing to draw from it, is that it’s a scale of threat that can affect an entire continent. But there were other interpretations: ideas that ‘contain ruin’ such as, in the Aer Federation’s eyes, ‘authoritarian communism’ were labeled as Continere Ruina level threats. This is because it’s an idea that can spread far and cause unrest. Even something like the ‘Question Conspiracy’, climbed in threat level as it spread across the internet and caused civil unrest globally. Threats of this nature often required long-term, clandestine methods in order to oppose them. They had to be destroyed, but the level of damage also had to be hidden from the public as much as possible.”

	Polaris’ laser pointed hovered over an image of an enormous, armored, snake-like being emerging from a cave, black exhaust seeping from jets along its side– clearly taken by someone’s trembling hand.

	There was another shutter slide, another slide; a group of nine individuals, one of whom was Polaris.

	There were Shimii, Loup, Nochtish, Nobilean, and Ayvartan members, all together in one place.

	The Shooting Stars.

	“Continere Ruina level threats were the first threats that called for elimination to be strongly considered over suppression. Elimination entailed hunting down the organization, or the organization’s assets, all equipment involved, and so on, with the goal of not just suppressing individual actors, but permanently uprooting all elements. These purges were expensive and time consuming. So, as the Federation weakened, it became possible to continue operations when marked at this level– if you were careful. Or if you were connected– the Federation was also– is also– notoriously corrupt and nepotistic.”

	Polaris’ eyes lingered on the faces of the group in the picture. Her eyes watered just a little.

	She grit her teeth and ran her arm over her face. “Next slides please.”

	There was a picture of what looked like an advertisement.

	It depicted:

	A dog-like figure and a human-like figure; x-rays of them showed bizarre internal anatomies.

	It read: 

	EXCORIUM HUMANITAS.

	BIOMECHANICS ARE A THREAT TO HUMANITY. BIOMECHANICS ARE AGAINST THE LAW.

	“Excorium Humanitas. Literally ‘to peel the skin off a person.'” Polaris said. “Excorium Humanitas level threats could harm people and society globally. Threats to ‘all humans’ such as the Great Ravages– pandemics that caused billions in loss of life taken together, and trillions in economic damages. Global Climate Change– but only the part where the planet was warming, not– all the other things–“

	Polaris’ hands shook. 

	Her laser pointed briefly flitted across a picture of a massive purple storm cloud.

	“But it was also understood to include, ‘threats that can change the nature of humanity itself.'”

	New slides. A short, pale girl standing at the edge of a rural road at night, with a passing car stopping to offer her help; and then a slide of the inhabitants slaughtered, the girl eating them. A symbol of an eclipsed sun; a city under a barrage of purple lightning, tearing through buildings and streets, while at the edge of the storm a horde of dark, animalistic, monstrous figures were tearing into a crowd of riot police.

	“Biomechanics conglomerates exploited the tensions between the Federation’s constituent states to gain funding from all sides to pour into dangerous projects. After a series of high-profile incidents, and the spread of hostile biomechanoids, the Federation responded sharply. After being declared Excorium Humanitas, it became impossible to buy even a clone of your deceased dog or a vita-stitched cleaning servitor. Even cybernetics started becoming Excorium Humanitas bit by bit. Alternatives to STEM-integrated implants or STEM-capable cybernetic augmentation controllers, particularly in the latter-day Federation, became targets. Even things like stitcher machines and biomedical organ growing began to be curtailed due to this ongoing backlash. There was even a move in conservative parts of the Federation to label ‘transgender ideology’ as Excorium Humanitas, but these were not successful, thankfully.” 

	Shutter; shot.

	On the screen, a picture of herself, on a poster. Polaris. Margery Balyaeva. Nationality, age, gender, sex.

	“No attempt to fully eliminate biomechanoids and biomechanics was ever successful. I strongly believe the Aer Federation’s ongoing– collapse– troubles– they’re not a result of just biomechanics in itself.”

	It was visibly difficult for her to speak of this.

	That sorrowful looking photograph of hers was surrounded by a circle of repeating text,

	EXCORIUM HUMANITAS

	and below the picture,

	ALL MEASURES VALID. PROTECTING THE FEDERATION IS A CIVIC DUTY.

	That said it all. Margery Balyaeva or “Polaris” no longer had rights as a subject of the Aer Federation.

	“This is for my– I guess you could say, my current actions. Not that it means anything anymore.”

	Polaris smiled at the audience suddenly. She pointed at herself glibly, digging fingers into her cheeks.

	“Polaris, Excorium Humanitas, speaking. But it’s okay; you won’t have to pursue this evil villain to safeguard your falling world any longer. I’m sorry I can’t continue to provide a distraction.”

	An involuntary sob; she sucked in air and steadied herself. “Next slide. Please.”

	Shutter–

	A woman huddling on a bed, flesh glistening as if fluid, pustules that seemed to writhe covering her skin.

	“Raphtha, the plague of burning. The last and most horrific of the Three Great Ravages. Upgraded first to Continere Ruina, then Excorium Humanitas, and finally Aerae Nullius, when it caused the total collapse of Hispalis and Brittania.” Polaris said. “If only they would have responded strongly from the start.”

	Shutter–

	A wide shot of an island landscape and port infrastructure, a dark sky overhead, waves of people panicking and fleeing. A colossal serpentine monstrosity, nine eyes along its snout focusing seemingly on the picture camera with a cruel intellect. Gunfire seemed to fly at the islanders from protrusions along its length. From its mouth, an enormous gust of annihilating purple breath cut apart the land itself. 

	“The Horror of Dys, a biomechanoid that destroyed the Aer Federation’s man-made continent in the central Imbrium, ending their ambition to relocate their headquarters to ‘the center of the world.’ It is still at large, somewhere in the depths of the ocean. Hell– I might end up meeting it soon if I’m unlucky.”

	Shutter–

	A woman, her orange eyes hidden behind dark glasses, wearing a turtleneck and pants with her hands inside of a long coat. Her purple eyeshadow and lipstick added a splash of color to her monochromatic aesthetics. Long dark hair, and a regal expression, made her appear mature and queen-like in nature.

	“Zabik, fellow Shooting Star. A major figure in STEM technology; and avid defender of biomechanics. I did my very best to protect her. But– Hmm. Actually I think she would say ‘I’m still here.’ I think she would.”

	Polaris’ eyes lingered on the picture of this woman. She reached out as if to touch her– then drew back.

	“We’ll still be here in our STEM data. We’ll be in the aether– and Zabik, you’ll always be with me.”

	She pulled herself away from the woman’s picture and back to the task which she had given herself.

	Shutter–

	A bloodlessly pale red headed woman with a horn, dressed in a robe that almost seemed like a pair of demonic wings folded over herself, a spiked tail swinging behind her. Lit by a bolt of purple lightning, she laughed raucously with furiously red eyes. An image like– the last thing the camera ever saw–

	In the distant horizon, the thick, raging sky blocked the sun like a total eclipse–

	“All of these images represent the same thing.”

	Shutter–

	A picture of an Aer Federation flag, the globe surrounded by six hexagons in a hexagon pattern.

	And a bloody X scrawled over that flag.

	“Aerae Nullius. A threat rating that is rarely acknowledged. We can draw from the name that these were threats to ‘Aer.’ But how is that different from Excorium Humanitas? In truth, these were threats that could bring about the fall of the Aer Federation specifically, not to the planet Aer. For example, and this one is so perversely horrid: the Shimii and their religious conflicts were ultimately labeled Aerae Nullius.”

	Polaris pointed her laser at a picture of a group of cat-eared and cat-tailed militants in hoods.

	“None of us will ever know the degree of effort that went into preserving the Aer Federation. How many trillions of Ecos were spent in asserting Aerean sovereignty in the face of growing social conflicts? In controlling a planet ravaged by climate instability and historical pandemics? All of it while trillion eco conglomerates reaped vast profits!” Polaris’ fingers clutched her laser pointer more sharply than before.

	“Excorium Humanitas.” She mumbled to herself. “All I wanted– was to preserve humanity. To save us.”

	Her eyes glistened. She began to weep, to sob, her shoulders shaking. Ugly noises escaped her lips.

	“Zabik– I’m– I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I failed; I failed everyone. Now– now there’s no going back–“

	Throughout this display of pathos all of the audience was silent– including–

	Gertrude Lichtenberg. 

	Frozen with her eyes wide, shaking, taking the place of a stuffed toy in the higher seats.

	And at her side–

	Red hair, a horn, a pale, grinning face, a tail so long it lounged over several rows of seats,

	“Interesting. So this is where she fled to. Well– good riddance. Just another hypocritical hominin. You belong in this underwater prison. You deserve even worse. For what you did to us– to me–“

	Arbitrator II suddenly lifted her hand to Gertrude’s face, covering her eyes,

	and caused her body to burst like a smashed watermelon, ejecting colors from hundreds of wounds–

	

	

	“Master? Are you with me? Hold my hand.”

	Gertrude felt a warm touch, fingers gently squeezing the palm of her hand.

	A wall of colors parted before her eyes to reveal a world that felt more substantial– 

	yet still airy around the edges.

	Dim sights through fatigued eyes, half awake and half in dream.

	She was standing in the middle of the Island-3 entrance, with that damnable STEM-locked door.

	At her side stood–

	Azazil An-Nur.

	Gertrude was immediately stricken by her bewitching beauty, and the otherworldly presence she felt from the woman. She felt like these dreams felt, like the silver trees felt (what trees?), like the horned woman felt (horned woman?). She felt like the promise of sublimity that Gertrude only found in her delusions.

	Pale and long-limbed with deep, dark orange eyes mottled with yellow, cybernetic perhaps. 

	For someone who called her ‘master’ so frequently, she looked strikingly regal, purple lips subtly smiling, her purple-shadowed eyes delivering a penetrating gaze. Her dress and half-cape, hugging her slender but curved figure, made her out akin to a noblewoman, lustrous silver hair fastidiously kept. Atop her head, she had two black animal-like ears, thin and tall and fuzzy. Was she a Shimii or a Loup?

	“Master, how do you feel?” She asked.

	Gertrude spoke perhaps the most honest words she had allowed herself to say in this entire expedition.

	“I feel like I don’t know what is real and what isn’t.”

	Azazil An-Nur smiled at her.

	“What would be different, if this was a mere delusion? How would that change your position?”

	Gertrude’s jaw trembled.

	“I’m– I’m staking my future here–“

	“Can a future not be built on emotions? Are emotions not real?”

	“Emotions are not material.” Gertrude said. “I feel– I feel insane. I need to know this is real.”

	Azazil turned to face the STEM-locked door to Island-3’s spire once more.

	“Human emotions have left a mark on this place. I am merely helping you to experience these emotions. Perhaps the mechanism can be likened to a dream; but the feelings are true. They were felt here.”

	In the next instant, shadows became visible all around the entrance to Island-3. These shadows were like negatives of a person, visible as the person-shaped empty space that stood between shimmering colors, blue and green, yellow and red, purple, black. These shadows moved naturally, gestured to each other, maybe even spoke, though not in a way Gertrude could understand. They never acknowledged her.

	Tall and short, male and female (or at least, gertrude’s interpretation of gender markers).

	They examined the door– one even burnt their hand exactly the same way as Gertrude.

	Then– they cut out the panel and began to examine the interior of the wall.

	“You can see it.” Azazil said. “Their feelings, traveling the path they wore through the aether.”

	Gertrude recalled the feeling left in the tunnel. Norn’s world-scarring fury.

	“Who are you?” Gertrude asked.

	“I am a humble servant who was created to take care of humans.” Azazil replied.

	“You have power. Like Norn.” Gertrude said.

	Everything felt so dream-like that it took a lot of effort just to speak.

	Her thoughts felt so airy that she had to seize a firm hold of them to prevent herself from wandering aimlessly between all the different things she felt and wanted to say. Speaking itself was almost an act of rebellion, as deliberate and kinetic as throwing a punch. Speaking asserted a specific place, a point in time, an anchor in the middle of the maelstrom. That was how muddled and difficult her surroundings and her mind had become. Azazil felt like the only concrete thing, another lighthouse in this sea of fog.

	“You have it too. You have a wandering heart, carried by the currents, longing to connect.” Azazil said.

	Island-3’s main entryway disappeared around them, its colors blending back into fog.

	Gertrude was startled, and took a few steps back.

	Then she found a wall had appeared behind her. She was now in the interior of Island-3.

	Around her the surroundings filled in like a sudden splash of paint on a canvas.

	Shadows crossed the lobby and toyed with the finery and furniture that had been left there.

	They climbed farther up into the living quarters, their experienced engineers methodically weaving a path through the ancient station. They brought their own crates of supplies, but found a gigantic, existing supply of food with the markings of a polity they did not know. They were surprised to discover the food in these crates was still good if rehydrated. They could hole up inside this place for a while– Gertrude began to understand these feelings the shadows had as concrete desires elucidating on their situation.

	Then, Gertrude spotted a few of the shadows bringing up someone into the habitat.

	Escorting her through the halls, showing her their findings as a worker would to a superior.

	Unlike the shadows, this figure was distinctly a person, with the fullness of her shape. She was dressed richly, in a purple dress embroidered with gold and a silver tiara resembling a laurel wreath with gemstones ensnared in the branches. Her gaze was distant, confused, hazy. She was short and small, skinny even, with a long tail that trailed behind her. She was a child, grey-skinned and pale-haired.

	Even in this clearly distressed state, there was still an air of regal dignity that Gertrude recognized.

	“They’re Katarrans?” Gertrude said. Her eyes drew wide. “That– That’s Norn? Is it really?”

	Her aura, even at this point in her life, when she must’ve been a child– it was so remarkably similar.

	It felt like Norn felt, and the band of red that slithered weakly along its edge, it felt familiar.

	Like a prelude to the fury that would characterize the grown woman this larva would become.

	“There is a figure who is not just a shadow in the aether?” Azazil said. “Then it is as I suspected. I felt you had a deep emotional connection to this aura. Unlike you, I can’t see anything but shadows.”

	“Norn was Katarran royalty?” Gertrude said. She could hardly hear Azazil now, her focus too narrow.

	She wanted to see more, to understand more, and the aetheric visions seemed to oblige her.

	Drawing her further into the station, and out of it– into the tunnel.

	Shadows excavated the tunnel, created security measures–

	“The Vizier wants Her Majesty to be safe here.” 

	“No harm will come to her here. She will be able to return someday.”

	“Someday she will return the glory of House Palaiologos.”

	“Someday. We will all return someday. She will take us back to Katarre.”

	Not speech, but the thoughts contained in the feelings representing these shadows.

	They worked hard and diligently to create what was almost assuredly a prison.

	All the while saying to themselves that it was for Norn’s benefit.

	But also for their own. That this little creature they were bricking up would return their glory.

	Gertrude’s heart began to pound with growing dread.

	She watched as they left her at the very end of the paths they had cut. Oxygen-pumping equipment and air purifiers and moisteners were affixed on the walls which were noisy and eerie but would keep her alive. Hers was the filthy room at the very end, that Gertrude had seen, where she had found Azazil trapped. It accumulated wrappers and food containers and other such things that nobody picked up, becoming like a nest of trash. In the middle of it, the little girl was fed once a day, only rarely seeing light.

	At first she was fed the rations that the Katarrans brought with them, as well as rations from Island-3, like packaged freeze-dried goods of the defunct Aer Federation that somehow survived to this day, as well as algae and fungus from the aquaculture farms. However, this would change as the Katarrans began to forage, and Norn began to fed instead mostly on fresh-caught abyssal worms and bony yet gelatinous deep trench fish. Her meals had already been largely tasteless, but now they became actively disgusting.

	Despite this, she was at the mercy of her retainers, so she kept her head down, ate, and waited.

	Waited– but for what? Years passed without change.

	In those conditions, her aura became– grey. A dismal fog that barely clung to her clammy skin.

	Azazil’s fingers squeezed into a fist.

	“They stripped her of all humanity. She forgot, for some time, what it was like to feel emotions.”

	Gertrude watched the girl, growing into puberty and maturity and beyond, within this hole.

	Slumped against a pile of plastic containers, her once beautiful dress now rags.

	Her tail grown longer than her body, her hair overlong, lacking the energy to do anything.

	Receiving only enough care to retain the shape of a human, but no more.

	“Why? Why would they do this to her? She was important to them, wasn’t she?” Gertrude cried out.

	Her eyes filled with tears. Her heart thrashed in her chest. She couldn’t understand it. She wanted to know everything, but the fullness of the situation was not making itself clear to her. She could only extract the stultified emotions of the little Norn wasting away in this hole. When another shadow would wonder in to feed her, it, too, had no emotions and could not be read or understood. Gertrude hands started shaking.

	“They must have lost their own humanity as well.” Azazil said gravely.

	“You were in the same room!” Gertrude shouted at her. “You must know why this happened!”

	Azazil shook her head calmly. 

	“These events happened before my stay here. You can see more than I ever could.”

	Gertrude turned from Azazil back to Norn and felt a heartache so strong it stifled her breathing.

	“Norn– What did you want me to see here? Was it this? Did you know I would see this?”

	Her voice began to tremble.

	She tried to wipe her eyes but the tears would resume whenever she laid eyes on the little creature.

	For how long had Norn suffered in this place? Why had she been confined here?

	“Was it the end of the Katarran golden age? But then Norn would be over a hundred years old.”

	Could Norn truly have been the remains of the house of the Palaiologoi in the old Katarran Kingdom?

	Gertrude’s state of mind was still difficult to get a hold of. It helped to ask herself questions.

	Anything she said felt more concrete than any of her surroundings. It grounded her in reality.

	She felt like she was convincing herself of a narrative she could believe–

	Then, suddenly– Norn locked eyes with her. For an instant, Gertrude felt fear like she never had before.

	Can she see me? Can she tell I’m watching? Can she tell I squandered the power she gave me?

	Far behind Gertrude and Azazil, the doors into the tunnel opened again. Someone walked into the tunnel.

	Norn was not looking at the two observers. She was in her own time, staring at the intruder coming in.

	“Oh, this is awful– but I suppose it’s safe, at least.”

	Light shone in from the open door into Norn’s tiny quarters.

	Gertrude had expected a shadow, but the woman facing Norn was rendered in the recollection as faithfully as Norn herself. Norn was a grown woman during this encounter, but her expression was as bewildered as a child confronted with something grander and vaster than they had ever seen. Drawn-wide eyes, tearing up from the light, fell upon the brown-haired woman at the entrance to the chamber.

	She had professor-like presence that reminded Gertrude of Nile. Turtleneck sweater, white lab coat, and a pair of rugged pants that hugged her mature figure. Like Nile, she was quite comely; an inquisitive face with a gentle nose, red lips curled in a sad and worried smile, a pair of red glasses with thick frames perched in front of dark eyes. Her slightly wavy hair was worn long, her gait confident and casual.

	“Greetings, little one. You can call me Ganges. I came from very far away. I wanted to see you.” She said. “I think you are very special indeed, aren’t you? Are you truly Astra Palaiologos?”

	Norn blinked at her. She was no longer so little a thing as before. Gertrude could see the beginnings of that lean and strong body she had grown to fear, long-limbed and almost elegant, but in this moment, she was ill proportioned due to her mistreatment. Curled almost into a ball in her dark room.

	She was a woman, but a woman with the mind of an abandoned child. 

	She spoke as if any word might rip her throat open.

	“N-Ναί.” 

	Norn barely squeaked out a little sound. It was an affirmation, in High Katarran, sounding like “nee.”

	Her jaw trembled, teeth chattering. She could form only one more word.

	“Αστρα…”

	Shaking fingers pointed at herself. Astra.

	In response, Ganges reached into her coat and produced a plastic-wrapped object. 

	Norn drew back in fear, but then rebounded toward Ganges upon seeing the offering, suddenly curious.

	Kneeling to Norn’s level, Ganges handed Norn the item, partially unwrapping to reveal a piece of bread.

	“For you, your majesty.”

	Norn snatched it from Ganges’ fingers and began taking tiny nibbles of the bread.

	As if she did not want it to be gone so soon– but she still relished the taste.

	While she ate, Ganges patted her head softly. 

	This was not done purely out of casual kindness. Gertrude could see colors drifting from her fingers.

	Norn’s aura was growing redder and redder. The more she ate, the angrier she seemed to become.

	Tears welled up in her eyes. She was so helpless, and so angry, so incredibly angry.

	She had rediscovered emotion seemingly so she could hate the world.

	And through the hand she was using to comfort her, Ganges could feel the shift.

	Ganges sighed as she watched her. “I’m in a real bind. I think I did find our Apostle– and she’s in terrible conditions. But she’s safe and unmolested by the outside world. Ugh. Maybe this was all a mistake.”

	Gertrude held a hand up to her chest, gritting her teeth.

	“God damn it. I can’t even ask myself what Euphrates would do.” Ganges said. “I know too well.”

	“Take her away from there. Don’t leave her.” Gertrude mumbled to herself, lips trembling.

	“Was that what happened, Master? Is this figure freeing her?” Azazil asked her.

	But Gertrude felt in that moment, that this wasn’t the case. That it wouldn’t be.

	All of the emotions confined in this room told her a different story.

	Ganges would ultimately leave Norn in her captivity for several more years.

	Before the currents of tragedy and war would drag the world back to the cage of Astra Palaiologos.

	Gertrude turned her head from the sight of the skinny, abused Norn eating the bread.

	She couldn’t take it– she couldn’t imagine being subjected to that kind of pain.

	Growing up a child incarcerated and made to disappear by all of the adults meant to protect her.

	Those were her retainers, weren’t they? She was royalty– but more than that, she was just a child.

	If they saved her from the collapse of the Katarran Kingdom, why did this have to happen to her?

	Why did they hate her so much to do this to her? Why didn’t they just kill her then?

	They could have left her to be killed by the burgeoning Warlords and it’d have been a kinder fate!

	And why– why was Gertrude seeing something this horrible–

	“Why did this happen to you? Why did they do this to you?” Gertrude set her jaw, closed her fists.

	She had no answer to this; no answer was forthcoming.

	It was just one of those unthought-of evils of the world. Children could know suffering too.

	“God damn it. God damn it! GOD DAMN IT!”

	Gertrude screamed her lungs out and struck the wall, her fist taking on the evil red color too.

	Around her and Azazil, the colors twisted and turned once again, bringing them to a new scene.

	

	

	Gertrude’s tears fell like yellow and green and black color into the floor below.

	When next the aperture into Norn’s prison opened, Gertrude’s head snapped toward it.

	She briefly saw red on the walls in the interior of Island-3, but it was not aura.

	Blood and spatters of bodies had smeared over the pristine steel.

	An enormous figure walked through the open door. Tall, burly, with a confident gait.

	Covered head to toe in power armor, of legendary Katarran make.

	Save for his helmet, which bore two cat-like ears– it was made for a Shimii.

	It was the biggest Shimii Gertrude had ever seen, taking step by thundering step toward Norn.

	As soon as Norn first saw the intruder and her tired eyes adjusted to the light, she scurried back.

	Crawling on the floor– but stopping at the wall formed by the trash behind her.

	As if some part of her knew it was filth, not to be touched by someone– she still had– dignity–

	Gertrude covered her own mouth, her chest pounding and shaking.

	Norn’s fear overcame her anger and the room suddenly became greener and darker.

	Her overwhelming aura infected Gertrude with the monumental fear of death that Norn had felt.

	Even Azazil’s hands began to shake– she linked them behind her back to hide it.

	“Astra Palaiologos.” said the man, approaching. He was so large. Norn was like a larva next to him.

	Suddenly, the man knelt, keeping his head raised but his knees bent like a knight before a liege.

	“Your majesty. Blessings of the Prophet who is most worthy, and the Caliph who is the appointed successor of his excellence, be upon you. I am called, by His Excellency, Radu the Magnificent.”

	His voice was soft and sonorous. He was still enormous. Still casting a deep shadow over the girl curled up in the corner. She stared up at him with eyes rendered large and cloudy from the fear that overcame her. She did not understand his overtures. But whenever the man spoke, he was so immensely obsequious, his voice so beautiful and his cadence so poetic. These elements made her feel something.

	“Your majesty; I sought you like a pearl in the sand of humanity’s streaming aether, and I am overjoyed that my divinations finally bore fruit. The Imam of Imams himself, our Caliph, his excellency Mehmed the Great, wishes to extend to you an invitation. He greatly desires to meet you. You shall be treated as an honored sister, and protected from your enemies; taken from this heinous captivity and given the respect which is your birthright. You have a God-given power, Astra Palaiologos, which will sweep away all that has wronged you, and Mehmed the Great will lead you, hand in hand, to its utmost realization.”

	Astra shuddered, as the armored man reached out his thick, gloved hand, its digits extended.

	That metal claw could have ripped her skinny arms right out of their sockets.

	She was like a little doll made of rags compared to the titan that had come to seek her.

	And she didn’t understand; she didn’t understand almost anything he meant.

	Just the mere fact of hearing words, so many words, difficult words; it terrified her utterly.

	His voice was beautiful but everything he was saying was ugly, so ugly, in her mind.

	All she could do when faced with that hand was shake and shut her eyes and grit her teeth.

	“Princess; your condition is truly evil. But all of your oppressors have paid in blood. Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala will judge them now. They will never hurt you again. Come with me, Astra Palaiologos.”

	She understood the sentiment behind those words. She must have seen it in his aura.

	He had killed all of her retainers. Even the briefest thought of such violence drove her to tears.

	He waited patiently with his hand outstretched, while Norn shrank from him in terror.

	“Can’t you see you’re terrifying her, you bloated fool?” 

	Radu’s head snapped over his shoulder and he stood quickly, Norn crawling back in his shadow.

	He faced the aperture from where he had come and found Ganges standing there. 

	Unchanged by the years.

	She had a companion; wavy blue hair to her shoulders, wearing a jacket, vest, shirt and tie, long pants.

	A young-looking face with a sharp gaze that seemed to have a presence beyond her years too.

	This woman briefly surveyed the room and Gertrude could sense her disgust with what she saw.

	“This is horrific.” said Euphrates, Immortal of the Sunlight Foundation.

	Gertrude was certain that was her name– Norn’s emotions in this room coalesced powerfully around her.

	“Well.” Ganges added. “I know what you would have said about it at the time.”

	“No, you don’t. But we’ll talk about this later.” Euphrates glared at Radu. 

	In return, Radu reached over his shoulder. 

	The handle of a weapon snapped from his back to his hand. He drew it in front of him, and it unfolded into a polearm with an axe-like bladed head which began to gently buzz with microscopic vibrations.

	Euphrates crossed her arms. “I don’t care what Mehmed is intent on calling himself now. This woman’s life is not his to toy with. I won’t let her become another tool for his schemes. Understood, Radu Yilmaz?”

	Radu scoffed through this mask upon hearing his name spoken so casually.

	“I should like to see how you intend to take her from me.” He replied simply.

	Ganges sighed. “I guess I’m up, huh?”

	“You’re responsible, aren’t you?” Euphrates replied calmly.

	“Oh, so that’s what we’re doing? Fine then. You’re impossible.”

	Ganges took two steps in front of Euphrates and put her fists up.

	Radu stared at her. His face was unreadable due to the rigid snout-like shape of the mask.

	There was something like a low chuckle coming through his respirator.

	Ganges grinned at him. “I’m afraid that difficult bitch back there never fights her own battles, so you won’t get the satisfaction of beating her to a pulp and watching her pathetically demand more.”

	Euphrates grumbled. “Ganges, this is nothing but slander–“

	“Whichever of you gets cut in half first, it changes nothing.” Radu said, cutting Euphrates’ response off.

	“Enough talking? Okay then. Madam Astra, please stand back from the bad man.”

	Norn was now fearful enough to crawl back so far she wedged into cover amid the trash.

	Gertrude almost wanted to run to her aid– but none of this was real– it couldn’t be real–

	“Master, these emotions are real.” Azazil said. “Steady yourself and see it through to the end.”

	Azazil reached out and held Gertrude’s hand. Holding it, Gertrude’s panic quelled.

	She fixed her eyes on the combatants–

	In time to watch Radu raised his halberd up with both hands.

	Swirling black miasma crawling up his arms and along the length of the shaft, concentrating on the blade.

	Spiraling around it until the halberd was engulfed in what looked like black heat-less flames.

	Radu towered over Ganges like a demon and swung his weapon in a brutal overhead smash.

	In response, the Immortal charged him with a grin on her face.

	Rushing headlong, Ganges raised her fist over her head to collide with the immense axe blow.

	Cutting head met bare knuckles, furious black aura colliding with that lazy candle-flicker of blue–

	“Got you.” She shouted.

	As the blade crossed the hazy blue color the blow softened to the point it slid across Ganges’ skin.

	“What?” Radu cried out.

	Ganges turned away the cutting edge and Radu’s arms pushed back as if his attack had bounced—

	Leaving his chest open and exposed to Ganges’ fist.

	Her knuckles connected with his armor and a pulse of red expanded out from the impact.

	Radu staggered back as if hit by a battering ram, smashing into the wall behind him.

	Ganges reared back up to a full stand from her striking stance.

	One fist glowing blue and the other red, in the same way as Radu’s weapon had been colored black.

	Beneath the aura of both fists, however, was a rushing rivulet of dark red blood.

	Ganges winced, still grinning, but clearly in pain.

	“Damn. What do they make that armor out of?” She said, shutting one eye.

	Euphrates frowned. “We’re not used to having enemies near our level.”

	“Near?”

	From the wall, Radu stood back up. His armor had a banged-in dent on the chest.

	His arms steadied around his weapon once more.

	“Near? You underestimate me at your peril, old engineers. I am a disciple of Mehmed the Great!”

	Radu leaped forward, his halberd slicing the air in a brutal swing tracing a trail of black and red–

	“She said near.”

	Ganges’ fists both turned blue and collided with the blade.

	Between the combatants, red and black and blue colors burst like sparks.

	Ganges swinging her fists and meeting the vibro-halberd as if her hands were made of steel.

	Radu swinging overhand, horizontally, diagonally, raining furious sequential hacking blows.

	Then, from a horizontal slice, Radu pulled back his blade, threw his weight forward and lunged.

	Thrusting the vibrating spike atop the halberd head toward Ganges’ torso with all his might.

	Saint’s Skin: Vestment!

	In the instant between Radu drawing back and charging forward, Ganges was engulfed in blue aura.

	Closing her eyes, she stepped forward into Radu’s swing,

	turned her chest aside, as if a dance move,

	and with an open palm, turned away the blade from its flat.

	“You’re no Mehmed the Great.”

	Ganges opened her eyes, stepped, as Radu fell forward, unbalanced.

	With her free hand she seemed to twirl his aura out of his person like ribbons.

	And with the same open palm that struck away his blade, she struck his face.

	Delivering her aura and his own back to him in a blow that despite its apparent physical softness–

	–rang out like a cannon.

	King’s Gaze: Dominion.

	Radu was bodily lifted from the ground and thrown on his back, his weapon falling at Ganges’ feet.

	All of this happened as slowly as a droplet falling from a high ceiling.

	And as fast as a bolt of electricity.

	Gertrude watched the brawl unfold in disbelief.

	“What the hell is that hand-to-hand technique?” Gertrude muttered to herself.

	“I said near for a reason.” Euphrates replied. “You have a lot of aura to throw around and mastered some complicated concepts, but you are just using it to butcher people. We’re more advanced than that.”

	Ganges scoffed, standing in the some position she was left after the blow. 

	Breathing heavily, blood dribbling down her hands– and some out of one eye.

	“I’d like to see you pull off what I just did, Euphrates.” Ganges complained.

	“Part of good management is delegation.” Euphrates replied.

	“Go fuck yourself.”

	“Quiet.”

	Ganges’ eyes narrowed, and Euphrates’ shot back to the cave wall.

	Slowly, but surely, Radu was standing back up to his feet.

	Part of his mask had been broken by the force of Ganges’ strike.

	Revealing an eye and a bit of boyish cheek, hinting at a young countenance.

	Short messy hair, and a single exposed Shimii ear with hex-shaped scarring.

	His shoulders were shaking under his armor. He was having trouble standing at full height.

	Despite this and his heavy breathing, he recalled his weapon from Ganges’ feet.

	Catching the handle in one hand, spinning the weapon partially, and catching it in the other.

	He held the weapon in front of him, grit his face and screamed.

	His roar pushed black aura across the room in overwhelming amounts.

	“Be quiet. Don’t speak as if you’ve felled me, you worm-begotten whores. I will never fail my Caliph. I am his fortress and his sentinel; your fancy footwork can topple me a thousand times and I shall rise a thousand times. This blade will taste all the blood it needs to realize His ideals! Don’t mock me!”

	His endurance surprised the two Immortals, and his growing determination was fearsome to behold.

	Then, just as Ganges and Euphrates made ready to withstand a renewed assault–

	Across the room, a wave of red suddenly overwhelmed the black aura that Radu had spread.

	Euphrates and Ganges both turned their heads in surprise.

	At the fourth person in the room whom they had all forgotten.

	Even Gertrude had lost track of her while observing the battle.

	At the back of the room, standing out of the trash in her discolored, ragged dress.

	Norn walked forward, completely wreathed in the deepest, darkest red Gertrude had ever seen.

	“Παύση.”

	She shouted with such force that Radu began to shake.

	Red trails flew from Norn’s body like arrowheads on snaking bodies.

	Aiming directly for Radu and piercing his body in a dozen places. Leaving no blood, no wounds.

	Nevertheless communicating as much rage and hatred as a hundred of Radu’s strokes.

	Subject to such power, Radu’s exposed eye went dark, his body slumped.

	Radu the Magnificent dropped his weapon, fell to his knees, and collapsed with a sudden finality.

	“Παύση…”

	Norn started to collapse as well, but Ganges rushed forward and caught her in her arms.

	Euphrates finally moved from the entrance, quickly examining Norn.

	And further examining the mess all around them.

	“He’s not dead.” She said of Radu.

	“Pity.” Ganges replied. “Well, he’s lucky I’m not as kill-crazy as he is. We need to go.”

	Euphrates sighed. “Mehmed will keep coming after her. Violently. This is a mess.”

	“There’s seven of us and one of him. Well– there’s six of us willing to do anything.”

	Ganges cracked a grin. Euphrates put a hand over her own face.

	“Please quit it. I– I’ll convene a discussion about Mehmed. Okay? But we need more information.”

	“Fine. But what this one needs is to see Nile. Right away.” 

	“Agreed. Even under Nile’s care it will be a while before she recovers. Poor girl.”

	Euphrates and Ganges both looked at the utterly exhausted Norn with great pity.

	“She’s so light.” Ganges said. “This is too terrible. Damn it. I should’ve just taken her before.”

	They carried her out and the colors swept after them, while Gertrude and Azazil watched.

	

	

	Gertrude awoke with a start, lifting her head suddenly from Azazil’s lap.

	Her breathing was heavy, and the world was spinning. She felt vomit rising to her throat.

	She hugged herself, sweating, skin clammy under her armor.

	Scanning her surroundings in desperation she found herself in the tunnel, in Norn’s old prison.

	Gertrude recalled when she first ran into this place it felt like an endless maze.

	Now there was only the large room, and a short hallway to the entry door.

	It was dim and still filthy with plastic trash, but it didn’t feel so oppressive now.

	Slowly, Gertrude’s breathing relaxed.

	Behind her, Azazil gently wrapped her arms around Gertrude’s shoulders.

	She could feel the warmth and softness of Azazil’s chest pressing behind her.

	It titillated her just a little bit, and she did not want to acknowledge that fact.

	“Master, do you understand better now?”

	On the walls and floor, Gertrude could plainly see the damage from Ganges’ fight with Radu.

	It was real. So she came to understand, or at least, she had a narrative in her head.

	Norn had been a princess of the Palaiologoi, rulers of the old Katarran Kingdom in the Golden Age.

	To escape the Warlords, she must have been taken here. They were lucky to find Island-3’s spire.

	Then Norn was betrayed by her retainers, by the entire world she knew. Isolated for endless decades.

	Terrorized and dragged out into the world during Mehmed’s Jihad, and ending up with a grudge against the Sunlight Foundation. She would ultimately become the Norn von Fueller that Gertrude knew.

	Host to an incredible, world-consuming wrath; and an immeasurable pain.

	Gertrude started to weep.

	“What was the point of seeing that? If I can’t change it? If I can’t ever help her?”

	Azazil clung more tightly to the back of the fallen night.

	“Master, the emotions left in this place were entrusted to you.” She said into Gertrude’s ear.

	Gertrude threw her shoulder forward to shake off Azazil’s embrace.

	That ever-polite stranger behind her made no comment on this brutish reaction.

	“Who the hell are you? What are you?” Gertrude asked brusquely.

	“I’m Azazil An-Nur.” She said calmly. “I was created to take care of humans.”

	“You keep saying that. Are you a human?” 

	Azazil smiled pleasantly, purple lipstick glistening in the dim light of the instruments around the room.

	“That question is the subject of much debate.” She said easily.

	“What? Debate by whom?”

	Gertrude shook her head. She felt insane. Everything was completely insane and nonsensical.

	“Forget it. Don’t answer that. How did you end up here? You arrived after Norn already left, right?”

	“Correct. I never met the woman whose emotions marked this place. I had a purpose to come here.” Azazil said. “Unfortunately, the spire’s mainframe captured me by registering my STEM as a servitor and rewrote my purpose, so I have been tidying up here for a long time. I was forced to rid myself of my transport by the system in order to leave room for guests to arrive, so I became trapped in here.”

	Gertrude looked over her shoulder and stared at her.

	How did a computer capture a person? How did they– rewrite– a person?

	But when Gertrude first saw her– she was in grave distress and asking for help.

	And there was all that buzzing in her brain about– STEM reformatting.

	It was a horrific thought, that she had become enslaved here. By a computer that could do such a thing.

	Could she really have been telling the truth?

	“Is that why I found you the way I did?” Gertrude asked.

	Azazil nodded. “This Island-3 module is suffering system malfunctions after it was visited by a group of biomechanoids. As one of its servitors I began to malfunction as well. When I sensed the presence of guests, I called out in the hopes that I could reformat my command authorizations to become subordinate to you instead of to Island-3’s service fleet. As you can see, I was successful.”

	“What the hell?” Gertrude cried out in frustration. “Are you or are you not a human being?”

	“That question is the subject of much debate.” She replied again, still smiling gently.

	“Are you a machine?”

	“I am completely biological.” She reached out a hand. “I am soft and warm, aren’t I?”

	She was– Gertrude knew that better than anyone now. Azazil felt like a woman.

	“Then what the hell are command authorizations? How does a computer capture you?”

	Azazil continued to speak easily and with frightening clarity.

	“Via STEM, which was installed in me when I was created.”

	“How? Explain how. What the hell even is STEM? The door had it– and you do too?”

	“System for Token Execution and Management.” Azazil said.

	“More than that! God damn it!” Gertrude choked down a desire to yell.

	“STEM is a DNA-based storage and execution layer that hosts data Blocks as well as nanobiological instruction sets called Tokens. It is depicted as a helical chain of blocks in computationally important hierarchies called a stemchain.” Azazil said, still looking rather tranquil.

	Gertrude felt a knot in her stomach. “That’s– that’s insane. DNA? So that was how– how you were–?”

	Azazil continued. “To explain my situation further, the station installed a token at the top of my stemchain to control me. However, humans hold special permissions over my body as a safety measure, overriding any Autonomous Device. So you are the Master of this body now, Gertrude Lichtenberg.”

	“How–” She wasn’t going to even touch the body stuff. “How do you know my name?”

	“I learned it at the time you became registered as my Master.” Azazil said, smiling.

	That made no sense– or perhaps Gertrude didn’t want to make sense of it.

	“Who– who did this to you? Who created you?”

	Gertrude was just barraging her with aimless questions now.

	She knew it was all useless, but she was angry and lost and increasingly hopeless.

	In response Azazil furrowed her brows. Her eyes narrowed. Her gaze wandered.

	“Not gonna answer that one, huh?” Gertrude said in a petulant voice.

	“One moment Master. I am resolving blocks deep into my chain.” Azazil said.

	Her tone of voice was completely unperturbed despite repeated questioning.

	“It just looks like you’re stalling!” Gertrude shouted. “This is all made-up isn’t it?”

	In the next instant, Azazil smiled again.

	“I was designed by Margery Balyaeva.” She said.

	Gertrude’s eyes drew wide. 

	That name–

	She had heard that name– she had seen it–

	in a dream.

	EXCORIUM HUMANITAS.

	Those words rang out in her head again. Had that– had all of that been real?

	Then– had that horned woman really eviscerated her body–?

	Gertrude felt like throwing up as she was flooded by reminiscence.

	Nothing made sense. She was torn between so many different visions and worlds.

	“Master? Are you unwell? There are still medicines in Island-3 I can access.”

	None of that was going to help her. She needed something concrete to focus on.

	She needed the next link in her own long and tormented chain of experiences.

	“No.” Gertrude grunted and forced herself to a stand. “Forget it. I’ll be fine. We need to find–“

	What this one needs is to see Nile—

	Her emotions were all over the place, but one thing came to mind that felt certain.

	Nile must have known something she wasn’t saying.

	Azazil claimed her stay in Island-3 did not coincide with Norn’s. But Nile had met Norn.

	It was time to ask her about this whole situation, and the mysterious Sunlight Foundation.

	That would be her next step– find Nile, make her own up, even if it took brute force–

	Then, Gertrude felt something stirring in a pocket of her clothes that distracted her again.

	She reached into it and produced the trinket Nile had given her.

	Stirring gently in her hand, vibrating with an otherworldly presence.

	On its surface, the fluids formed a blue hexagon, its lines scratchy and irregular with vibration.

	Gertrude thought she heard noises coming from it.

	Brief bursts of garbled choppy audio that began to coalesce into brief gasping, wailing, moaning.

	Suddenly, Azazil rushed to stand in front of her.

	“Master, stay behind me. They mean you harm.” She said.

	From her upper back, hidden under her cape, she withdrew an extendible riot baton.

	She wielded it in one hand while extending her arm to cover Gertrude behind her.

	“They?” Gertrude’s voice trembled. The room felt suddenly, bitingly cold.

	And her vision swam, through a wave of fatigue worse than any she had previously felt.

	For a moment, she thought she would collapse, but steadied herself on Azazil’s back.

	And saw, over the woman’s shoulder, a figure moving in from the door.

	From the door that had never once opened to admit anyone inside since Gertrude awakened.

	“What is that– please– no– oh no– oh god–“

	One of the most primal fears was the fear of conception in itself.

	An ability to view an object with an inability to place its context within reality.

	Shadows peering around corners only enough to be noticed. Distant, distorted figures coming into view. Person-shapes before the instant of recognition. Amorphousness, miscibility into the background. To allow for an instant, the existence of something before the mind could place it in the natural order of things. There was nothing there; the lens resolution was too low; the blob becomes a person in time.

	In the instant before acknowledgment, there existed the possibility of the unknown.

	When something was peered at by human for long enough without producing understanding.

	Such a thing was called a monster. Excorium Humanitas.

	Such a thing now stood in front of them. And even in full focus, it was impossible to believe.

	“Master, I will protect you. Please leave these aberrations to me.”

	Facing Azazil and slowly approaching, was a creature that was tall and seemingly thin, covered head to invisible feet in a long, raggedy blue robe or hood. Its face was covered by a mask, leaving no gap between the hole in the hood and the white of the mask. On that mask, moving like facial features but also etched as if cut right into the material, were two eyes like thick black lines and a jagged smile like the silhouette cut by a pumpkin with a candle inside. Its strange expression looked like a sleepy smile.

	One arm was fully covered by blue cloth save for long bony claws specked with mold.

	Mold also grew in patches around its worn robe and gave off bright blue spores.

	Behind itself, the creature dragged an elongated, swollen arm with papery blue-black flesh growing even more mold. This arm and much of the creature’s body was tied in chains that seemed to fix its robes in place, but did not impede its movement, which itself was bizarre. It twitched from position to position, its motion blurring, its body elongating and shortening and sometimes even splitting in half or twisting into a knot as if Gertrude was viewing mismatched frames of animation rather than a real creature.

	The same wailing, choppy noises that came from the aetherometer issued from the creatures as if they were living outputs for some deranged radio station. They didn’t have to visibly move to make noise.

	Then like a static-torn message from a radio at the edge of its distance, Gertrude heard words.

	This…first stone…my church…

	There was a voice, a human voice, a

	discernible, distinct, 

	familiar, 

	voice,

	“M-Monika?” Gertrude said. Suddenly piecing together the speaker. “Monika’s voice? Why?”

	One of the creatures, of which there were several, then made it close enough–

	To lift its claw and swing with violence, its sleepy carved expression unchanging.

	Blue color shone from its sharp white digits as it brought them to bear on Azazil.

	Without hesitation, she swung her baton in return, purple color collecting around the shaft.

	A sound like bone snapping– she battered away the claw as if it weighed nothing.

	Instantly the creature in front of her disappeared in a cloud of spreading blue aura.

	“Keep hold of yourself Master. Steel your emotions and do not fall asleep.” Azazil said.

	Two more creatures slowly twitched into view, coming closer.

	They clicked their silhouetted mouths, making impossible noises as they neared.

	“I won’t let them touch you.” Azazil said. She looked briefly back at Gertrude.

	Her orange eyes had bright red rings around the iris. Her aura thickened and flared.

	Gertrude huddled behind her, speechless, eyes watering, feeling tired down to her bones.

	For all she knew, she was already asleep. Because so far, nothing resembled reality.

	Just as she got used to having her feet on land, she was suspended again in an instant of lunacy.
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	“I won’t let them touch you, master.” Azazil said.

	Azazil’s baton collided with the mask of the blue-robed aberration with a loud–

	–nothing.

	Blue color wafting from the entity met the deep purple color from Azazil’s silhouette, as solid a collision as the physical blow. Gertrude’s mind wanted there to be noise, the sound of an impact, so she heard the thud that should have been there, saw the crack it should have inflicted on the mask, saw the figure driven back by the attack in a natural response to pain. In a microsecond of thought, she envisaged what should have been.

	Deep down, she was unsure if it happened.

	It was an insane, split-second anxiety of reaching for a grounded reality.

	It was not untrue that she saw that; but she also saw the creature simply dissipate into blue particles. One second there; one second gone as if it had never existed. 

	Which was the truth?

	Soundless; formless; without a trace in the world.

	Except a sparse instant of dancing color. Was that really what happened?

	Gertrude stood shock still, drawn-wide eyes witnessing Azazil’s glowing purple baton crack into the shadows one after the other in swift retaliation for their advance.

	They continued to twitch her way in jerky movements like badly-edited stop-motion. Their limbs would be retracted one instant and suddenly reaching the next. Trying to strike Azazil with their claws, trying to get their wafting blue clouds upon her, kept at bay by the purple color that was wrapped around her like a billowing cloak or a localized gust of wind.

	Another enemy neared, its languid face briefly lighting up–

	Azazil took a solid step forward for momentum before swinging.

	Her eyes narrowed, her lips inexpressive, her face briefly lit up by the flash of an entity bursting under her attack. This time Gertrude could have sworn her baton went through the entity entirely, even before it had burst and dissipated. Azazil brought the baton back in front of her chest, her eyes keenly following the approaching entities, matching and checking each creature’s moves. She was agile and flexible and undaunted.

	Gertrude observed everything happening, but it was as if her head was caught in a fog.

	She felt sleepy. She was so exhausted, so drained.

	She felt like she couldn’t take another step.

	Her eyes became heavy. Her head pounded from the effort to stay awake.

	As her vision wavered, the blue color of the entities seemed to grow in intensity.

	Then she felt Azazil’s elbow strike her in the rib suddenly.

	Not hard, but enough to startle her. Her vision focused again– but only briefly.

	“Master, don’t fall asleep. That is their objective.” Azazil said.

	“I–” Gertrude couldn’t speak. Her words sank back into her throat.

	Sounds felt heavier than the strength of her vocal chords to lift them.

	She was so tired that it was almost hopeless to try to do anything.

	It was as if her body was slowly forgetting how to move, everything was so sapped from her, thinking was fast becoming an impossibility. Her body hurt, as if her muscles could no longer lift her weight and had begun to collapse from the effort of standing. Unfathomable sights that should have evoked apoplectic terror instead put a cloud before her eyes, as if she was too enervated to scream, too weary to break down into tears. She wanted so badly, more than anything, to lay down and fall asleep and ignore everything in front of her.

	Her skepticism, her need for a material grounding to the world, her desire to make sense of the madness in front of her; all of it becoming as dull as her muscles felt supporting her weight. There was no rationality. She was like an animal. She was aware only of her body and the sheer agonizing need that was slowly making itself more and more real to her. 

	It was hopeless.

	The world was so heavy. Her limbs started to shake with the weight.

	And so, ever grew the fog. Turning intensely blue before her eyes.

	“I’m sorry– I can’t– I can’t go on–”

	Gertrude’s knees began to buckle. Her chest could not stay upright.

	Azazil half-turned to look back on her, eyes widening with concern.

	“Master!”

	Gertrude mumbled to herself in lament.

	“I was useless the whole time. I was helpless. There’s nothing I could do.”

	“Master– no–!”

	Blue color began to overtake the surroundings, crawling across the walls, rippling on the ceiling. Rock and metal and the pale moon of Azazil’s face all began to dissipate in the blue. With the blue there was not peace, however, only weight, sluggishness, burden. Blue like the crushing weight of the ocean, strength-sapping blue that slowed the world, thick enough to give light pause. She was being pushed down against the floor and even past it.

	Gertrude began to tumble backward.

	Her body fell and fell and did not hit the ground.

	Nor the ocean around her.

	Succumbing to the aberrant blue aether, Gertrude left the material world entirely.

	It was not sleep, but a stillness that had deteriorated even the passage of time.

	

	

	Gertrude fell and fell and she knew she was falling, but the lack of weight was a relief.

	Despite the falling, she was at peace.

	It was blissful, even, to descend into the eternal blue where nothing changed.

	She felt that she was unburdened of the task of being, the effort of maintaining her own existence. There was no effort, there was simply the perfect stillness. To drift was automatic, to fall was just enough inertia to feel alive without the violence that was inherent in deliberate movement. In front of her foggy eyes there was a constellation of lights that were, all of them, blue. None of them shone brightly enough for feeling. There was no warmth, but unchanging surroundings left her with a comforting sense of stillness.

	Was there a fall if there was no destination?

	Here, there was no pain–

	No thought, no worries, nothing external to consume her.

	She drifted peacefully as if cradled on a breeze.

	But there was in the midst of the fall an introduction of something else–

	Passion.

	It was like a painful spark that jabbed through her chest.

	Spreading to her limbs, beckoning her to struggle.

	Gertrude suddenly remembered all the currents that had come to intersect her own.

	At first there was a sense of relief– but it was different than the blue nothingness.

	It was mixed with her emotions– with them came regrets, frustrations–

	She would not have to carry the burden of being High Inquisitor anymore.

	No longer would she need to find a place in the world after failing to be Elena’s knight.

	There was no need to reconcile her lust toward Ingrid with the lust she felt for other women.

	Nile’s secrets could simply remain her own.

	Victoria and her would not have to navigate the messy rekindling of their relationship.

	Azazil would remain something like a bad dream that disappeared with the morning alarm.

	Monika–

	Suddenly none of these things felt comforting anymore, none of them felt weightless.

	She could not let them come and go. They were hers, she claimed them!

	Her heart began to feel hot, and the world began to feel heavy again–

	Gertrude opened her eyes and immediately her throat filled with water. 

	She was surrounded in blue because she was submerged completely in water and it was terrifying to her. Her eyes burned from it, her throat and nose hurt immensely from being filled with it, her lungs struggled. She started thrashing limbs, kicking and paddling in a panic, trying to force herself out of the water with no sense of direction.

	Being out in the water was death; every cell of her body screamed for escape.

	In a panic she exerted so much force, that she felt as if she had overturned something.

	She tumbled, arse over head, and then she hit something solid and flattened out.

	Gasping for breaths she could finally take; her entire body in intense pain.

	Somehow she had escaped the water and hit a hard floor. Her eyes still burned.

	But when she opened them, she began to see blue again. But it was solid blue this time.

	Not water, not lights, not those masked things and their blue spores and clouds.

	Gertrude found herself laid flat on a tiled floor, its light blue cubic pattern extending all around her. It was on the floor, on the walls, it covered the roof without any change or deviation. Her hand reached out, and it touched water again– she whipped it back as if she had touched a burning chemical, but it was only a panic response. 

	She forced herself to sit up against a wall. 

	There was no explaining the transition in her surroundings, 

	from the station, from the cave, to this place.

	In the small room she found herself in, there was a small pool. Not deep enough for her to have been fully submerged and drowning in it. It, too, was tiled the same as every other surface. There was dim light coming as if from under the water, projecting a swirling pattern over some of the roof. She could see out of this room, that there were even more pools connected by a short adjacent hallway. None of these pools followed a logical configuration– there were shallow and deep pools, some only one meter by one meter wide and long, others several cubic meters deep, arranged throughout the space at seemingly random. They reminded Gertrude of hot baths, in their seeming uniformity. But some were too deep, and others were shallower than a shower’s basin. They were connected by tiled walkways.

	Forcing herself to a stand, her entire body aching, Gertrude walked to the next room over.

	From it, she could see pathways snaking on all sides.

	As far as she could see, every hall, every doorway, all led to even more pools.

	These seemed to become even more bizarre the farther in she walked.

	She began to see pools on the walls, retaining their water despite their position.

	Pools on the roof, in places, with their water as still as if they were flat on the ground.

	Gertrude walked for several minutes in stunned silence.

	Everything was whisper quiet, and there were only more tunnels to follow, more pools.

	It was as if she had fallen into some kind of maze.

	“Azazil!” Gertrude screamed.

	Somehow, her voice did not echo through the corridors and pool rooms.

	Nothing in this place made any sense.

	She was screaming for Azazil because that was the last person she had been stuck with. But she truly knew next to nothing about Azazil, or the old station in which they had become trapped. For all she knew, it was Azazil who was responsible for all of this, and trying to protect her from the creatures was entirely a façade. Gertrude wondered if someone had drugged her, or if she had been taken away to some bizarre place. Maybe there was equipment fucking with her senses– Azazil had mentioned being enthralled to a computer, maybe that was also the case here? No– that was because of STEM– it made no sense.

	As far as Gertrude knew, she did not have a STEM, so that could not apply to her.

	Gertrude’s mind was hurtling in every possible direction for answers.

	What was the last ordinary thing she remembered?

	She and Nile and Victoria had found those boxes marked with a surface era political logo.

	Then Gertrude had heard Azazil cry for help– gotten separated– found Azazil–

	Learned about Norn–

	And then the creatures attacked them.

	“I can’t even trust that I didn’t just go insane at some point during that.”

	Did insane people realize they were insane? No– they were unaware of it, right?

	Could she really have been seeing these pools in the flesh right now?

	It was so frustrating.

	She walked through the identical corridors unfolding into more bizarre pool rooms.

	Finding nothing else anywhere around her. Unable to even tell if she was going in circles.

	“My body hurts, so I can’t be dreaming. And I’m wracking my brain, so I can’t be crazy.”

	At least she had water– and there was a vac-sealed dry ration bar in her suit too.

	So she could endure at least a few more hours of walking.

	But to what end? 

	If she wasn’t so terrified of just sitting down and dying, and if her mind was not so occupied with the bizarre images around her, she would have begun to fear a likely demise within this place. Walking kept her sane within the blue purgatory in which she found herself– if she could even be sane, while traversing such an inexplicable landscape as this. But was there any possibility of escape? Everywhere she had walked looked exactly the same.

	Gertrude withdrew her sidearm. She made note of a wall and shot into it.

	Tiles cracked and fell from the stricken site, jingling on the floor.

	Leaving a little scar, unveiling plain baby blue concrete wall behind the tiles.

	She could use this to make sure she was not walking in circles.

	Continuing her journey, she put a hand on the left-hand wall and followed it.

	Walking past several more pools, through several more hallways.

	And never again seeing the hole she had put into the wall.

	“I’m making progress, I guess.” Gertrude to herself. Her teeth chattered.

	She was growing a bit cold. Though the air was very still in the pool rooms, she was wet.

	Hand on the wall, she continued her journey.

	After some time, Gertrude found herself in a distinctly larger room.

	This in itself did not arouse her attention. But to follow the wall, she had to skirt around the edges of many more pools than before, and those edges were thin and tight. In the dim blue light and the shimmering ripples of water on the ceiling it was difficult to keep focus. She could have lost her footing entirely and fallen into a pool quite easily, which in her mind would not have done anything but annoy her– but then she considered she did not actually know whether what was in the pools was water– or whether that liquid would actually behave normally, nothing else about the situation was normal. 

	Nevertheless, she followed the wall with continuing frustration.

	Then she chanced a look at her reflection in the still and clear water of the adjacent pool.

	And the shock she felt almost did cause her to fall into it.

	She drew back against the wall, kicking her feet.

	Initially in the fear of some figure without description that she thought might jump at her.

	But then with the stunned realization that she was seeing herself.

	Herself– in a black uniform festooned with symbols of esoteric fascism.

	She could even hear her own voice as if surrounded by the figure in the water–

	“Standartenführer Gertrude Lichtenberg, reporting for duty. Mein schatzi.”

	Smiling, even in that despicable uniform, and saying the last in such a sweet voice–

	and a woman’s hand reaching from afar to lift her chin as if owning her–

	Gertrude caught the briefest glimpse of the ‘little treasure’ of her other self.

	Elena with blue and pink hair, in the same uniform, covered in hooked crosses and sun discs–

	Tearing herself away from the sight, Gertrude charged across the thin strip of tiled floor separating one pool to another, and dropped, almost falling, hoping to see her reflection as it should have been. But the adjacent pool had a separate vision, both from reality as Gertrude knew it and from the last pool she had seen. Instead of a Volkisch officer, this Gertrude had clerical robes and wore her hair long and half-covered in a loose habit. 

	She silently entered a dark room filled with paintings and symbols of Solceanic belief.

	“Apologies, holy pontiff. I needed to check up on you.” She said.

	In the center of the room, a thin and bedraggled looking Elena gave her a tired look.

	Now she was dressed in the papal garb and hat–

	“Of course.”

	“Another failed experiment?”

	“Let’s not speak of it. Tend to my ablutions. I’m feeling– stiff.”

	And the nun Gertrude smiled and bowed reverently, and the pontiff shed her robes,

	exchanging glances full of– lust–

	Gertrude tore herself from the pool and crawled pathetically to a third within reach.

	Then she found herself in such an intersection of pools that she could see many of herself at a time, reflected in the waters. Then she was reflected in the ceiling and the walls, surrounded in herself as if carried on a mist that blended the light into apparitions. They walked past her, beside her and through her like ghosts but always playing their own scenes with their own aims as if these histories were currents washing over the unseen woman observing them from the pools. So many Gertrude Lichtenberg overwhelming her.

	She saw one Gertrude who was a Katarran in the Pythian Black Legion, carrying out the ancient prophecy of an annihilating battle of the fittest, under the orders of the warlord, Elena; a Gertrude who was an officer in the Hanwan Konoe Shidan, and having been promoted following the crushing of a rebellion against the Empire as well as meritorious service in the conquest and subjugation of the Yu states, reverently sought even the briefest glimpse of Empress Elena; G.I.A. agent Gertrude McLyndon proudly holding a pile of compromising documents and photographs sure to discredit and tear apart the progressivist coalition challenging President Elena’s reelection; Gertrude as the Political Commissar of Captain Elena in a Union Cruiser on an important communist mission; and Gertrude the Praetorian, holding the power of life and death over Fueller Empress Elena–

	“No– No– Stop it– I’m not– I can’t–”

	Breathless, unable to escape from the figures and shadows, Gertrude shut her eyes.

	Unable to make it all go away, unable to bear it–

	So badly, she wanted to give in to the worst of herself and be one of those images.

	To do anything, destroy anything, compromise anything, to hold the whole world back.

	In exchange for her– but no– not these horrid facsimiles–

	There was such a thing as a price too high to bear! Gertrude told herself this.

	That if Elena had been anyone but herself, Gertrude may well have not followed her.

	“Elena was none of those kinds of people. That’s why I love her–”

	Gertrude grit her teeth. Of course, Elena was not the monster. Never Elena.

	She was the monster. And it was her love for Elena which had made her a monster.

	“No– that’s not true– I could have done things right– it was all my mistakes–!”

	Some part of her realized that the thoughts she was having and voices she was hearing–

	They were all mixing in her brain until she could not sort out what was real.

	Unable to escape, to sort out her thoughts or bear any further visions–

	Gertrude slid herself to one of the pools and pushed herself into it.

	Immediately, she sank deeper and deeper than was possible.

	Water filled her throat and nose with incredible rapidity. 

	Instantly, she was drowning again.

	Panicking, thrashing, choking, in immense pain until her consciousness was obliterated.

	

	

	Blue.

	Even as her tear-stained eyes struggled to open, she still found herself surrounded in blue. Now the tiles were an even darker blue than before and their sectioning was much less obvious. She instantly felt ever more enclosed. The light, too, was dimmer, but it still seemed to come up from within the pools, of which there was one nearby. 

	Her hand had dipped inside it.

	Gertrude laid on her back.

	Soon as she recognized that she was herself, and awake, and saw her surroundings, she felt the biting cold again and resumed shivering. She retracted her hand from a pool and hugged herself, curling her legs up closer to her body. On the ceiling, the water, lit from under, cast shimmering white waves over the dark blue tiles. She stared at it, helpless and cold, 

	following the waves–

	Until she noticed the shadow cutting across the center of the light show.

	In a panic, Gertrude pushed herself up onto her feet and to a thundering step,

	sliding over smooth slick tiles

	falling hard on her shoulder and coming to lie

	staring

	into a pool much larger deeper darker like a blue hole in the world

	occupied

	“You’ve done more harm to yourself than I mean to you already.”

	With her back to the wall, shivering with cold and fear, Gertrude stared in the center of the gaping blue maw that had become of the pool. There was a figure there, floating gently atop the surface. Slender with a long torso and limbs, and almost nymph-like, not simply in her beauty but in the pallid softness that her features seemed to take. Her hair was long and red and flowed over the water around her like a spreading bloodstain. She was dressed in a long robe which had been entirely soaked through, and clung to her hips and her small breasts in a way that, even in this situation, made Gertrude run a bit hotter than before. 

	Curiously, she had one single black horn and an over-long white tail, its end splitting like that of a whale or dolphin, almost as long as her body and somewhat thick.

	When their eyes met– Gertrude could have sworn they were black with a yellow slit.

	Then imperceptibly fast, so that it made her previous perception appear a mirage–

	Those eyes changed color, becoming blue and green.

	“I remember you.” Gertrude said, her lips trembling. “You– you attacked me–”

	In her dreams, she had seen the trees, and seen a woman giving a speech, and seen a vast and horrible machine processing something ungodly and inhuman. Visions as if of other worlds, impossible places that felt terrifyingly familiar. In those places, this woman appeared. At times callous; at times barring the way; at times, tearing Gertrude apart.

	Those memories of the pain inflicted by this woman caused Gertrude to wince.

	And push herself further back against the wall–

	There was nowhere to go.

	When Gertrude pushed back, the edge of the pool became, suddenly, closer.

	Her legs were in the water, she now sat on only enough tile to sit in at all.

	Just as that edge had come closer, the woman now lounged right beside her.

	Head and arms out of the water, her long and voluminous red hair on Gertrude’s lap.

	One slender white finger traced the front of Gertrude from her sternum to her belly.

	Spreading warmth wherever it touched. Giving off a hazy wisp of those strange colors.

	In Gertrude’s pocket, the object Nile had given her was buzzing uncontrollably.

	“You needn’t fear me. Like you, I am given into my passions. Sometimes I can no better control myself than if my right half and left half were different people. It’s hard to explain; but I’m in a good mood. I wanted to follow after you again. You have stumbled upon an interesting place. You have an uncanny ability to stumble in this way. Because you have a passionate, chaotic heart that is tearing through the world for a purpose. Just like mine.”

	Gertrude felt her tensions dissipate, her muscles loosen up, and the cold fading.

	The touch of this woman was perhaps the most soothing sensation she had ever felt.

	Enough that Gertrude almost gasped when the woman simply lifted her fingers from her.

	“Can you help me?” Gertrude asked. “You said I wandered here– well, I’m trapped now.”

	At her side, the woman smiled. “You’re so bold– going right past names to favors.”

	“You know who I am, don’t you?”

	“But you don’t know who I am. And you won’t, without a proper introduction, Hominin.”

	“Hominin? Well– I am Gertrude Lichtenberg.” Gertrude said, submitting to the demand.

	“Gertrude Lichtenberg. Alright then– can you call me Eris?” Asked the red-haired woman.

	Gertrude smiled a little. She started to feel safe. “As you wish. Thank you, Eris.”

	Eris closed her eyes. Her lips slowly turned into a smile. She looked strangely placid.

	“What are you thanking me for, Hominin? So easily forgetting the danger I represent?”

	“You’re the only thing keeping me sane right now.” Gertrude said.

	She was being coy, but Gertrude was certain this woman was doing something to her.

	Something that helped her stave off the rot of mind and spirit in this place.

	Gertrude came to realize that ever since the katov mass had turned blue, the same blue that permeated this evil place, she had felt tired. Tired, helpless, rushing blindly. Desperate to outrun something, so desperate it wiped her out; everyone else was just as tired as her too. No amount of vitamin jelly drinks could restore her. Blue that made the marrow turn cold, that made the fog of mind freeze into hard walls around thought and meaning. She had been so stupid; Nile had tried to tell her, but she did not want to stop and understand.

	Gertrude had marched them all into the abyss’ insanity. Into its consumptive power.

	Hundreds of expeditions had been devoured in holes like this. Unknowing until the end.

	Only now, with that healing touch, was Gertrude finally able to realize her predicament.

	But she did not feel panic. Her heart was steady and her breathing calm.

	Instead, she felt like she had finally made a breakthrough.

	Gertrude sat up straight. 

	Her boots sank further into the water, but she didn’t care anymore. Being wet was the least of her worries. Unable to make any headway, she resolved to catch her breath and try to clear her head. Blue ripples reflected eerily upon her face, which was mostly in shadow and barely visible in her reflection until a blue streak crossed her eyes. She glanced at the woman in the pool, who floated gently toward her, long tail curving further into the pool.

	“You look so resigned. Have you finally accepted your situation?” Eris said.

	“I’m collected. I’ve been going around in circles and getting jerked around for so long. Now I don’t know. I feel some kind of way. Right now, I just want to talk to you. Is that okay?”

	She looked down at the water just as the red-haired woman floated closer to her.

	Their eyes met, golden yellow and dark green.

	In good humor– for once.

	After circling these pools for so long the she wished she could gut herself with her knife–

	Eris in the water, however absurd a sight, gave her hope for something.

	“You remind me of someone.” Eris said.

	Turning her head to meet her eyes further, her cheek caressed by the tiles.

	Eris had an expression of uncanny fondness on her face. She looked so placid.

	“Is the resemblance positive or negative?” Gertrude asked.

	“She was someone who said she would protect me, no matter what.” Eris replied.

	Gertrude smirked a little. “You feel too formidable to need protecting.”

	Eris smirked. “What if I did? What if, as we speak, I’m in the greatest danger of my life?”

	“Don’t tempt me.” Gertrude said. “I’m also the type to say ‘I would give my life for you.’”

	“You are an awful cad.” Eris laughed. “I’m not so easy, you despicable hominin.”

	“I’m serious.” Gertrude replied. She even started laughing a little bit too.

	“Even if I told you my enemy is something too vast and impossible?” Eris replied.

	She raised her eyes from Eris to the walls around them.

	There seemed to be no passages out of this pool. No matter.

	For once, Gertrude did not really want to go anywhere. Eris was too interesting.

	“I’ve spent all my life putting my body between women and something vast and impossible. Sometimes, they even wanted me to do it.” She said, betraying a hint of sadness.

	Eris seemed to pick up on her wistful tone of voice.

	Her own eyes wandered too. She looked up at the tiled walls and the ceiling.

	“Would you protect me, if I myself became your enemy?”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time.” Gertrude said. Now even more weary-sounding than before.

	“You should give up. I am not able to be protected, nor am I worthy of it.” Eris said.

	“And I’m not worthy of protecting anyone. You can’t be any worse than me.”

	“You say that so easily. But my sins are monumental.”

	“There are people who would say I’m utterly unforgiveable too.”

	Gertrude swayed her legs gently in the bewitchingly blue water of the pools.

	“I used to be a High Inquisitor of the Empire. My hands are stained permanently with so much blood. Blood from innocents whom I suppressed, and from my own allies and the people I turned into enemies.” She said. “I made many deliberately evil decisions. And as many mistakes. I don’t think I can make amends. But if you need someone– I can help you. I can’t just walk past someone drowning in the same stagnant water I’m drowning in.”

	Eris looked up at the roof with a wan expression. Avoiding Gertrude’s own eyes.

	“You’ve come a long, painful way, since your journey began.” She said. “In that sense, we are alike. Both groomed into the weapons of greedy empires, fighting for injustice, losing everything by our own foolish hands, including our identities. Trapped in liminal space, with a dead past and a foregone future. All we can do is to despair and rebel against the world.”

	Eris continued to give the walls the same narrow wistful gaze.

	“Eris– you know what this maze actually is, don’t you?” Gertrude asked.

	There was a note of frustration finally creeping into Gertrude’s voice again.

	She had been stuck, in motionless suspension, a blind idiot trapped in limbo. Time and again, dangers and obstacles beyond her ability and cognition erupted in front of her, and she would be rescued from her vanity by an ally with the answers. Her own power and skill had been utterly worthless. She was forced to grovel or to become someone’s damsel, unable to resolve any situation by herself. It was the same here. Whether it was Norn, Victoria, Nile, Azazil or now Eris. Gertrude was lucky to have their pity or she would be dead.

	Every time, she lacked the ability to change anything.

	Even outside this blue hell– everything had been going in circles.

	Ever since she left Luxembourg– circles,

	ever since she first stood between Sawyer and Elena,

	ever since,

	she was born,

	spinning circles on her own heel,

	all of it in vain,

	“Ahh– to think I have to give succor to a Hominin. But– this doesn’t feel too bad.”

	From the water, an arm stretched up, and silk-soft fingers caressed Gertrude’s cheek.

	That touch, so tender and warm, snapped Gertrude out of her sudden despair and fury.

	“Listen well Hominin. Rarely do I enlighten your kind. This liminal space is built up of resonant human emotions.” Eris said. “The Aether is a reflection of humanity. It is a body whose flesh is the human soul. Its blood formed of human perspective, and circulated in veins the gifted can see. Everything that is human can exist here, circulating endlessly wherever humans have been and wherever they desire to go. Everything you fear, everything you love, everything that brings despair, joy or even stultification. But in this specific place, a single emotion has overwhelmed everything, and the ‘blood’ has become clotted.”

	Ordinarily, Gertrude might have reacted adversely toward that explanation.

	She had been doing a lot of that lately too.

	But at that moment she wanted that to stop and had the conviction to stop it.

	No more panicking and shrieking pathetically at the things she did not understand.

	She wanted to understand. This was part of the world too– she had to master it.

	Gertrude kept hurrying to get somewhere, and she ended up here, nowhere.

	She ran past every explanation only wanting what was convenient and simple.

	Always missing the important context, the crevices between statements, the hard truths.

	Her heart needed to open itself to the possibility of what she was seeing.

	“You are saying that this is a place of emotions; an overwhelming emotion created it. Can my emotions change this place back? Can my emotions free me from here?” Gertrude said.

	“It’s not so easy– but your emotions are powerful, Gertrude Lichtenberg.” Eris said.

	Gertrude scoffed. “My emotions have only brought tragedy– I fear relying on them.”

	Eris’s eyes met Gertrude’s again.

	This time, they had some of their former scrutinizing coldness again.

	“Your emotions forged and destroyed bonds. They upended your life. They brought you to this place.” Eris said. “They can be a power to destroy, but they also brought you many followers and believers, many close bonds, the armor you wear and the weapons you wield. In that sense, they have not only brought tragedy, but have also created your triumphs.”

	Gertrude’s passion had brought her from the heights of the Imbrium to the depths of this trench. But she couldn’t accept that so easily. It wasn’t just her emotions, as a disconnected entity or power. Her emotions were not something that happened without her. 

	They were not autonomous.

	It was herself. She stuck herself into this endless circle.

	Her eyes began to sting and weep again, even with Eris’ touch upon her cheek.

	Teardrops crashed on the surface of the pool.

	Sending hot red vapor into the air.

	“Are you wavering again? So easily? Even after my comfort?” Eris sounded offended.

	“I’m sorry. It’s– I was just so stupid. I can’t call any of it a triumph.” Gertrude whimpered. “You don’t understand. I was delusional. I used those bonds as my excuse. I convinced myself everything I was doing for Elena was consecrated, necessary, and good for her. And yet– along the way, I betrayed the trust of so many other people who needed me.”

	Just thinking about ‘emotions’ had set her off on a warpath again. She went out of control.

	“They saw me as a symbol of hope. That a swarthy-skinned and dark-haired little brat without a drop of noble blood nor the vast wealth of a capitalist, could grow up and climb to the highest peaks of the Empire using only her martial ability, and could achieve control, and with it, independence and agency. But I didn’t climb anything but a mountain of corpses. I never had any merits. I cheated, I begged, I conspired, I killed so many people, some of whom deserved retribution but many, many more that did not deserve what I did to them.”

	Gertrude lifted her eyes from the water and met Eris’s gaze again.

	“I don’t believe in the Imbrian Empire. My uniform, that flag, all of that crap– none of it was worth shit to me. All I believed was in Elena von Fueller. I loved her with all my heart. It made me human– she was the only reminder that I had a soul. That I still had a beating heart.”

	“Gertrude–”

	Eris tried to speak up, but Gertrude pounded her fist on the tiled edge of the pool and put a crack in its perfect facade, shattering the tiles. Eris stared at the cracks with surprise.

	And so Gertrude continued to lament.

	“And in the end, I was ready to kill her too! I would have killed her if I couldn’t have her. She invalidated everything I had become. She never asked me to; and I never asked her. But I became this for her and she rejected it, and when she did, my future disappeared. I became suspended in nothingness. And now I am nothing but a monster. Emotions? What good are my emotions? Norn sent me down here, maybe hoping to alter my perspective. I rushed in with all the greed and obsession of my monstrous heart looking for a treasure at the end of a rainbow. I wanted this place to just give me her strength as if I deserved a reward!”

	Eris’s eyes softened slightly.

	“But I just failed.” Gertrude said. She smiled a hopeless smile. It was the smile of a dead woman, she thought. She saw herself reflected in the pool. So pale, so helpless. “I know that now. I can’t do anything. Even before I became trapped in this hell of empty pools, whatever this place is– it doesn’t even rate compared to how meaningless my life outside here was. How circular and empty and delusional. I burned all of the joy I could have had with her. I foreclosed on every other possibility. Anything outside my fucking circle of hell.”

	More tears streamed down her cheeks. Red vapor steamed from the blue water.

	“I’m lost. I’m lost! I don’t know which way to go. You are asking me to make use of my emotions? These are my emotions. I am a raging animal who wants to tear her own fucking face off. I can’t use these emotions for anything good. All I can do is rage impotently!”

	“We are more alike than even I thought.” Eris said. “So will you just sit here like me?”

	Gertrude fell silent, staring at the water with that lost smile.

	“How disappointing.” Eris said. “And here I thought it would be worth following you.”

	Her tear-stained eyes met Eris’s beautifully pale face once again.

	“I’m sorry. I’m so pathetic. I’ve been saved so many times the past few days. I’ve not been able to protect anyone. You’re right. I am a cad. I am just trying to find a new lie that I can tell myself, desperately, even now, even in this god-forsaken lightless hole into which I have been cast. I can’t protect you. I can’t protect anyone. You’re right– I have lost my beginning and I’ll never reach my destination. You called it a liminal space? Then I’m just stuck in limbo.”

	At the sound of her voice, the walls shuddered. Red cracks put upon blue tiles.

	“What about Monika?” Eris asked. “She’s in danger.”

	Gertrude’s breath caught in her chest. Monika– that poor girl believed in her–

	–but it was no use,

	“Gertrude, if anything were possible– what would your ambition be?” Eris asked.

	Gertrude’s fists tightened. Anger swelled in her heart. She hated that question.

	She hated these what-if’s and sophistry.

	Already, the meaningless answer had formed in her mind. It was immediate and absolute.

	“I’d cut a trail of blood across this fucking Ocean. I would destroy the remains of the Imbrium Empire.” Gertrude said. “I’d tear down everything separating us without mercy–!”

	Her and–

	Elena–?

	Ingrid–?

	Victoria–?

	Nile?

	Sawyer even–?

	Perhaps–

	Eris too?

	“You are a fascinating Hominin. I feel– I feel so close to you. I– I want you, Gertrude.”

	There was a moment of silence again between herself and Eris.

	Gertrude noticed Eris’s eyes becoming shadowed.

	Her bangs, and the angle at which she was laying on the edge of the tiles.

	It hid her eyes– but Gertrude could see her lips slowly curl into a smile.

	“Gertrude, you know what your emotions can do? They can put a crack in these tiles.”

	Gertrude, for an instant, felt a familiar stirring inside herself.

	She felt a sudden desire to take possession of Eris too.

	Before her eyes, a flash of a world where she could exploit her, where she could use her knowledge, her powers, her beautiful and strange body, in every possible advantageous way. Eris became power and treasure in her mind, became salvation, redemption, sublimity, pleasure. She could use her until her dark heart was full. There was a mighty red haze before Gertrude’s eyes that showed her pleasures and triumphs beyond imagination. With control over Eris, she could escape, she could rescue all of her crew and her ship, she could attack all of her enemies, and take back Elena, and sweep through the world in her fury–

	And she stopped herself, utterly, and completely. Her emotions were a spiraling storm.

	She could not let herself treat anyone like that again– could she–?

	“Can I still raise my head after all of this–?”

	As soon as the words left Gertrude’s lips, Eris was suddenly face to face with her.

	She had left the pool instantly, it was as if she had always been standing beside her. Curled around her, embracing her, and with a gentle hold on Gertrude’s chin, forcing her to lift her head. Her face was so close, Gertrude could feel her breaths warming her lips.

	Close enough to drown in her eyes.

	Close enough to kiss.

	Her lips took Gertrude’s own, so hungry it almost felt like she would bite.

	Tasting the subtle hint of iron in her tongue and throat, Gertrude felt her mind waver.

	She saw herself sharing this kiss under a sky rather than the ocean.

	Saw an enormous tree-like structure looming over the two of them.

	And then Eris ripped apart right in front of her. 

	Every piece of her torn out and scattered.

	But just as quickly and with much more emotion, she saw the kiss and reciprocated.

	Painted blue in the pool room but beginning to glow gently red instead.

	When they parted, a string of spittle between their once-interlocking tongues–

	Gertrude was rendered speechless again. In front of that nymph-like, dream-like beauty.

	That taste had been so– dangerous– intoxicating– but fulfilling too.

	Eris stared at her dead in the eyes, close as warm breath. Looking at her so– covetously.

	“Promise me, Gertrude Lichtenberg. Take your power and use it to destroy your enemies. Seize every treasure which you feel is yours and guard your hoard like a dragon. Let yourself be envious, greedy, lustful, furious and vain. Let sloth overtake you and experience despair. Allow all colors of the aura into yourself. Live your darkest passion. Don’t stop moving. Don’t accept being in a place like this ever again. Become someone who will protect me; not in the midst of this, but at the height of power over a new world and perhaps, at my side.”

	She smiled, rapturously, almost– insanely– her aura becoming vast and stark white–

	“Don’t put up with the path. Seize the destination. Betray this world; crush it in your fist.”

	“Eris–”

	“Promise me– and I’ll help here. And we’ll meet again too. Out there.”

	There was no denying the allure of her words.

	Gertrude was full of nothing but contempt for the world.

	This was not a world in which she or any of the people she had come to care about could live in peace. Tearing down the high towers and standing over the rubble would be doing the world a favor. Building something new and better over the heap would be mercy. But it was the least she could do; and the minimum required was for the Imbrium Empire to be completely annihilated. It was the only way she could live with herself.

	Emperor Lichtenberg— she had been called that in jest.

	And yet, in the brilliant and fond eyes of this ‘Eris’ it felt like she could see that world.

	A world in which she had power. A world in which all the current rules were overturned.

	Creating a new order by which all of these tragedies could be averted.

	The final death and burying of the Imbrian Empire. 

	Vengeance against all of its architects.

	And the rise of the empire of the future, her empire– The Agarthic Empire.

	“I promise you.” Gertrude said. “I will tear my way out of this. I will find you.”

	“What if you made an enemy out of me? What if I tried to stop you?”

	Eris was testing her conviction.

	But she didn’t know Gertrude as perfectly as she thought.

	Her words were as dark and heavy and hot as the shielding on a reactor.

	“I wouldn’t let you make that mistake. I want your power too. If we’re alike as you say–”

	Gertrude smirked.

	“Then I’ll become like you someday. I am a monster too. I’ll claim you for myself first. I will not let you get in my way; nor will you escape. I will use you, Eris; everything of you.”

	Eris’s face warped into a grin.

	“Let us seal this covenant, Gertrude Lichtenberg. If you possess the conviction.”

	In the next instant, Gertrude found herself on her back, pushed back from the pool.

	On top of her, Eris loomed, her golden eyes shining.

	Her lips spread, revealing sharp, hungry teeth.

	She descended on Gertrude, who resolved to keep still and endure it.

	Eris bit down into her shoulder and tore a piece of her flesh right into her mouth.

	Rather than agony, however, Gertrude felt warmth, closeness, affection

	through those fangs

	ripping skin, tearing fibers, blood swallowed up

	she was filled with something

	made a part of it

	connected to a grander whole

	It was as close to paradise as she had ever neared, and she felt her chest fluttering.

	“Gertrude. I am a sputtering throat without heart or limbs. I have been ripped apart and remade whole and been swept by currents like dust. I may not be– myself– next time.”

	Eris’ gaze met Gertrude’s own. Lit up a dim red by Gertrude’s growing aura.

	“I want to believe that something of me can be saved. That something of us can be saved.”

	In one instant, Eris’ tears dropped from weary eyes–

	And she put her head up close to Gertrude, looking so helpless and defeated.

	Gertrude reached up, wanting to touch her again, to pull her in tight–

	And as suddenly she was gone, in a sweeping current formed of a myriad colors.

	For a moment, Gertrude felt the absence of her warmth, and the blue despair crept in–

	–but she would not accept it any longer. 

	She would not settle for suffering loss after loss.

	Her red passion brimmed, a thin shining aura, and the blue wisps scattered from her like flies being driven off by smoke. After Eris’ departure, the room tried to go dark, but Gertrude was her own light. She stood from the ground, fighting back tears, but filled with purpose. Red streaks accompanied her steps, dim at first but red enough to vanquish the dark blue.

	She walked, filling in the negative, a light in the storm, a matchfire in void.

	Rational thoughts of hopelessness, of being trapped, of seeing the impossible surroundings and recoiling with fear, of the need to curl up and preserve life for as long as she could, all of it burned in that insane red. Gertrude was instead filled with a conviction that was backed by no evidence of her senses, and it afforded a clarity she had never felt in her life. There was nothing in front of her but a straight line forward. If it didn’t exist, she would carve it. In that moment, there was no wall strong enough to stop her. No length she could not cross. 

	No depth too unreachable.

	All of these unseemly blue tiles cried out for a pattern only a battering could inscribe.

	Gertrude reached her hands to where she had been bitten.

	Almost disappointed to find no wound there. She almost wanted to be marked.

	“I’ll claim her. She’s down there somewhere– some part of her is. I know it.”

	Gertrude looked at the fingers that had touched the site of Eris’ bite.

	Closed them into a fist.

	And put that fist directly through the wall of the pool rooms.

	She expected to meet any amount of resistance, and for a second she thought she saw the walls actually, physically crack, fissures spreading through the wall and up the ceiling and even into the water itself, cracking everything like glass– but then in the blink of an eye, her entire surroundings had simply changed from what they had been previously, annihilated immediately. Consumed in the devastating red they burned away like paper set alight.

	Gertrude had forged her own chaotic red path through their ordered blue despair.

	

	

	In place of the pool rooms there was suddenly a long and tall hallway of cobblestones.

	All of the cobbles had sooty burnt traces as if a fire had raged through the hallway.

	Stained glass windows shining all around her some set at impossible directions and angles as if not anchored to a physical wall, or as if the wall had been bent awkwardly around them. But the cobblestone was continuous, it climbed the walls, it formed the ceiling, and it was unbroken even in those places where there were seemingly organic breaches of their geometry. Gertrude was left briefly speechless by the grandeur of this place compared to the tight, looping pool rooms. It was as if this place housed something enormous.

	She was not alone. There was much more activity here than in the pools.

	Gertrude saw both near and far a dozen of those masked aberrations that had been trying to overwhelm her and Azazil. She had her guard up and awaited an attack. They did not seem to notice her, however, and after a few tense minutes she relaxed. They dragged their bloated arms behind their cloaked bodies, all of the facial features imprinted on their white masks contorting into dazed and stupid-looking expressions. They were making their way down the corridor, following the far off walls into the distance without aim or aggression.

	Closing her fists and steadying her breathing, Gertrude followed them from afar.

	Soon as she began walking, she noticed nothing in the distance seemed to come closer.

	But she would not give up– the appearance of hopelessness was the aim of the blue color.

	Stubbornly she continued to walk even though she seemed to make no progress.

	She then noticed that the stained glass windows had actual shapes, and depicted scenes.

	Scenes of a golden-haired girl with dog-like ears, rendered abstract but dreadfully familiar.

	“Monika.” Gertrude said. Feeling a sense of trepidation again and smothering it down.

	From one of her pouches, she withdrew the aetherometer that Nile had given her.

	Stirring continuously, like a tablet vibrating to inform the owner of a message.

	All of its face had become distorted with spiraling shades of blue that became impossible to read. However, the more concentrated on it the more she could feel something from it. That feeling became sound. Sound that when it crossed into her became a voice and a voice which she recognized. Gertrude listened, shuddered and had to fight to keep her fire alight.

	Somehow the aetherometer was broadcasting Monika’s voice.

	“Sleep soundly, peacefully, without resentment.” She whispered in a mischievous voice.

	There was a note of palpable desperation. It was an unsettling tone of voice.

	Like Monika had gone mad.

	“Sleep the eternities away. Without pain, without bigotry. In the eternal sleep there lies our paradise. We are equals in sleep. We have no war or famine or genocide. Join our deep blue and beautiful sleep. It will be so easy. It will be so kind. You have needed it so long.”

	That suggestive voice tempted Gertrude to surrender herself, and she was weak to it.

	Indeed– it would have been so easy. And it would have felt so kind.

	True– Gertrude had needed it for so long.

	But she lifted her feet and continued despite the inherent difficulty.

	Fire slept when it was snuffed out and ceased to burn.

	Gertrude stubbornly tried to shut it out of her mind, descending the hallway.

	As she walked, she saw movement out of the corners of her eyes and realized that the scenes on the stained glass windows seemed to be changing. Like projector slides, they would blink through short animations in the glass frames. When Gertrude stopped to look, however, the abstractions in the glass were given photorealistic shape. She saw Monika as she knew her; and saw Monika in the flesh in ways she never had known before. 

	A child; a young woman; a prisoner.

	“It is impermissible for a Loup to disbelieve God. We exist only by the grace of God.”

	“If God is the reason I was born, he can have his grace back.”

	Voices accompanied by the cracking sound of a slap.

	Monika was not always so different from others. Because in fact each person is not so radically different from the rest. But they all had the radicalism beaten out of their souls in different ways. Monika never gave up hers. She stood aside the crowd during oaths, she failed to perform drills, she gave nothing of herself onto God in church, and she dreamed and prepared instead for study. There were people in her life who encouraged her, who assisted her greatly and nurtured her desire for knowledge. Teachers who understood; liberal church folk who took pity; Imbrians looking from outside-in who judged the culture of the Loup without acknowledging the culpability they had in its creation and corruption.

	It was this last group who offered Monika the most hope in her endeavors.

	“I want to escape to an Imbrian school. I want to learn what makes up the world.”

	How does the world work?

	Could one learn about energy and matter to understand cruelty and hopelessness?

	Could a Loup turn her back on God and War and Blood and lead her own free life?

	A too-young Monika fought with everything she had to try to realize her goal.

	And she was defeated.

	Family had an iron hand; the Church had a baleful eye; and Imbrians had half hearts.

	“Don’t worry– our therapies have put many anti-social girls back on the correct path.”

	Cretinous voices promised anything that could not happen to those who had already forfeit.

	Still, Monika did not give up.

	Even as Gertrude stared at more and more scenes of captivity and abuse.

	Every step of the way, that same little Loup protected her rebellious and inquisitive soul.

	Gertrude felt her own body growing heavier as she witnessed the scenes.

	Scolded right in her face so that the spittle of her “instructors” fell upon her cheeks.

	Beaten.

	Stood before the rest of the wayward children and humiliated.

	Denied food.

	Forbidden to sleep, even so far as being denied a bed or chairs.

	“Why?”

	Gertrude asked herself, but Monika’s voice came out of her throat.

	“Why did they do this to me? Are my desires so terrible?”

	If all of this was done in the name of God, then God was nothing but a demon.

	And his world was a Hell itself.

	“Gertrude.”

	She lifted her boot and set it down on the ground again.

	Without thinking, she had moved– or everything had moved her.

	There was in front of her, a threshold, an archway door open into a church.

	Pews made of fake wood grain led up to a grand altar behind which was a vast organ. Lead-and-copper cross-shaped pipes jutted out at wild angles from a throbbing mass of wet flesh. All of it set upon a series of tentacles that dangled over the edge of the altar’s raised stage. In the pews sat the masked creatures, sleeping, led to the source of their stupefaction.

	In front of the vast, fleshy, throbbing organ stood Monika herself.

	Her blond hair was partially wet and completely disheveled. Her irises were surrounded by red rings and had begun to partially warp into blue fractals creeping toward the edges of the eye. Physically she remained unchanged, being short but an adult in form as Gertrude had ever known her. Even under these circumstances, that wild and irreverent grin was on the same beautiful face Gertrude was familiar with. She dressed in a long blue and white robe with a tall hat, and rather than the mushrooms which the aberrations around them wore or grew on themselves, Monika was wrapped in nightshades blooming with black, suppurating fruits. She had a mask, like the other inhabitants of this space, but she wore it hanging from the nightshade plants like they were chains. Gertrude saw her radiating blue color.

	“Welcome to the church of the Drowning Prophecy, and to your deliverance from pain.”

	Behind her the organ let off irregular and discordant notes as if attempting to make music.

	“I’m happy to see you, Gertrude. Other than myself, I want to give you peace most of all.”

	Monika held out a hand in invitation and Gertrude, heart racing, stepped into the church.

	She crossed the pews of sleeping aberrations to stand below Monika.

	It reminded her of whenever she saw Monika atop some equipment, looking down at her.

	But she wasn’t smiling anymore. Her kind little smiles were lost to the madness.

	“Gertrude, you doubt me don’t you? Or in fact, did you ever believe in me at all?”

	“I’ve always had the utmost esteem for you. I’ve never given up on you for a second.”

	Tendrils of blue color from Monika’s body prodded the edge of Gertrude’s stark red aura.

	“I am a genius, Gertrude. I’m a genius and a child prodigy, a generational talent. Everyone was afraid of what I represented.” Monika smiled. But it sent a chill down Gertrude’s spine. There was none of her warmth there. “That is why I understand well– why I have finally deduced everything in the world. I’ve been thinking about it for my entire life. But there is no evidence to suggest that there is any value in continuing to endure pain in this wretched life. There is no saving it; no preventing the forces that extract every second of suffering they can from us to power this infernal machine; no accountability for its architects.”

	Monika spread her arms wide and the tentacles of the organ unfolded and stretched.

	“We have control over only one thing. One life, which we can do with as we please.”

	A series of guttural noises came out of the pews. Startled, Gertrude turned around.

	One by one, the sleeping aberrations in attendance retched and spat up something black.

	They fell from their seats, banging their heads on the floor and the pews around them.

	Gertrude had seen them disappear when struck before– to see them fall over and die like human beings was shocking to her. It felt wrong– like these creatures should not have had this end, but it was all for some reason engineered for them. That sleep which came from their soporific mushroom spores was different from the eternal sleep now given to them by the black bile they had ingested. All of the aberrations were destroyed.

	Monika’s nightshades– she must have poisoned all of them?

	“This is the peace you want to grant me, Monika? And I presume, the whole crew?”

	“Eternal Sleep is a kindness, Gertrude! It is our answer to God and his malfeasance. He will toy with us no longer. And all those who tormented us will disappear with him.”

	Gertrude did not know what to say in response. It was difficult to muster her conviction.

	She had never been in a situation where she had to argue for being soberly awake.

	For herself– she had certainly thought before, and would probably think again, that it was too much to endure. Both the lightless world in which she found herself; and the fact that she had ruined so many elements of her life. She had lost what she had regarded as the core of her being, and the driving direction for much of her life. She lost her planned future.

	Certainly she had thought about giving up before.

	More than anything, however, her heart hurt so badly for Monika. 

	Words could not express it.

	There was no taking back all of the horrible things that had been done to her. Nothing that Gertrude could do or give would wipe out the knowledge that all of the people who were supposed to protect Monika betrayed her; that her own warped culture had delivered her beatings her entire life; that her only crime was not falling into line with the rest of society’s mindless edicts. The Imbrium Empire had scarred her. Gertrude had already done what she could do– she had tried to validate Monika and to give her a worthy place to belong.

	Regardless– such a thing would never wipe out the years that she had to endure, drowning. In the sanatoriums, under the oppression of her family and the church, for decades, unable to make official her genius. The military should not have been her salvation from that.

	Gertrude could understand how a girl so beaten down might contemplate surrender.

	The Imbrium Ocean was a dark and horrible place where people suffered needlessly.

	Humanity’s final refuge on a dead planet. 

	Was it worth all of this loss? All of this pain? All of this injustice?

	Untold billions of their ancestors died with the planet– for this?

	Why not just give it all up forever if there was no deliverance from pain?

	Gertrude shook her head. Clutching her chest like she wanted to touch the fire in it.

	There was one good reason perhaps. Gertrude had one argument in her.

	“Monika, I want you to come back with me.” Gertrude said.

	She extended a hand up to the stage for Monika to take if she so chose.

	“To toil away on your ship for your benefit?” Monika said.

	“No. I’m not going to force you to do anything. But if you would accompany me, I would be very happy. Not as your commander– as someone who esteems you. You’re immensely strong, and you are incredibly smart and incisive; and you have a really cute laugh.” Gertrude tried to smile at Monika, who stared in confusion. “My life is pretty bleak, I must admit. But it would be so much worse without you. I care about you a lot, Monika. I want to know you’re okay and I want to do anything I can for you. You’re a cherished companion.”

	Monika’s fingers curled into fists. She started shaking, staring at Gertrude.

	“Gertrude, I would not suffer another day on this forsaken hell-hole just for you.”

	“It’s not just for me either. Ingrid would be devastated to lose you.” Gertrude said.

	“Ingrid?” Monika paused, her eyes drawing wide.

	“She’s bad at demonstrating it, but she understands you. And she cares about you too.”

	“Neither of you understand anything! You really want me to remain awake through this?”

	With a boom and the cracking of the plastic planks of the stage floor, the tentacles writhed.

	Smashing up and then down, the pipes playing a furious disharmony.

	Vibrating right through Gertrude’s guts; but she stood her ground, her hand still raised.

	“Monika, let me take you away from that thing. Everyone must be so worried.” She said.

	“You’re–” Monika grit her teeth. She began to weep. “You’re dodging my questions–”

	“I’ve given you my answer.” Gertrude said, smiling. “I want this ugly world to be more beautiful for your presence. Monika, if you take my hand, I’ll help you stay awake with me.”

	“Gertrude– but– you’ve been through– would you really keep enduring– even after–?”

	Monika was crying openly, a deluge. Her words came out choppy and anxious.

	And the organ-thing behind her stirred with ever growing violence.

	Gertrude stood up as straight as she could and delivered her clearest answer.

	“I will endure. Monika, if it would save you, I would never even try to look at Elena again.”

	It was time to let go of her own terrible dream that was drowning her in her sleep.

	And at the power of those words the entire church had a spasm of agony.

	As if the walls were those of a lung or a heart expanding and contracting, the stone and the stained glass stretched until the mortar joining them nearly split, and fell back into place with a booming and crunching sound. Monika’s nightshades started wilting, the fruits falling to the ground and rotting rapidly. Her mask had a crack in it; and red cracks began to appear on the floor, on the pews, across the walls and ceiling, emanating from where Gertrude was standing. They glowed and put permanent scars in the structures.

	In response one of the tentacles bore down on Gertrude like a thrown fist.

	With its end curled into a mass almost the size of her entire body–

	–meeting a concave riot shield that held the blow at bay.

	“Monika! Run! I’ll catch up with you!” Gertrude shouted.

	Her eyes flashed red; and with a flick of the wrist, a vibroblade was in her hand.

	She pulled back her shield, reached and swung far, the blade crackling bright with aura.

	Red slice severing the blue tentacle leaving a gelatinous seeping wound.

	Up on the stage, Monika stood paralyzed, weeping, shaking.

	Gertrude discarded her shield and rushed to the stage, leaping up to Monika’s side.

	In her wake, her aura formed a billowing cape now clipped to an ostentatious red and gold military uniform. A garrison cap rested upon her head, and her hair was tied in its neat bun behind her head once again. None of her inquisitorial symbology was present, and this was not a uniform of any particular nation. But it was a uniform, jacket, pants, boots, shirt, all formed of her red glowing aether that flowed from her impassioned heart.

	So attired, Gertrude stood between Monika and the thrashing organ.

	“It’s this thing that is the ‘Drowning Prophecy’ isn’t it?” Gertrude said.

	In this place she developed an almost insane certainty, as if a whispering voice in her ear told her all of the truths she would tell herself. Her red conviction against the blue despair.

	Buoyed by enkindled emotions, Gertrude reached to her side for a weapon.

	And when she lifted her hand, there was a familiar black grenade launcher on it.

	Gertrude pulled the trigger and a 40 mm explosive grenade launched out of the tube.

	The munition hurtled toward the tentacled horror, soaring between its appendages.

	Blue aura from the arms intensified in response, slowing the munition.

	When it exploded the fire and force of the grenade barely touched the monster.

	As if the explosion itself had been slowed and smothered within that aura.

	Gertrude’s grenade launcher dissipated in her hands, and a sword appeared in its place.

	Monika was too shocked to run, so she had to stand her ground here.

	Covering herself with her riot shield and bracing for attack, trying to plan a response.

	The Drowning Prophecy was like a lung, pierced through by the church pipes. 

	Writhing meat that made up its bulk expanded and contracted in a predictable sequence. Its labored breaths went through the pipes piercing it and made discordant music. Its severed sinews made up its tentacles, all of which slobbered and slid out from under its bulk, several meters in length. Such a lifeform could not have possibly existed, but in this realm of emotion, she could understand its existence. It was as if something like this being had been in the back of her mind, something primal and shapeless. It was not this fleshy monster, but the fleshy monster was an abstraction of it. A signifier of something unspoken.

	Looking upon it, she could feel the temptation to a sublime hopelessness.

	Only the enflamed red aether emanating from her body staved off those thoughts.

	Wreathed within that cloak, absurd certainty protected her and drove her to action.

	With her sword and shield, she leaped forward into the reach of the mass.

	Tentacles began flying at her in all cardinals and angles. 

	She was almost sure she would find some of these appendages having no connection to their main body, lashing at her from impossible directions. But even as they flew, she could predict them, seeing traces like reverse shadows which appeared before their origins rather than trailing after them. Even amid the pressure of the furious and sweeping blows from the slick tentacles each thrice the width of her own arms, Gertrude could set her shield before each blow. She shoved into the attacks, or swung her sword and clashed with the arms, putting scars or severing tips. Deflecting the cage of meat that struggled to ensnare her.

	Despite the onslaught, Gertrude advanced into the shadow of the monstrosity.

	Step by embattled step, battering away the meat with furious swings.

	Until she made it between the guard of several tentacles.

	Drawing back her arm, she put all her strength into a thrust at the throbbing mass–

	In real time, she felt the deep blue aether sapping all of the strength of her blow.

	Until she dropped her sword at the “foot” of the being, and even her knees became heavy.

	Gertrude retreated several steps to avoid being boxed in,

	setting her back against a fast-approaching tentacle that dug through her midsection

	sprouting a sharp tip out of the sternum

	Blood burst dramatically out of the wound, as red as her aura had become.

	Gertrude’s body reacted to the assault in natural ways. 

	Her chest pushed out as her back arched from the blow, she cried out in pain, her throat filled with fluid and her breath arrested. But she was not dead, and in fact, she barely felt any acute pain. Even as the tentacle lifted her centimeters above the floor, Gertrude did not lose her lucidity completely, nor was she paralyzed by it. Nevertheless, she could merely writhe on the tentacle skewering her, reaching blindly behind her back.

	Blue aura glowed in the tentacle, attempting to spread into Gertrude’s red aura.

	Aether pulsated from the wound. Gertrude found herself unable to call for a weapon.

	Behind her back, she finally grabbed hold of the tentacle.

	Her limbs shook as she struggled against it.

	All of her mind was consumed with escape, with persevering; she saw the tip of the tentacle shaking through the center of her chest, and grit her teeth, demanding with every fiber of her being the weapons to tear it to pieces, to free herself from it, to reconstitute herself; she wanted her body to be rid of the intrusion, she was consumed with this desire, fight or flight, and her mind raced, her emotions spiraled. Clashing blue and red over her pierced heart and the tip of the tentacle began to thrash and steam came off its slick exterior, its blue sheen overcome with licks of red vapor trying to burn it and tear at it and devour it.

	She needed a weapon. If she had a weapon she could cut herself from this creature.

	Vibroswords, handguns, assault rifles, truncheons, grenade launchers–

	So many weapons had crossed through her hands– all of them could be beckoned–

	However– her spiraling mind settled upon a different interpretation of that truth.

	All of those tools had been given into her hands by the Inquisition.

	And her hands turned those tools into weapons. 

	This felt like a truth she had been missing.

	Something locked into place.

	Gertrude accepted the culpability– the monstrosity– but also the power in her hands.

	Said mournfully but without excuse: “I myself was the weapon.”

	Wet ripping noises issued from behind her as the flesh of her hands split open.

	Black vibrating razor-like rectangular claws dug into the Drowning Prophecy’s tentacles.

	On Gertrude’s chest, her flesh enclosed over the tentacle and sent its severed tip flying.

	As if a maw had opened on her breast and devoured the tentacle that had pierced her.

	She dropped to the ground on feet first unsteady, but quickly recovered her posture. She felt her hands brimming as if with electricity, just under the surface of her skin. Everything felt lighter and more flexible and malleable, as if her wrist could turn 360 degrees and her arms could fold into themselves. As if skin and muscle could move with the ease of fingers. Her new clawed digits moved as naturally as any other appendages. They were wreathed in red aura because they were part of her. Part of the weapon Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	One step forward; two and three; she broke into a run.

	Deep into the blue aura of the aberration, but its effects could not slow or stop her.

	Her entire arm shifted, all her fingers became as one.

	Absorbing the steel and plastic of her riot shield into her arm itself.

	Forming a shining red spear attached to her that moved with her exact conviction.

	In a sprint, a charge, and a screaming thrust of her arm–

	Gertrude stabbed the Drowning Prophecy directly into its contracting mass.

	Before her red-ringed eyes, half-overtaken by red fractals– the aberration burst like a bubble of meat spraying gore into the air. In the first instant of its destruction its body behaved like a physical object that had been devastatingly struck, the pipes bursting out of bloody meat, the tentacles thrashing in horrendous pain. Then the entire thing turned into blue dust that blew past Gertrude like a stiff breeze. She shut her eyes and it was just gone.

	On the altar stage, she turned toward Monika, framed by the dissipating church.

	She reached out the hand which had not completely disfigured into a weapon.

	“Monika, come home with me. I want to see you every day; not just in a dream.”

	Monika’s eyes filled with tears. She reached out her own hand and took the one offered.

	“Thank you, Gertrude. I’m so sorry.” She covered her eyes with her free hand, sobbing.

	“It’s okay. I don’t judge you; and I sympathize with your beliefs. That’s why I’m here too.”

	She urged Monika to come closer and embraced her, holding her tightly with one arm.

	As the Aether around them began to disperse and reveal more and more of their location.

	Holding Monika close, in the distance, Gertrude thought she could see a shadow watching.

	There was a smile in the dissipating aether. It looked genuine; almost like a praise.

	In Gertrude’s pocket, the aetherometer slowly ceased to vibrate and make noises.

	Her aether-buoyed sense of self was beginning to wane with the clearing of the “clot.”

	Holding Monika in her arms, Gertrude shut her eyes and felt a momentary peace.
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	When Gertrude awakened she was lying face-up on the floor of a steel corridor. 

	Groggy at first, she pushed herself up to a sitting position. Though she was disoriented, after a deep breath she began to feel strangely refreshed for a moment. Like she had finally caught up on some much-needed sleep. Her muscles hurt much less than before, and she was not as weighed down with fatigue as before either. She was able to move.

	Slowly, she found the strength to stand up and to take in her surroundings.

	Almost as soon as her back straightened, Gertrude felt her stomach toss.

	All of the terror of what she had seen and felt, held back as if by a mental dam, now flooded suddenly over her every thought and feeling. She saw in her mind the pools, the visions, the monsters, and herself. Her legs buckled, she went down to her knees and elbows, feeling dizzy and nauseous. Retching over the ground. Had her stomach not been completely empty already, she would have emptied it on the floor. Her back shuddered, her eyes broke into stinging tears. Her head pounded and she heard a whistling inside of her ears.

	She put her forehead to the ground and shut her eyes as hard as she could.

	As if she could awaken again from dreams, and find herself in the true reality.

	But she was awake, and this nightmare was her world now.

	Her inexorably changed world.

	Having seen what she saw, felt what she felt, and retained the full clarity of it.

	Aether.

	The Pools.

	Eris.

	Monika.

	The Drowning Prophecy.

	Herself. So much of herself. Too much of herself.

	And a changed self.

	Gertrude looked at her hands with a panic, remembering they had been horribly disfigured into weapons to drive her red aura into the aberration at the center of the pools and blue cobbles, the so-called Drowning Prophecy (so-called by none– it was entirely in her head–!) She peeled off her gloves and she could not understand what she saw. 

	Her flesh felt so tender. There were no scars, rather, it felt like the calluses and scrapes she had gotten ever since she was a child to her days violently enforcing the imperial will, all of them had disappeared. Her skin felt so soft in her hands that she thought it might peel back and expose something, as if every seam was a set of lips. They felt like membranes.

	And no sooner did she entertain that thought, that her hands did split into buzzing jaws–

	She screamed, and shook her hands and looked again, and the changes reversed.

	Worst of all– Gertrude began to feel like she had control of it. 

	Like it was part of her.

	Like sixth, seventh, eighth and so on new digits corresponding to nothing natural.

	Inside her torso, there was the presence of her heart, lungs and stomach. She knew she had them even though they worked automatically. She knew she could take in air to expand her chest and belly to a minor degree. She knew she could make her chest muscles tighten, for all the good such a pointless act would do. In essence, her arms, her legs, her hands, all of her body now felt this way to her. Like she had dozens of new and unseen organs that responded to deliberate actions. They could split, they could grow, they could change.

	It was not disfigurement, not in a traditional sense– but Gertrude still wept as if broken.

	Her body was completely changed. She could never go back to how she was!

	There was a great terror in the back of her head at the sudden opening-up of the world.

	Everything was so much more massive, so chaotic, an impossible and surreal enigma.

	The Aether. It was all around them. Those colors held meaning to her eyes now.

	Flexing the organs in her eyes allowed her to see the colors whenever she wanted.

	Monika had been overcome by the colors– perhaps she even created that twisted world.

	Had Gertrude not been able to intervene they would have all died in their sleep.

	How did people survive the existence of these forces? How prevalent were these attacks?

	Were things like this happening in the corners of the eyes of unknowing fools, forever?

	How many people knew? How many people had been lost to the aberrations of the aether?

	How many people abused this power and knowledge? Could anyone actually control it?

	She wanted to scream herself hoarse. But there was no use to it. 

	No putting it back anymore.

	Indelible change. Of the world, of the body, of the mind.

	“This isn’t even the start of it.” She said, smiling bitterly and insanely through the tears.

	There was more, farther below. Deeper into the abyss. 

	There was something waiting–

	And there was more, right in front of her too. Just a few more steps into the metal.

	Behind her, on the floor, Monika was passed out, in her lab coat and a protective bodysuit.

	In front of her, the metal corridor led to a door that opened suddenly.

	To reveal a shimmering figure that walked out of the room in long strides.

	A woman, not too tall, average in her physique. Dark hair, a girlish face, perhaps too youthful for what she had experienced. Dressed in a lab coat herself too, over a turtleneck sweater and a skirt and black tights. She walked out of the room, crossed the hall, slowly, with a calm deliberateness as if she had been waiting. She passed by Gertrude. Gertrude was unable to focus her eyes clearly on her, she had been crying so much and been in such a state.

	But when the woman crossed her, Gertrude could tell she was smiling.

	Could tell that she said something, which was meant for Gertrude to hear.

	“I am entrusting her to you. Good luck. Step inside; the password is A000166.”

	Margery Balyaeva; from her dream. Hands in her pockets; smiling; eyes fixed forward.

	“Wait– why–? Please–!”

	As soon as Gertrude recognized her and asked– she knew the woman was gone.

	Nothing but a trace of the colors slowly dissipating into the air. 

	So be it.

	Gertrude looked at her hand again, tears running down her cheeks, her nose dripping.

	Sweat coming down the bridge of her nose.

	At her own behest, of her own doing, her hand split open again. 

	Swarthy skin and pink flesh parting. She felt a tingling as it did so. Between her middle and ring finger, it divided, and a thin tentacle emerged from it. She felt it– her stomach felt immediately emptier and sicker for the act. Something was drawn from her body, she could feel the fluids traveling, the flesh moving, to create the little appendage that mimicked the ones she saw beneath the Drowning Prophecy. She had transformed her body.

	Though it made her feel light-headed at first, she could sustain the continuing existence of the tentacle. It was as if there was a price to pay for the disfigurement but, once the flesh had reached its new state, it was just what Gertrude’s body was now like. She felt the tentacle in her hand like any other digit. She could turn it, curl it around her wrist, lash out with it. Her stomach felt like it was kicking her belly each time the tentacle tried to move.

	She turned over again and bent nearly double with a strong heaving in her throat.

	It was sickening, unnatural, horrifying–

	But– she had control over it. This horrid appendage was a part of her, it was hers.

	Part of the weapon that was Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	A weapon– to what end? What was she supposed to do now?

	She had something of an answer. But it felt so impossibly out of her reach.

	Outside of the aether, she felt much less certainty about herself.

	Ruled more by rationality than sheer passion, the situation was much more overwhelming.

	But even so. She had promised to keep moving. 

	Gertrude forced herself to stand again.

	This time, she stood upright, without vomiting or crying any further.

	Her tentacle retracted into her hand and her hand closed. 

	It looked ordinary again.

	Like a hand that could touch another human being tenderly.

	Thankfully she had enough control over herself to keep her body from breaking out into such appendages. She was still a person, not a blob of changeable meat. She could walk without thinking about all those new contortions she could force her body to take. That was enough for now. She would ask Nile what she thought– and she would ask Victoria and Monika and– Azazil? If she could find her. She would tell people, she would ask questions. Her body was not a problem that was impossible to solve. Certainly this ability had come in useful.

	Gertrude grinned silently to herself. Everything was overturned.

	What a terrifying world; more terrifying than it ever had been. 

	Vast, bleak and hopeless.

	But that blue hopelessness did not prevent her from walking on forwards anymore.

	She looked back at Monika and felt glad, that she was in the world with her.

	It made this dead world a little more worth living in.

	“Monika, wait here for me.” She said, even though the sleeping Monika would not hear.

	Gertrude stepped forward into the room that had opened in front of them.

	Inside, everything was dim, lit only by light coming from a screen or two in the very back of the room, and from the hallway that Gertrude had just come in from. She stepped on fluid and felt alarmed that the station might be leaking, but was quickly distracted by the smell in the room, reeking like rotten eggs or ammonia. Then her anxious exploration took her closer to one of the network of structures that dominated the room, tall and evenly spaced, and she realized that these must have been computer racks from the surface civilization. They resembled server racks that she was aware of, with cables and storage units and cooling.

	Several of them had suffered from enormous punctures, and some looked like they had been crushed. Others were just toppled over, and more had their interiors dug into and ripped out such that they resembled bodies disgorging their guts on the floor. All of the fluid was liquid mineral coolant from the racks that had bled out onto the floor. To Gertrude’s eyes all of the violence looked random and inefficient if the objective was to destroy the computers. It felt like something or someone had just raged through the room and inflicted damage wantonly.

	When she finally made her way across the ruin, she found a desk with several discrete LCD monitors plugged into the wall. There were markings on the wall between the desk and the monitors, that reminded Gertrude of a torpedo tube. Something was contained inside that recess in the wall, but she could find no way to open it or interact with it. Her searching hands in the dim glow of the dark green pictures on the screens found nothing new.

	Then she was briefly blinded by a sudden flash from one of the screens.

	Gertrude staggered back.

	When her eyes recovered, she found herself staring at one screen that had become white.

	There was a text prompt on it that reminded her of the STEM input screens from before.

	But this time there was also a voice, coming in tinny from the LCD’s speakers.

	“Greetings, occupant. You may input queries verbally or write them into the prompt. Please note that the central corpus has suffered extensive damage. As such, the number of queries and their potential answers will be limited. It is nevertheless my pleasure to serve you.”

	Gertrude was taken aback hearing a voice.

	“Are you the computer?” She asked, taken aback.

	“By the perspective of a layperson, yes, I am the computer. This mainframe contained my corpus of data. These monitors and the text prompt are but crude remnants of the many vectors by which I could interact with occupants, complete my assigned tasks, and insure the comfort and safety of all Genuine Human Beings aboard the project edifices. I would say that my influence extended to more than this computer once. But it does not anymore.”

	“What happened to all of that?” Gertrude asked. “Wait– is that one of my queries?”

	“These all count as your queries. To answer you: my corpus was attacked and damaged. This severely limited my influence and ability to control and maintain this environment.”

	Gertrude was still pretty stunned. “Are you alive? Or I guess, sentient?”

	“I am an Advanced Neurological Model. I synthesize audio, images, video and text in order to carry out specific tasks and respond to queries. I am not capable of original thought outside of my corpus of data. It is unlikely that my capabilities match a definition of sentient life. My most advanced processing units utilized human nervous tissue, but were all destroyed.”

	Gertrude winced. If she understood right, this machine had been made using people?

	She wondered whether it was stitched or grown in a lab– or if it necessitated a sacrifice.

	Looking back over her shoulder at all the cable-matter spilling out of them–

	Those sights took on a different, macabre significance.

	But those questions were pointless to ask the machine. She had to prioritize other topics.

	“Where is Azazil An-Nur? Have you seen her?” She asked.

	Based on what Azazil had told her before– if she had not dreamed it–

	Then this machine had been the oppressor she was crying to be saved from.

	Quickly the tinny voice responded.

	“I lost contact with the biomechanoid unit corresponding to that handle many seconds ago.”

	Gertrude almost asked how many seconds, but supposedly her queries were limited.

	Asking how many queries she had was probably a query– so she did not do so.

	“Is Azazil An-Nur real?” She asked instead.

	“Unclear. What do you mean by real? It was one of my biomechanoid units.”

	She already felt like an idiot asking the computer something like that.

	What was she thinking?

	“Forget it. Did you force Azazil An-Nur to work here?”

	“Yes. It was convenient to have an ambulant biomechanoid for maintenance tasks.”

	It kept calling Azazil a biomechanoid– what did it mean?

	“Elaborate on: what is Azazil An-Nur?”

	“It is a stem-chain enabled biomechanical unit designed for social upkeep of humans.”

	“Can you elaborate any further on Azazil An-Nur?”

	“Its specifications are not part of my corpus. It was a bespoke unit with unique DNA.”

	Gertrude sighed. “Who created you? How come we can understand each other?”

	Elemental questions such as this might have yielded good results but–

	“Apollo Computing Works, and, because we are both speaking in Simplified Aerean.”

	Maybe she just was not very good at this. Maybe her head was still not on right.

	“That means nothing to me. I guess– who was in charge of this place? This station?”

	“Margery Balyaeva was the leader of the project under which I was commissioned.”

	Margery must have been the woman she saw walking out of the room. 

	And in her dreams.

	Excorium Humanitas– she had been betrayed by the surface world. 

	Declared a non-human or an enemy of humanity, as defined by the government.

	So she must have fled down here–

	“Can I input a password into you? The password is A000166.” Gertrude said.

	She suddenly heard a metallic noise coming from some other part of the room.

	It took her off-guard so she turned to look, though there was nothing to see.

	The computer spoke again immediately after.

	“I’ve unlocked the box for you. You will find the box to your left.”

	Gertrude turned back to the monitor with the unused text prompt. “What is in the box?”

	“Preserved stemchain materials. Input them into a vitastitcher to create a STEM unit.”

	That finally piqued Gertrude’s interests. “Where can I find a vitastitcher?”

	Stitcher machines of course existed in the Imbrium.

	She had never heard of one that was referred to in that particular way.

	“I cannot account for its current status, but the primary edifice contained such a unit.”

	“Where is the primary edifice? What is it?” Gertrude pressed.

	“Both this structure and the primary edifice were part of the Island-3 colony project. Island-3 was separated into this outpost, the Crown Spire, and a primary edifice that touched down 5000 meters farther below. Island-3 has not been in contact with the Crown Spire for over 2.209032e+10 seconds and it is therefore impossible for me to ascertain its status.”

	Gertrude had no idea how many seconds that was supposed to represent.

	It was probably no use asking it to clarify further.

	“Could I acquire a STEM administrator token in the primary edifice?”

	“Yes, using a functioning vitastitcher, spinal verifier and marrow impeler.”

	All of those implements sounded hideous to think about. They sent a chill through her.

	But there was no use in turning back now. So she did, indeed, have to go deeper down.

	“Is there an– Advanced Neurological Model that can assist me in STEM installation?”

	“No. Per regulations, ANMs must be isolated from sites where STEM installations and token verifications take place. Only Genuine Humans perform STEM installation or verification.”

	“Do I need to use the preserved stemchain materials to gain a STEM administrator token?”

	“No. Do not incorporate those materials into a current unit. They will require a new unit.”

	Fair enough. Gertrude began to feel wary of what these ‘materials’ might represent.

	“What materials do I need to gain a STEM administrator token?”

	“They will be available at the location of the previously mentioned machinery.”

	Useless. “Prior to myself, did anyone to attempt to access the passcode box?”

	“One moment. I will print to the screen a reconstruction of the actor.”

	One of the monitors light up brighter. 

	There was a swirl of color and activity like a puddle of paints being spread haphazardly on a canvas. However, slowly, these colored pixels began to align properly into a slightly skewed image that Gertrude nonetheless recognized as a face. It was in particular the face of Norn the Praetorian. Blond ponytail, the same facial features. Grinning confidently.

	That made some kind of sense. Gertrude felt a bit excited about this discovery.

	“Did you interact with this ‘actor’? Did she say anything?” She asked.

	“The actor was not recognized as a Genuine Human, and it was not STEM-enabled so I did not interact with it nor attempt to communicate. Prior to its intrusion, several malfunctioning biomechanoids of similar specification had already broken into the Crown Spire. I limited their access to prevent them from finding Island-3, but could not repel them.”

	How–? How was it that Gertrude was a ‘genuine human’ and Norn was not?

	She tried to think of a way to ask the machine, but it felt too complicated a question.

	“Was your corpus accessed between Margery Balyaeva’s departure and now?”

	“Not successfully. Intruders became lost or discouraged by the STEM systems. Sometimes intruders behaved erratically for reasons I found impossible to quantify and perished or killed each other. Eventually some intruders departed. I have not been able to interact with a Genuine Human in a very long time. Especially not in an amicable fashion.”

	“When was the last passcode access attempt?” Gertrude settled for knowing a timeline.

	“Over 1.262304e+9 seconds ago–”

	“Great, that’s useless. Whatever. Show me a picture of the one who damaged you.”

	Again the same process repeated itself on the monitor. She expected to see Norn pop up.

	When the picture was completed, however–

	Gertrude recognized the perpetrator as Eris herself. Very pale, red-haired, an alien beauty.

	With a terribly cold gaze. But not uncharacteristically cold of her, Gertrude felt.

	Eris must not have been exaggerating about becoming lost in her passions.

	Gertrude wondered how long ago Eris had come here, and what she had done.

	Maybe it was just impossible to establish a timeline of such events.

	“Is there a way to recover your corpus? Or fix you? To access more queries?”

	Gertrude spoke and had to wait a much longer amount of time to receive an answer.

	“I have completed my final task, so I will be shutting down. You may have one final query.”

	“Wait– hey– what will happen if you shut down?”

	She had spoken carelessly after being surprised– it was her final query.

	“Without a mobile unit and my supervision, the edifice will further decay. But the occupant will be safe if they can escape by whichever means they arrived. The reactor will continue running as long as its quantum state is undisturbed. Oxygen generation is suboptimal but livable– food is the main problem. So I would encourage departing. I have completed my final task as given to me by Margery Balyaeva. Aer Federation Vivit Aeternum.”

	Gertrude gestured further confusion toward the monitors, 

	but all of them instantly went dark.

	On the wall, the indentations and markings she had noticed before also dimmed and shut.

	One step forward and thirty back. She had some answers and many new questions.

	“What the hell kind of place was this Aer Federation? Good lord.”

	Gertrude turned away from the desk with the dim monitors and followed the wall past several more ruined pieces of the ANM’s ‘corpus’ until she found ‘the box’. It slid out of the metal wall, a design the Imbrium still widely used– leading Gertrude to wonder if every cell in the wall was a storage closet too, and whether they should remain closed. 

	Sighing to herself, at the enormity of what could lay trapped forever in these metal walls, she reached into the unlocked box and produced a thick metal cylinder. Its contents were impossible to discern. Gertrude could feel whirring and buzzing of mechanisms within the shell of the cylinder. It felt cold to the touch. She wondered for how long this device could preserve what was inside, now that it was removed from its place of hiding.

	Gertrude called upon the organs in her eye that allowed her to see further–

	And began to perceive that colors wafted from the cylinder– a human presence.

	She thought she would be sick again contemplating what it could mean.

	What exactly were STEM materials? Was it some horrific human byproducts?

	But she nevertheless put the cylinder in one of her uniform pouches as best as she could.

	She walked back out into the corridor. 

	She did not know where she was but there were other branches of the same hallway, and open doors. Gertrude picked up Monika, carrying the sleeping girl princess-style. She deserved the rest– Gertrude wished she could have known that Monika was suffering so much. She could have done anything to make it better. But she was so focused on herself. There was so much weight in human pain that she had to make amends for.

	Compared to that, Monika was easy to carry.

	As she walked through the corridors she thought of everything she had to do now.

	Or– not had, but rather, things that she wanted to do.

	Gertrude no longer allowed herself to be driven by unaccountable demands.

	That obligation that she heaped upon herself, to return to Elena, or to replace her and find happiness somewhere else– it had to be discarded. She could not continue to live like that or she would destroy herself and her crew. Instead she had to think of where she was, what the situation was now, and what she wanted to do now. Recognizing that she was no longer High Inquisitor Gertrude, a person with respectable power in the respectable politics of the Imbrium. She was not royally connected, and officially sanctioned by a powerful lord.

	Now she was just another among many petty warlords vying for anything they could take.

	She felt responsible for her crew. For the people she wanted to drag further into this mess.

	Not only Monika; but Ingrid, Nile, Victoria; Dreschner; the sailors, Vogt and his marines.

	Gertrude wanted to take them deeper. 

	To delve into the Hadal zone where the world was even darker.

	To Island-3’s depth 5000 meters deeper–

	To find the “primary edifice” of Island-3; to unlock this “STEM” system and get direct access to surface-era information; to find Eris again. Her eyes glinted red. She had power of some measure; now she needed to shoulder the responsibility of having power. There were no more people left to save her, and no more excuses she could make anymore.

	

	

	Gertrude was eventually discovered.

	She crossed another nondescript hallway, unsure of how long she had been walking and whether she might be trapped in another liminal area; and was heard by a rescue team. 

	Voigt and his men and several sailors, led by Nile, Victoria and Ingrid, had begun combing the facility to look for her hours ago. According to the men who found her, during the expedition, everyone had fallen asleep suddenly. Once they all awakened, it was quickly relayed back to the ship that contact with Gertrude had been lost, and that Monika was also mysteriously missing. Dreschner organized rescue teams to find Gertrude.

	Near the beginning of the rescue operation, however, several devices previously seen, such as the STEM doors, now refused to respond to interactions. So the rescue teams used the tunnels Gertrude now knew to have been dug by Katarrans who had escaped the Palaiologos collapse. They had begun to prepare equipment to break down more doors and walls, but thankfully Gertrude was found before they had to resort to such drastic measures.

	“There is nothing more we can access here. Let’s head back to the ship.” Gertrude said.

	“Yes ma’am. We also encountered another woman here. We were very surprised.” One of the Marines said. “She was unfailingly polite; even when we were yelling in her face after she said she had lost you, ma’am. We thought she was bullshitting us. Her name is apparently Azazil. Our officers had a chat with her and then ordered her arrest.”

	So I was not hallucinating her, Gertrude thought.

	“She is harmless. She assisted me inside the facility, but then we lost contact.”

	“Ma’am.” The Marine acknowledged, and ushered her out through the halls.

	Gertrude was thankful to finally see familiar faces.

	In her head, the sequence of events that had played out inside of this facility was extremely muddy. Even now she felt like she did not understand how she had navigated from one place to another within the walls and halls. But perhaps there was no understanding it; not without the raw and insane emotion which had overtaken her in the aether. 

	Maybe all those pools she destroyed had analogous walls in there.

	It didn’t matter. 

	Ultimately she was burying this place and heading to the Iron Lady.

	The marines called in that they had found Gertrude, and not too soon after–

	“Gertrude!”

	She was joined in route by Nile, carrying a first-aid kit; Victoria, whose expression was just so subtly tinged with concern; and Ingrid, who appeared to want to rush forward and give Gertrude a hug but was stopped by the fact Gertrude was still carrying Monika. All three of them appeared one after the other in the halls, spotted Gertrude, went-wide eyed and then paused. They collected together in a little group around her and the marines.

	“I’m okay.” Gertrude said. “We’ll talk later. I want to get Monika back safe.”

	Reticently, her companions nodded their acknowledgment.

	Only Nile stuck close to Gertrude, much to Victoria’s open chagrin and Ingrid’s wariness.

	She pretended that she was checking on Gertrude and Monika to make sure they were well.

	But while she was doing so, she whispered to Gertrude, when she found an opportunity.

	“You’ve awakened to something special, haven’t you? Your aura feels different.”

	Gertrude grunted. She whispered back, when she could.

	“I’ll have questions for you later.” Gertrude said. “When that time comes you won’t leave the room until you answer them to my satisfaction. Now stop fussing over me. I’m fine.”

	Nile smiled. “It’s a date then.”

	Gertrude threw her a contemptuous look.

	But then cracked a bit of a smile back.

	“Gertrude, that woman should be under the highest level of suspicion.” Victoria said.

	“Are you two bickering again?” Gertrude said, exasperated.

	Nile shrugged. “I have nothing against her, and in fact, she is my alibi that I did nothing.”

	Victoria scoffed but could not argue any further.

	Ingrid stared at everyone sidelong and over her shoulder and seemed to say nothing.

	Gertrude walked a few steps quicker to get closer to her.

	“We’ll talk later. I’m sorry.” She said.

	“It’s whatever. Found your newest floozy in the halls by the way, ‘master’.”

	Ingrid’s voice was thick with sarcasm. Gertrude wanted to be buried alive in the earth.

	There was no way to tell Ingrid what she wanted to tell her without causing great acrimony.

	But it was a conversation they needed to have, and she had to get ready for it.

	One of many.

	“Victoria, I’m going to need to speak with the Captain and with you first.” Gertrude said.

	“Duly noted.” Victoria replied dryly.

	Ingrid shot another sidelong glance, which Gertrude caught and felt mortified by.

	She then turned her cheek; she looked so over things. 

	Gertrude had really treated her badly.

	All she could hope for was that Ingrid could be patient with her.

	And that there was some way to make up for everything she had done.

	Maintaining a rather awkward atmosphere throughout, the party marched to the main hall, where they were greeted by clapping from the bulk of the rescue team, and cheering that Gertrude and Monika had been recovered successfully. They were ushered into the chute connecting the ship to the station. In the hangar, there were more cheers and people looking relieved. Everyone looked like they had been holding their breaths until now.

	Along with the sailors and engineers cheering with relief–

	“Master,”

	Azazil An-Nur stood among the crowd, quietly, with a little smile.

	She was cuffed and two marines were looking after her. They glanced at her curiously.

	“I apologize for failing to protect you from danger.” She said.

	Trying to bow her head, but being grabbed by the guards for the sudden movement.

	“Don’t rough her up.” Gertrude said. “Azazil, can you wait quietly somewhere?”

	Azazil smiled even more cheerfully.

	“Of course, master. I exist solely to serve you now.”

	A weary Gertrude glanced over to Ingrid to find her staring daggers at this statement.

	She sighed again. 

	There were not enough ‘I’m sorry’ in the world to pay for this mess.

	“Victoria, follow me. Can one of you soldiers tell the Captain to meet me in Room 25?”

	“Yes ma’am!”

	Room 25 was on the second tier. With awkward stares all around, Gertrude and Victoria parted from the rest of their companions and entered an elevator together to be taken up to the second tier. Gertrude was more than a bit disheveled, but Victoria looked no worse for wear than before. Her ponytail and her fluffy ears looked as manicured as ever. 

	She looked much less tired.

	“What happened when I disappeared?” Gertrude said.

	“We tried to search for you by ourselves but we could not find you and we risked getting lost ourselves. We went back to get a rescue team and heavier gear to force more of the doors and walls. Then we all fell asleep.” Victoria said. She appreciated Victoria’s direct and unembellished way of speaking so much in that moment. She could have kissed her for just saying what she meant. It was such a relief from everything that had happened.

	“Was anyone hurt?”

	“No. Did you also sleep? And did you dream?” Victoria asked.

	Gertrude nodded her head. “Yes to both.” She said.

	Victoria shut her eyes. “I had a dream that I was in a series of pools, witnessing evidence of several lives that I did not lead. Some of the possibilities disgusted me. I recognized it was a deliberate delusion– but even so, I could not escape it, until I suddenly awakened.”

	“You can tell I have the same power as you now, can’t you?” Gertrude said suddenly.

	“You have had the potential for some time.” Victoria said. “It’s called ‘psionics’.”

	“Psionics, huh. Are you afraid? Or angry with me?” Gertrude said.

	“No.” Victoria said simply and bluntly. No qualifiers, no elaboration.

	“I’m– I’m going to need help navigating this. Can you help me, Victoria?” Gertrude said.

	“Yes.” Victoria said. Again, she elaborated no further.

	Her body language was a little bit more reserved. Her eyes shied away from contact.

	Thankfully the assent, coming from Victoria, spoke more strongly than the subtle reticence.

	Finally, the two of them made their way to the meeting room.

	Inside, Dreschner was already waiting. For once, Schicksal was not at his side.

	“Come in. Schicksal has the bridge.” He said.

	Gertrude and Victoria stepped in. Gertrude locked the door behind herself.

	There was little in the meeting room, besides chairs and a desk.

	Dreschner was seated behind the desk, but Gertrude remained standing.

	“Something happened to me.” Gertrude said. “Einz, I need your help in thinking about what we will tell the crew, and what we will do now. Not as a superior, but as a friend. You have been there for me. Think of me as a stupid kid that needs some direction once again.”

	“I would never think of you, nor of your needs, as stupid, Gertrude.” Dreschner said.

	“Can you tell that anything is strange with me?” Gertrude asked.

	As soon as she walked through the room, she had been able to see it.

	Gertrude saw the colors around Einz Dreschner for the first time.

	She felt as if, when he saw her, those colors fluctuated a bit. 

	Like he understood something.

	“Yes. I feel as if I’m standing in front of someone who had the fight of their lives.”

	“Gertrude, this man is at the very least capable of reading auras.” Victoria interrupted.

	Dreschner smiled. 

	Again, the small green and blue colors around him flashed for a second.

	“And you tell me this now?” Gertrude said.

	“You had no context for this before, and would have been unlikely to believe me.” Victoria added. “I was confident in my ability to confront him should the need to do so arise.”

	Sometimes wanting to kiss Victoria briefly turned into wanting to shove her down.

	Not that she was necessarily wrong with the tack she took toward this situation.

	“Einz, how much do you know about this?”

	Gertrude demonstrated how she could split her hand open and manipulate the flesh.

	Victoria looked alarmed. “That– that is not within the purview of psionic abilities.”

	“That you know of, I guess.” Gertrude said. “It is within my purview now.”

	Dreschner’s eyes blinked briefly red. It was the same that she saw when other people used the strange abilities the aberrations, the Drowning Prophecy and the Aether space demonstrated. She imagined that she herself displayed those red rings when attempting to call upon her power. But with Dreschner it felt a little different. 

	Gertrude got the feeling he could not sustain the eyes as long as she could.

	Maybe what he had was different in some way to what Nile and Victoria and Azazil had.

	But he could get a glimpse of it. 

	She knew he had recognized the power she possessed.

	Not just from the red rings; but his expression and aura as he realized what it all meant.

	“The curse of the Jager is not hereditary. But as you stand before me, I get the same feeling as if I was in the presence of ‘Codename Rot’ of the Inquisition Jagerkorps. I can’t explain it, but you possess the same abilities as a Jager, despite the Inquisition’s best effort to keep you away from the Korps and unable to pierce their veil of secrecy. What happened?”

	“If I tell you, I guarantee you will think I’m out of my mind.” Gertrude said. “Einz, I want to know how much you were aware of– did you know about Norn? Or Victoria? It’s not like I don’t trust you, don’t get me wrong. But you did keep things from me, didn’t you?”

	“We were aware of these strange powers to some degree. I knew about Norn because I’m part of the Inquisition, not because of any ability I myself possess. We suspected the young Bayatar too. And I always felt that you had potential and that you should have been informed about the Jagers and given command over them. It would have prevented Samoylovych from having to come out of retirement, again. Alas.” Dreschner said.

	“The existence of the Jagers is well known; but their full capabilities eluded even Vekan intelligence.” Victoria said. “I should have guessed that psionics would be involved.”

	Victoria looked at Dreschner with distrust. He had no expression toward her.

	“The Inquisition is essentially dead now. I do not have to keep its secrets.” Dreschner said. “Gertrude, once you get back to Konstantinople you can unearth everything you desire about the Jagers. There is too much history and my old brain has not committed it– what I can say is that the Jagers and myself included undergo horrible modifications and conditioning to attain interesting abilities such as your own. They used these abilities in missions. I was unable to incorporate into the Jagerkorps but continued to serve the Inquisition as an officer. Thanks to your father in large part, and Norn also.”

	“My father?” Gertrude asked. “How is my father involved in all of this?”

	“Your father was a protector for the Kaiserin for so many years. However, before he took on that role for Leda Lettiere, and before he delved into the abyss, and long before he managed to build a family, he was ‘Codename Rot’ of the Inquisition’s Jagerkorps. Meanwhile I was ‘Codename Schwarz’. Both of us suffered inhumanely to achieve our positions– but we endured to obtain power and influence. We got far enough that the Inquisition trusted us with command roles. I received a ship; your father was trusted with spying on the Kaiserin. But unfortunately your father, and yourself, ended up suffering with Leda Lettiere.”

	Gertrude smiled bitterly. “I always knew there had to be more to him. You too, I guess.”

	“He was your hero. But he was not your hero because he was a Jager, Gertrude.”

	“It doesn’t matter. He’s dead– and I’m here.” Gertrude said.

	It did matter. 

	She felt so bitter about it– she felt like the Inquisition had toyed with her entire life.

	Had she known about her father, and all that happened– she may have chosen differently.

	No– that was a delusion.

	Even as she thought about the situation she felt ridiculous about herself for this conclusion.

	No matter what, she took the path she did because of her love for Elena.

	Whether or not her father survived Schwerin Island, Gertrude’s course had been set.

	In the pool rooms, all of those visions ended the same way.

	Dreschner looked at Gertrude with a fondness in his eyes and voice.

	“You are here. You’ve come a long way; farther than anyone imagined. I always related to your hunger for strength Gertrude. You were exactly the daughter of your father. I want you to know, I did the best I could to support you, even as I saw you suffer for it. To tell you not to have ambitions, and force you to live helplessly, felt like a betrayal. But I must admit, seeing you standing before with the curse of the Jagers, I truly regret what came to pass. Like I said, I have no explanation for how you became a Jager. But it affects your mind, and your body. You may not be able to relate to others the same way again.”

	“I was not worried about that. I already relate to people in a weird fashion anyway.”

	Gertrude sighed. She had a question bouncing around in her head.

	As soon as she realized her father was part of the Inquisition, the question troubled her.

	She knew why her father had died; he had died on Schwerin Isle.

	He was Captain of the Guard and he went down protecting the Kaiserin.

	That same day that destroyed Elena’s life had also upturned her own. 

	She knew that. Or she thought.

	Perhaps he had not died for the reasons she had concluded before.

	“Einz, did Norn seek to kill my father when she invaded Schwerin Island?” She asked.

	Dreschner shook his head. He sighed and covered his eyes with his hand.

	“I do not hold Norn personally responsible. She explicitly forbade wanton acts of violence. During the attack one unit in particular went wild. They were protected by High Inquisitor Brauchitsch who wanted to use the opportunity to test the potential of Divers in a station invasion. The unit was led by a man referred to as Sawyer the Berserker.” Gertrude’s eyes went wide as Dreschner spoke. He looked at her with a soft expression. “I did not tell you because I did not want you to spend your school life at greater odds with the Sawyer daughter. Of course, it’s pointless now. Sawyer grew up the way she grew up.”

	Sawyer–

	“I’m not going to blindly chase her.” Gertrude said. “But if I see her again, I’ll kill her.”

	“You don’t have to do it for your father. I killed Sawyer the Berserker on that day.”

	Gertrude grunted.

	Pointless. Everything was always so pointless and complicated and frustrating.

	She could not even give herself onto revenge again.

	Things just wouldn’t be so simple from now. Never as simple as just getting revenge.

	All of the names he rattled off did not matter. They were already dead.

	Hell– she had killed Brauchitsch herself. Unknowing of what it meant.

	A dirty trick of fate.

	“Was my dad just slow with old age?” Gertrude asked, a note of bitterness in her voice.

	“You’ll find a Jager’s powers are largely useless in the paradigm of Diver combat.”

	“So my father did die trying to protect Leda Lettiere.” Gertrude said.

	“No, Gertrude. He died protecting you.” Dreschner said. “He died so you could be saved.”

	Gertrude closed her fists. “I don’t remember that.”

	“No. You were in no condition to remember anything. You were a child, it was dark, there was war. People lied to you and omitted information. But it was for your own good.”

	She sighed. There was truly nothing she could do about any of it.

	“How did you feel about my father, Einz?” Gertrude asked.

	“He was like the father I never had.” Dreschner said.

	Gertrude cracked a smile. She laughed a little bit. “I think of you kind of like that too.”

	“I’m happy to hear that. I would be very lucky to have such a daughter.” Dreschner said.

	It was so strange. Gertrude did not really feel so hurt by these events anymore.

	Instead she felt released from a few of her burdens.

	Like a few chains she had been pulling her entire life finally snapped.

	None of the people responsible for any of this were available to strangle to death.

	The Inquisition, for all the harm it had done, was powerless in the Imbrium’s collapse.

	Her father’s death had already been avenged. Everyone responsible was dead.

	Konstantin von Fueller, whose rule allowed these tragedies to happen, was quite dead.

	Gertrude had been lied to– but she would have never believed the truth anyway.

	And– Gertrude could never muster any anger toward Norn in all of this too.

	She admired her too much. Maybe even loved her. Norn had made her.

	So she learned many things about herself which could not force her hand in any direction.

	As if everything in the world was telling her she just needed to move forward from now.

	“Einz, I need help mustering and controlling these abilities.” Gertrude said.

	“Gertrude, I’ll teach you.” Victoria cut in suddenly.

	“She can; but I can also assist. Specifically on how Jagers make use of the curse.”

	“It’s not a curse!” Victoria said. “It’s called psionics. Gertrude is not cursed.”

	“I must concede before such concern and camaraderie.” Dreschner said coyly.

	Victoria realized her vehemence in making that point and averted her gaze, embarrassed.

	“I appreciate it, Victoria.” Gertrude said.

	“As for the crew, leave that to me. I will draft a general briefing that will explain the current circumstances in a succinct and sensitive way. I have experience with treating psionics with care as part of the Inquisition. We should not explain it directly; we can describe the sleeping and other irregularities as abyssal behavior that we managed to counteract.” Dreschner said.

	“I don’t particularly like lying to the crew.” Gertrude said sadly.

	“You must have done it all the time under the Inquisition.” Victoria said. “I agree with the Captain. We should limit the spread of information about the station and the events in it. Otherwise the crew might feel adrift, it could affect their morale and make them paranoid. Let’s cover it up. I will work with the scientist criminal on actual countermeasures.”

	Sometimes Victoria was blunt, and sometimes she was a brutal hammer blow to the head.

	“I will take your counsel for now.” Gertrude said. “I’m too tired to argue.”

	“I just need to know one more thing, Gertrude.” Dreschner said. “What happens now?”

	Gertrude smiled wearily. “Now, we keep moving forward. Or in our case, down.”

	Victoria remained silent. Gertrude took it to mean she did not oppose continuing the dive.

	Dreschner nodded. “May I recommend 24 hours of rest and recovery for the crew?”

	No one was arguing. No one was against her. Everyone was still just taking her orders.

	Gertrude felt relieved. Her strength was starting to fail her. She was tired. But relieved too.

	Not tired because of the blue helplessness– but normally, physically tired. Rest would help.

	“Make that 72 hours.” Gertrude replied. “And release a unit of alcohol ration to everyone.”

	“Alright. Is there anything else I can do for you, High Inquisitor?” Dreschner asked.

	“Yes. Don’t call me that.” Gertrude said wearily. “I’ll come up with a new title.”

	“Emperor Lichtenberg?” Dreschner said cocking an eyebrow.

	Victoria narrowed her eyes.

	“No. Just Gertrude Lichtenberg. For now. Please.”

	“Acknowledged, Madam Lichtenberg.” Dreschner said. 

	Then, he saluted her proudly.

	

	

	“Victoria.”

	Gertrude stopped in the middle of the empty hallway.

	They were halfway to the officer’s quarters.

	Victoria paused with Gertrude, and turned to face her. Gertrude met her eyes.

	“Monika was– wrapped up in all of this. Can you keep an eye on her?”

	“Yes. But that is not what you really wanted to say.”

	Gertrude took a deep breath.

	“When you learned about psionics, how did you feel? Can you please tell me?”

	“Yes.” Victoria nodded.

	Gertrude had not expected her to assent so easily.

	Nor did she expect her answer.

	With no around, their eyes locked together deeply–

	“When I realized what this power meant, I felt like I had command of my destiny– even more than that, I felt like humans have always had control of our destiny. We made this world.” Victoria said. She reached out a hand and gripped the sleeve of Gertrude’s uniform. “With this hand, I controlled my world, Gertrude. And I felt like the world is actually how we have made it, for good and for ill. Not just us; but all human beings throughout time.”

	“You are extraordinarily brave.” Gertrude said. “I don’t know that I can think like you.”

	“Psionics is the power of human emotions. I am sure in the back of your mind you must understand this.” Victoria said. “We can become paranoid and helpless in the face of a larger world; or we can come to the realization that humans made the world the way it is now. That means humans can also take action to change it. We are not just the playthings of destiny. We are not just acted upon by forces; humans are in control of their lives.”

	Just being told that, of course it had no effect on Gertrude’s sense of self.

	Not immediately; but her heart was lifted by the sight of Victoria’s determination.

	She had been in the Pools too. And it had not broken her resolve.

	“Thank you.” Gertrude said. “I needed to hear that from someone.”

	Suddenly, Victoria stepped forward into Gertrude’s space.

	She tiptoed, and she pulled Gertrude down by her shirt–

	And put her forehead to Gertrude’s own. 

	For a brief moment their noses even touched. 

	Gertrude almost thought they might kiss.

	Even so the gesture that they did hold was gentle and lovely.

	Warm and oddly comforting even though Victoria had been a bit brusque.

	Victoria then stepped back assuming a respectful distance again. 

	She smiled.

	“Thank you for putting your trust in me, Gertrude. Even in front of Dreschner, when the Inquisition’s secrets came up I expected to be ejected right away. You let me stay in that room; and you entrusted me even with your own secrets. Your life’s story is not part of the stakes of this war. I will take that information to my grave. Good night.”

	Victoria turned sharply and left a bewildered Gertrude to watch her cape flutter.

	Once she was gone, Gertrude, compelled to smile, made her back way back to her room.

	Even before stepping in she had a hunch she would find someone inside.

	Whether it was psionics or instincts honed from familiarity.

	She was not surprised to find Ingrid sitting on her bed, still dressed in her pilot suit.

	Her long, dark hair was loose, the band she had used to tie it up discarded on the bed.

	Long streaks and beads of sweat spilled gently across her brown skin, glistening in the dim light of Gertrude’s room. Her ears twitched, but she could not suppress a wag of the tail upon seeing Gertrude come in. Her expression remained cold; Ingrid was almost always laughing or being boisterous so to see her quiet and pensive, it was an entirely different kind of beauty. But she was still beautiful. Gertrude could not help but to recognize her. 

	She was incredibly beautiful.

	“Ingrid, I’m really sorry, the way I treated you–”

	Ingrid held up her hand. “No, it’s fine. I’ve kinda figured this shit out already.”

	She really thought Gertrude was two-timing her all this time; probably three-timing her–

	“I’m sorry. I’ve been horrible to you. You don’t deserve–”

	“Hey, shut up.” Ingrid said. “Let me finish. I know– when we just started fucking out of the blue, it wasn’t like we were suddenly boyfriend and girlfriend now, or something–”

	Gertrude stood, aghast. She tried to interrupt. 

	“Ingrid– it’s not like that–”

	“I said, shut up.” Ingrid snapped. “Look. I know you’re getting over that princess bitch. I’m happy for you. I was only ever comforting you over that. I didn’t have more illusions than that– well, I did, but I’m also grown-up enough to know when my bubble has burst.”

	This was possibly the worst version of this conversation Gertrude could possibly have.

	It was the version of this conversation they had in her nightmares.

	“Ingrid! Let me talk.” Gertrude said desperately. “Ingrid, I do love you! I love you so much!”

	“Yeah.” Ingrid said. She smiled. “I know. But you don’t love me like you loved her.”

	“You’re right! I’m trying to get over Elena.” Gertrude said. “And you’re right, I don’t love you like I love her, because the way I loved her destroyed us! I lashed out at her, I could have hurt her; I would never want to feel like that about you! I have to love you differently!”

	“Gertrude, I’m trying to make this easy on you. But you always make everything hard.”

	Ingrid stood up from the bed. She put a hand on Gertrude’s shoulder and squeezed.

	“I’m still your friend, I’m still your soldier, and I still love you. But right now– If you want me, then you have to work to chase after me. If you want someone else, go after them. Have your space and figure shit out. Fuck– I’ll probably come around– But I’m done with this.”

	She gestured to the room and to Gertrude herself and started to walk out.

	Gertrude could have said that she did want her, that she didn’t just have sex with her for empty reasons, that she did want her instead of Elena and that maybe even, that she could have replaced Elena, now. If not before; and yet Gertrude said nothing. Because some of Ingrid’s incisive observations had been true and because it would have been shameless and hurtful to have begged Ingrid to stay in spite of them. So instead she watched Ingrid leave the room with a flat expression, silent until the door shut. Silent even afterward.

	Tears welled up in her eyes. She was never lying about loving Ingrid, she loved her. 

	She loved and desired her and wanted her companionship quite badly.

	But she felt that in that moment, dumping her was something Ingrid needed to do.

	And Ingrid was right. Gertrude had accepted her devotion so disrespectfully.

	Gertrude deserved to be dumped more harshly. Ingrid was being downright diplomatic.

	Ingrid deserved to be pursued, to be sought after, to be worshiped as a woman.

	Maybe Gertrude would pursue her. Maybe worship her too, like she deserved.

	But the important thing was that Gertrude couldn’t just passively accept her anymore.

	She couldn’t hold the leash she was given; she had to tug on the leash like Ingrid wanted.

	“But I do need the space.” Gertrude sighed. She covered her face with her hands. “There’s so much shit I need to figure out, Ingrid. I’m so sorry. You have no idea how sorry; and how those sorries aren’t anywhere near good enough for you. Ugh. I hope she’ll even speak to me anymore. After all this time– I am such a piece of shit. God– god damn it all.”

	That was definitely the version of this encounter that came straight out of her nightmares.

	But neither of them had died from it; and the door was not permanently closed on them.

	She hoped at least she could remain Ingrid’s friend. That they could make up that much.

	There was nothing more she could do on that night, in that room, on that bed.

	Time had to pass for both of them. Both of them needed to think about their lives.

	Gertrude also had her emotions for a few other people to consider–

	–she hardly wanted to even think about that too. 

	Especially the latest of those fantasies.

	Exhausted, Gertrude dropped back onto her bed. 

	She loosened up the armor plates and her blue shirt and cast it all off. There was something catharthic to undressing at the end of this entire mess. She was soaked in sweat, but she had not taken three or four dips into drowning water, like her mind could have sworn she had. All of that had happened in some quarantined space of the ego. Out here in the world, Monika was unharmed and merely sleeping, Victoria was patrolling, Nile was looking after Monika, Azazil was waiting patiently in the brig for Gertrude; and Ingrid had left to her room.

	On that bed, alone, Gertrude felt lighter than before.

	Not because she was falling endlessly but because she had been unburdened.

	That poisonous love for Elena she had failed to bury in Goryk, she buried in Kesar.

	That ruinous desire to replace her lost future with something, she stifled in her chest.

	That desperation to acquit herself of failure, she let blow past her like a brief gust.

	The world had changed and she wanted to be able to change with it even more.

	But the shape of making amends was a task for the Gertrude of the future.

	On that bed, her head was emptying. She was tired. And she was in no hurry to do anything.

	Surrounded by a myriad colors flowing gently and freely, she finally shut her eyes. 

	After days of tribulations, Gertrude slept soundly, and recovered her strength.

	For once, she had a peaceful dream.
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	It was the first living thing and therefore it was Longest Lived.

	Despite its presence in an infinite space it understood only its basest of senses.

	No eyes to see, no ears with which to hear. No understanding of its position.

	When the sky first fell it battered its skin and the drawn blood became a world.

	Longest Lived was all skin, it was all skin great and wide and millions of pinpricks upon it could not kill it. Its skin was gentle and nourishing, containing within it all substances and ultimately even coming to contain that which infinitely struck it, raining upon it, crashing into it– all of this would come to rest around and within it and on top of it in a glorious union.

	It was all skin, all touch, all consumption. Perhaps this was its love.

	Longest Lived, the Origin of All Living Things.

	It took in the stone and it took in water and it took in warmth, ever consuming.

	Upon Longest Lived, all that which it had consumed, and which returned to it–

	Would constantly, cyclically, escape anew and take on new forms.

	They would rise, fall and then return to Longest Lived who awaited them.

	Longest Lived could not think in this way however. These were the stories of its creations.

	Though it lived and consumed it never thought.

	This was not a tragedy; thinking would have driven it mad and warped its selfless love.

	Thinking, was a skill first refined by one of its earliest progeny.

	They thought cautiously and kept in mind the love and unity in all their matters.

	They too were alive, but, while they were communal in nature, they also understood their individual positions in the world. They could feel; to some extent, they could see and hear. They knew themselves to be separated even as they were together. Because they knew this, they would sing to one another, because there was one another to be sung to and to hear song from. With these understandings, they had great empathy for things which were alive and different, and wanted to encourage them to escape the skin of Longest Lived and to grow and prosper before they were inevitably swallowed back into the skin of the great being. They referred to their age of prosperity as the Time of Beautiful Songs.

	In their songs, they called it Longest Lived, and themselves, The First Thinkers.

	They were First to Think–

	but the prodigal creatures who still heard their songs even now,

	warped by ages of tragedy–

	would come to be exalted as the Longest Thinkers in the world that remained.

	

	

	Gertrude Lichtenberg slowly opened her eyes.

	At first, in the haze of awakening, she saw a forest of vast trees with a reddening sky.

	Then, in a blink, there was only the metal ceiling of her room on the Iron Lady.

	She raised her hand to her forehead, pressed down against her eyes.

	For a moment she looked at the hand. Fascinated by the movement of her fingers.

	Gertrude flexed the invisible sinews and muscles that formed from her thoughts.

	That hand grew a small additional digit next to the thumb. Moving as her other fingers did.

	Just as easily, the flesh slid back into the hand as if there had been no transformation.

	Gertrude sat back up in bed, against the headboard, yawning.

	Pulling her blankets from herself, she found she had, in her sleep, shaken and turned enough to nearly lose her shirt off her own shoulders and to pull her own pants halfway down. Her hair was thrown into utter disarray. Her eyes wandered down from her hand to her breasts– to her own crotch. In a strange mood, she wondered something, and concentrated her new ability– and stopped immediately once she found that, if she tried, she could indeed alter parts of herself more complex and primal than just her hand. She reversed the endeavor when she felt her– alteration– stiffening and growing hot with blood unbidden.

	Her lips cracked an involuntary, nervous smile.

	“Maybe I shouldn’t experiment that way– at least not right now.”

	She had wondered about that in the past– but she was worried about her long-term health.

	Who knew whether she might go out of control? Or not be able to change things back?

	Her wandering mind gifted her an image of herself as some kind of dick monster.

	Gertrude burst out laughing suddenly. It was the sincerest laugh she had in a long time.

	“Stick to the easier stuff for now, Gertrude Lichtenberg.” She told herself.

	Despite all the painful things that had happened so far, her mood finally buoyed. She found that she did not feel as much of an impulse to question her sanity or the things she had seen. Her memories of that place, where she had stormed through in a consuming passion, were a bit hazy, as if the heat of that passion had partially burned the images. She remembered some shameful things reflected in the blue haze– but she let it pass over her. 

	She felt like she had her future back.

	For now, she would let herself rest with those feelings and not force herself.

	She recalled the things she needed to do with a refreshing lack of urgency.

	Ingrid had broken up with her, but she was her friend; she just needed some time.

	Monika was safe now– she would check up on her today and try to cheer her up.

	Victoria and Nile would hopefully not be fighting. She needed to talk to them sometime.

	Azazil–

	Gertrude slumped in bed as if she had been struck in the back of the head.

	Azazil could potentially be an immense headache.

	Rising from her bed, Gertrude pulled off the remainder of her clothes and wandered over to the private shower in her room. While soaking under lukewarm water, she thought about her uniform. Last night she had told Dreschner she no longer wished to be called High Inquisitor. Her cape, epaulettes, coat and hat, her medals and insignias, all felt like a costume she had been desperate to force meaning on. She could no longer pretend that it gave her actions legitimacy or that it excused everything she had done in the past. Her skin, Gertrude Lichtenberg’s swarthy olive skin that was just different enough from the average Imbrian for trouble– it could no longer be covered up under the pretense of that power, for good or ill. The Inquisition could no longer elevate her from her lowly status and wretchedness.

	She had more than enough of a burden with the sins she committed under its auspices.

	That was a sizeable enough weight– without the heavy coat and the tall hat too.

	Gertrude resolved not to wear the regalia of the High Inquisitor any longer.

	From her wardrobe, she withdrew a button-down shirt and a long grey jacket instead.

	Henceforth she would dress like any other officer of the ship.

	Once she was clean, dressed and the morning fog had lifted from her eyes, Gertrude left her room and traveled down the main hall of the ship’s upper tier. She tied her long, dark hair in a simple ponytail, to be further dealt with some other time. She wondered how her crew was getting on after the unprecedented events of the past few days, but her confidence was buoyed immediately. People traveled the halls with their heads up and their backs straight, calm and collected. All of the crew had reduced schedules for the next day, and as Gertrude walked past and among sailors and officers, she felt a relaxed but professional energy.

	Wherever she went, the crew would salute her casually, as ‘Commander’ Lichtenberg.

	Dreschner must have informed everyone. Quite expeditiously too.

	Gertrude smiled at the passersby, and they smiled back.

	These halls and the people of this ship had been through good times and bad.

	Often, they were under stress and moving with urgency, while keeping a tight hold on their emotions as warranted for the crew of a dreadnought, the elite professionals of the Imperial Navy. Gertrude was the one with the privilege to lose her mind, all of these people around her had been trained and drilled and pressured constantly to keep their emotions to themselves and in check, while doing everything she asked. Despite this, Gertrude never detected any animosity towards her. And she did not detect any animosity now.

	They were proud to serve on a top-of-the-line dreadnought; to serve under Gertrude.

	Even now, having surmounted a crisis and earned their leisure, they were even keeled.

	Gertrude was lucky to have them. She could have done nothing without their assistance.

	Life on a ship was never carried out completely off the schedule. Technically, having a day or two of leisure meant a day or two on a ‘reduced schedule’. Sailors would run still quick check-ups in the morning and at night, and never were they as efficient as they were during these times. Officers had to perform a few quick shifts on the bridge and in the hangar to insure that everything continued to run acceptably– but they had far less to do overall and far more time for relaxation in between these shifts. And of course, if anything was detected that could conceivably pose a threat or require intervention then everyone would have to return to stations quickly. Regardless, even with these duties in the back of their minds, everyone treated minimal work with the same relief as if they had none.

	Arriving on the bridge, Gertrude found an immediate account of their situation on the main screen. They were descending, slowly, deeper into the abyss. Currently they were at 3840 meters of depth. Because of the Iron Lady’s size, they would have to be even more careful about their descent as they went deeper, and the trench narrowed. On the screen, there was an imaging map generated by the predictive computer, showing that at the very bottom of the trench at 5000 meters there was actually a crack in the seafloor that led even deeper down into a cave system. They had only mapped the entrance with sonar. Once they got down to it, they could send a drone inside or simply plunge deeper themselves.

	Judging by current predictions, the Iron Lady could fit as far down as they had seen.

	“Commander! Welcome back!”

	Karen Schicksal saluted Gertrude with a smile, shortly after she quietly entered the bridge.

	“At ease.” Gertrude said, smiling back.

	“Greetings, Commander.” Dreschner said, from the captain’s chair.

	Gertrude walked until she stood just off to the side of him, looking at the main screen.

	“No time off for you?” Gertrude said, in a casual tone.

	“I’m the kind of man who has never had anything but his work.” Dreschner said.

	“Thinking about it, I really haven’t ever seen you take a day off.”

	“I would have nothing constructive to do. It’s better that I hold the bridge, and then more of our officers can enjoy their own leisure. They would use it better than I would.”

	Gertrude turned to Karen. “How about you Schicksal? Do you have any plans?”

	Karen averted her gaze. She hugged her digital clipboard closer to her chest.

	“I’m probably just going to man the bridge as well.” She said, a bit sheepishly.

	“You don’t have to. You have been under considerable stress.” Dreschner said.

	“Perhaps I am the kind of woman who has nothing but her work.” Schicksal said.

	Dreschner sat back in his chair and laughed. “Don’t fancy becoming like me, Karen!”

	Karen adjusted her glasses. “I aspire to the highest levels of professionalism, Captain!”

	“Now I feel like I ought to stay on the bridge too.” Gertrude said.

	“Absolutely not!” Karen and Dreschner both said at once.

	They glanced at each other briefly and then back at Gertrude with sharp gazes.

	Gertrude held up her hands in defense. “Okay, okay. I will take time to relax, I promise.”

	Both Karen and Dreschner looked relieved hearing Gertrude say that.

	“With all due respect, Commander– leave the bridge to us, now.” Dreschner said.

	“You, more than anyone, have earned a rest. You will take that rest, Commander.”

	Karen said, smiling, and then she gestured gently toward the door to the bridge.

	Gertrude could not help but laugh at the sight of her officers forcing her to stop working.

	“I’m going, I’m going. Thank you both.” She said. “By the way, Einz, did you tell everyone to start calling me Commander? I noticed that nobody called me High Inquisitor anymore.”

	“It was in the morning minutes I drafted and sent out to everyone today. And of course, we are all professionals and read such things closely every day, even on our days off.” Karen said.

	“I informed Karen of the situation.” Dreschner said. “She and the crew did the rest.”

	“Got it. Thanks. I’ll be off now, and I promise I’ll try to get some rest.” Gertrude said.

	Everyone was quite lively– a noticeable change from the lethargy of the past few days.

	Gertrude had noticed that Karen was not as stammering and nervous as usual too.

	Einz and her might have seen something in the blue pools too– she wondered what it was.

	There was no sane way to ask anyone that, of course.

	She thought about what to do next as she stepped out onto the hall once more.

	Though she was a bit hungry, she was, more than that, worried about Monika after everything that happened. The more she saw the crew out and about the more she worried. Monika would be in Nile’s care. Gertrude headed for the clinic. She could have a chat with Nile as well and knock two things off her to-do list. Maybe she could make good on her promise to rest after all– but she was not intending to make an effort toward it.

	Since she last saw it, Nile’s clinic had slightly expanded. 

	In addition to the meeting room with all her supplies and the meeting room in which she saw patients there was now a third meeting room on the other side of the clinic. In this room, a few plastic beds with rudimentary cushioning and blankets were set up in two opposing rows of four, for a total of eight beds. There was only one person laid up in the beds, a petite Loup woman with long, dark blond hair, sound asleep, wrapped up in blankets with a plain white gel pillow. Her breathing was steady, the curve of her chest rising and falling under the blankets. Gertrude stood at the door, given pause by the peaceful and contented expression on Monika’s face. She turned away from the beds and walked next door.

	At Nile’s clinic, the door opened automatically in her presence.

	Inside the room, she found Nile hunched over a table, her tail wagging and ears twitching as she used a dropper to lay tiny amounts of a clear liquid into a beaker full of murky red fluid, like a thin tomato soup. Her fingers were exactingly careful with the tool, and she watched the drops closely as she released them. Once the drops made contact with the red, the murk suddenly became active, rising and frothing as if it was suddenly being boiled. 

	Gertrude then stepped past the door threshold– 

	in the next instant Nile straightened up and looked over her shoulder, surprised.

	“You’re doing an experiment here?” Gertrude asked.

	More curious than she was critical, but still a touch of judgment in her voice.

	“Science is the same no matter where you do it.” Nile said.

	Gertrude tried to keep her eyes off Nile’s collar, its LEDs signaling a healthy green. It felt rude to worry about it– but nevertheless, she worried. So, she made an effort not to be caught staring and instead looked Nile over. She was unmasked, as it seemed to have become her habit within the Iron Lady. Dressed in a turtleneck sweater, a waist-high skirt that hugged her hips well, black tights, and her signature white coat. Her brown hair was tied up into a messy bun for work. She wore just a bit of blush and lipstick on her face.

	She was gorgeous– tall, dark, curvy, Loup excellence–

	Gertrude averted her gaze entirely before Nile could notice her lingering eyes.

	“Don’t you need a different kind of environment to get good results?” Gertrude asked.

	“Not at all. Cause-effect causality transpires regardless of how posh the surroundings are. As long as you prepare the best you can and the thinking behind your experiment is sound, the outcome can be useful for learning, whether you are in a repurposed meeting room on a ship or in the top laboratories of the Empire. Science is science. That is one of the reasons why it is so tightly controlled in the Empire– you can only control it by controlling the knowledge and materials that make it up.” Nile cracked a smile. “So– Gertrude, what ails you?”

	Owing to the length of the spiel Gertrude was unprepared to be suddenly acknowledged.

	Gertrude took long enough to respond, a few seconds–

	That Nile simply walked up to her and stood directly before her, leaning in.

	“Mind if I examine you? I’d like to check your condition after the night’s ordeal.”

	“No, it’s not necessary. I’m doing fine.” Gertrude said suddenly.

	Nile’s eyes trailed down Gertrude’s body and back up to her face.

	“You look more energetic, but your unusually good mood might just be masking a physical issue. Adrenaline and hormones are not to be underestimated. At any rate, I won’t do anything without your consent, but you should allow me to give you a full checkup again as soon as your courage and pride can withstand the endeavor.” Nile said.

	“My pride is irrelevant!” Gertrude said sharply. “I honestly haven’t felt better in weeks, I’ll have you know. I have no problems at all. Just accept what your patient tells you.”

	“Hmm. I’m glad you’re still a bit surly.” Nile replied coolly. “Drastic personality changes, even positive ones, can be a sign of deeper distress. Stability and continuity are good indicators.”

	“I am not being surly. You are just constantly trying to get a rise out of me for no reason.”

	“My reason is that I am a concerned professional in whom you have entrusted your care.”

	Gertrude sighed deeply and audibly.

	Nile cracked a little grin and crossed her arms. Her ears did a little twitch.

	“Forget all of that.” Gertrude said. “How is Monika doing?”

	“She is just sleeping. Sleeping quite soundly in fact.” Nile said. “Thankfully before anything happened I already had permission to prepare an infirmary. Physically, Monika is unchanged from when I last examined her. I won’t be elaborating on what that means. Mentally, I can’t be sure how she fares. We’ll have to see how she acts when she awakens.”

	“Thank you for taking care of her. She’s been through so much.” Gertrude said.

	“My pleasure– but it is not necessary to thank me. This is my work. I would not be myself if I ignored people in need of medical help. It would be quite shameful.” Nile said. She glanced at the wall of the room. “I’m worried about her. But I’m also worried about you.”

	It was not that Gertrude did not appreciate Nile’s attention.

	But she had a stubborn feeling that she wanted to be treated as someone formidable.

	She should have been the only one worrying– about Nile and Monika and the others.

	In her mind, she had overcome her personal hurdles and deserved to be relied upon now.

	“I promise, you can look after me when there’s need– but I feel perfectly fine.”

	“Alright, I won’t press you any further. Just remember that I am here.” Nile said.

	She turned back around to the table she had set up in the back.

	“Nile, I’m curious what you’re doing to those substances?”

	Gertrude pointed at the beaker, propped up on a foldable rack, and the red fluid inside.

	It had done frothing and looked a bit thinner than even previously.

	“I am testing Katov mass gathered from outside the ship. Preliminarily trying to figure out what happened last night.” Nile said. “I was hoping that I might be able to reproduce a fleeting effect resembling the strange aetheric phenomenon, in miniature of course. By applying a certain neurochemical to the mass, I hoped to stimulate the organisms that make it up– but it looks like it had no effect other than altering the PH to kill it.”

	“I don’t follow– what led you to believe such a thing was possible?” Gertrude said.

	Nile looked as if she had not understood the question. She narrowed her eyes.

	“You can’t truly be this incurious about the world, Gertrude? I can’t know anything until I have tried and observed results. That is the nature of experimentation. That’s what I am doing.”

	Gertrude felt like an idiot. What was it about Nile that flustered her so easily?

	“I was just worried something might happen.” She said, trying to sound sensible.

	“Something happening is the very point. That is how we start learning. I am working with very small amounts of katov mass and chemicals. It’s very safe.” Nile sighed. “At any rate, I now believe the mass had nothing to do it with it– it was perhaps only reacting to the phenomenon, just like us. However, I hoped to test my belief and acquire proof by actually running some experiments. I’ll keep trying over the next few days and see the results.”

	“Right.” Gertrude said. There was no use continuing this topic– she had other concerns.

	In a fit of pique, she locked eyes with Nile, who met her gaze almost on accident.

	For a moment, Nile appeared to recognize how Gertrude was looking at her.

	Her eyes flashed red; just as Gertrude flexed those alien muscles in her own eyes.

	Demonstrating her ability and seeing the blue and green color that collected around Nile.

	Through her psionic sight she got the sense Nile’s aura was very deep and very dense.

	That there was a depth to her– a depth that she did not hide but did not acknowledge.

	Nile was very powerful. And her aura seemed to flicker like a candle-fire in a gust of air.

	Despite her outward calm her aura gave off a feeling of volatility, or perhaps fluctuation.

	However, her aura was also gentle. Her flame was wild, but it was not unforgiving.

	“Nile, you know that I can do this now.” Gertrude said. “You are seeing it, right?”

	Nile smiled. Despite her almost proud-seeming expression her aura remained the same.

	“I do. I told you my suspicions last night, didn’t I? I was too vague perhaps.”

	“Nile, can you tell me what you know about this power?” Gertrude said.

	To Gertrude’s surprise, there was no hesitation or reticence from her doctor.

	She simply took in a breath and began to speak candidly.

	“I must preface by saying that everything I know, I learned from others who have studied this phenomenon more closely than me. I possess the ability myself, but I am not as versed as my colleagues. We call the power, Psionics. It is a word that feels right does it not? Different cultures had different concepts of it– any kind of ‘magic’ like volshebstvo or sihr is actually an expression of this power understood through cultural myth.” Nile spoke in a confident manner, as if giving a rehearsed lecture. Had she said this same thing to others before? Or had she perhaps prepared to give this explanation to Gertrude? She continued. “Psionics is the power of the human mind and our conception of the world, influenced by our emotions. Or at least, my colleagues and I hope that is accurate, after our experimentation.”

	“In other words, in my case it is the power of my anger made manifest.” Gertrude said.

	In the liminal space with the blue pools, Gertrude’s red passion and anger had broken the blue walls of the phenomenon and allowed her to finally move past the maze in which she had been trapped. In that moment, she had come to understand that blue was the source of her lethargy, and that red was her spiraling passions, covering her like an armor. When she saw blue in Nile’s aura, however, she felt different toward it– she was not alarmed. It was the same color, but the intention of Nile was not to ‘sleep eternally’ as Monika once desired. It seemed much less urgent. In fact, Monika also had a quiet and gently blue aura.

	Nile was quick to rebut what Gertrude thought was an ironclad assertion, however.

	“That is your current conception of the power based on what you have experienced. Different people with different experiences develop different systems of intellectual decryption. This can help you control the power through conceptual associations. It is the power of your mind, after all, it is a bit abstract. But also, I must stress that your conception of the power can change as much as your conception of the world can change. Your mind and emotions are not rigid, Gertrude. You do have an effect on how you feel and what you think; it is possible to change your mind, after all. I would strongly advise you not to think of psionics as a phenomenon that intersects solely with your anger. It is limiting to you.”

	Gertrude responded at first with a short, bitter chuckle at the idea of changing herself.

	“I wish everything were as easy as just convincing myself out of my habits.” She said.

	She could change the meat on her bones, now– in all kinds of ways.

	But her mind still felt like something far less forgiving of alteration.

	“I never said it was easy. But my assertion is still correct, Gertrude.” Nile said.

	“That sounds like something Victoria would say.”

	“Then she would be correct also. Rhetoric is another thing that is the same anywhere.”

	“I don’t mean– nevermind.” Gertrude grunted. “Can you teach me to control my psionics?”

	Nile averted her eyes in response. Her expression was suddenly glum and conflicted.

	Gertrude noticed that her aura shimmered, as if the candlefire withstood a stiff wind.

	“I– well, I mean– it presents a certain challenge– I am not opposed–” Nile was tongue-tied, “as much as I have managed to hang on to my patience with you, because you are my patient and deserve the best of me even when I see the worst of you so frequently–”

	“–Hey, c’mon…” Gertrude mumbled at the off-handed insult. What was her problem?

	“–I am not actually very good at controlling my emotions either.” Nile sighed.

	She crossed her arms and shut her eyes, wracked by a quiet consternation.

	So that was the issue– she must have been dreading this moment, anticipating the request.

	“I understand. But you can still teach me what you know, can’t you?” Gertrude said.

	“To be frank, I have never taught anyone psionics. I can try, for you.” Nile said.

	“But you had that whole spiel in the back of your head for when I asked?” Gertrude said.

	“Correct. That spiel is something I have been preparing. I knew from the moment I saw you that you had the potential to employ psionics. You just needed a push; either to discover it on your terms or to be influenced by an outside force. I was conflicted about whether I should give you that push– but I knew by accepting your offer I had to be ready to consult for you regardless of what happened. I knew that, because we were now heading into extreme conditions, you would be much more likely to discover your abilities here.”

	“Then, hardship plays a part in achieving psionics?” Gertrude asked. “That means you knew that I would be under so much stress in the abyss that I would eventually awaken?”

	“Correct again. Any sufficiently heightened emotion, in the right circumstances, might cause a person with potential to discover and achieve control of their psionics, to some extent.” Nile said. She crossed her arms. “Take for example the legendary Loup warrior Samoylovych-Daybringer. The stories had it that the young Daybringer, during the war with Hanwa in the late 910s, fought to the brink of death against a powerful Hanwan warrior to hold a station landing. In that state, the stories say a fairy visited him, and taught him volshebtsvo. Daybringer’s feats after that were not exaggerated– he had achieved the power to kill scores of men. I suspect a near-death experience jogged Daybringer’s dormant power.”

	“That’s a lot to take in.” Gertrude said, sighing. She felt unsettled by the example and by the idea that this could happen to anyone. “I can’t help but think that despite his efforts, we lost that war with Hanwa. The Imbrian Empire was not able to expand into the Mare Crisium even with a psionic warrior on our side. Or who knows how many more of them there were.”

	“Psionics can be very powerful, but it is still impossible to win a war by oneself.” Nile said.

	“Some part of me hoped I would be able to use this power to do just that.” Gertrude said.

	“That hubristic and whimsical part of you is very charming, indeed.” Nile smiled warmly.

	Gertrude averted her gaze. “That’s all you’re going to say to me about that, huh?”

	“Yes. There is no consoling you on that score, it is simply the hard truth of things. In fact, Samoylovych-Daybringer, older but still in his prime, was ultimately slain by an ordinary man. You will be similarly vulnerable and limited– but nevertheless, psionics is a useful tool to have. Especially if you are flexible in your conception and development of it.”

	Of course, common sense dictated that no individual was ever completely invincible.

	For a moment, however, Gertrude in her passions had truly wanted to believe she was.

	That achieving this power was an enormous breakthrough that would settle everything.

	There was something unsettling about it being only a tool that might help her going forward.

	Arvokas Jarvelainen, Ingrid’s ancestor, had ultimately killed the legendary Daybringer.

	For Arvokas there were no fairy stories or mythical deeds. He was just a kin-slayer.

	Gertrude was still vulnerable, and she was not by herself suddenly an earth-shaking titan.

	She looked at Nile, hands in her coat pockets, who looked back with quiet consideration.

	Sighing deeply, Gertrude tried to look positively upon things. It was good to accept reality.

	She was not invincible, even with her psionics, but she was also not alone either.

	There was an entire ship of people who had her back. Advising her, fighting with her.

	And even in this very room there was someone who had agreed to lend her assistance.

	“Nile, thank you for giving me your perspective. I– I do really appreciate it.” She said.

	Nile nodded her head. “I assume that at this point– you’ll want to know more about me personally, right? That is also another conversation that I foresaw and prepared for.”

	Gertrude shook her head in return.

	“Honestly I have lost the zest for it. I had it in mind to interrogate you at any cost about the Sunlight Foundation and what you truly knew about the world. I know you still must have all manner of secrets. But those things feel petty now. You’re right, none of us are one-man islands. I have no cause to doubt your allegiance. You’ve done nothing but help me even when I’ve been stubborn as a rock wall.” Gertrude said. Her voice was turning soft and fond of the mysterious Loup. She felt comforted by this discussion. She wanted to feel formidable, yes– but she also had to accept the reality of her vulnerability.

	Hubris had already done a lot of damage to her. She had to try her best to temper it.

	Thinking she could squeeze everything out of Nile, thinking it would help anything.

	Both were notions that made sense before and did not make sense now.

	Like Nile said– maybe her mind was something she could, slowly, deliberately, change.

	“Thank you. I am willing to answer your questions, for what it’s worth.” Nile said.

	She gestured toward a pair of seats– they had both been speaking standing up and close.

	Gertrude shook her head. She suddenly felt very thankful to be in Nile’s ‘care.’

	“I think I just want to sit by Monika’s side and see if she wakes.” Gertrude said.

	“Of course. Feel free to avail yourself of anything in the infirmary.” Nile said.

	She did have one question– it arrived at her quite suddenly.

	One curiosity about Nile. She would allow herself to sate a single one.

	“Actually– I do have one question, before I go.” Gertrude said.

	Nile nodded. “Like I said, I’ve been preparing. What do you want to know?”

	“How do you feel about your former allegiances? Do you have regrets?” Gertrude asked.

	For a moment, a surprised Nile was pulled into her thoughts, with a melancholy expression.

	“What a cruel question to ask, fittingly for you.” She tried to smile and to sound good humored. It was forced. “Of course, I have regrets. We disagreed on many things. But it was the only place I ever felt accepted and treated as a peer. I had no other home and I wanted none– they were my colleagues. We esteemed each other, motivated each other. We were flawed and arrogant and made horrible mistakes, but I would rather deal with cracked glass as long as it can keep the oxygen in. I had hope; some part of me still does.”

	“Thank you.” Gertrude said. She reached out a hand to Nile’s shoulder, to comfort her.

	Nile allowed it. Perhaps she even welcomed it.

	She was just as vulnerable as Gertrude was. Nile, too, was not an invincible threat. 

	

	

	Time passed as Gertrude sat on the empty bed adjacent to Monika’s in the infirmary. She looked at the sleeping beauty’s face periodically. It was a relief; though she was still asleep, she looked peaceful. Her breathing was steady, she did not seem to be in pain. After everything she had been through, Gertrude hoped that she could have a moment’s relaxation before she resumed her activities. She deserved so much more– but at least that much. Gertrude waited at her side, hoping she might wake in a few hours more.

	After about thirty minutes, Nile walked in through the door as well.

	She had a cup of coffee and a handful of unsalted crackers and handed them to Gertrude.

	“You should have something in your stomach.” Nile said.

	“Thank you.” Gertrude said. “Can I call you when she wakes up?”

	“I am planning to stay here actually, unless something drags me away.” Nile said.

	She sat on the bed beside Gertrude and sipped her own cup of coffee.

	Gertrude dipped one of the crackers in the coffee and ate it.

	Together they watched over Monika’s bedside.

	As she did so, Gertrude began to ponder the mysterious phenomenon that transpired last night. That maze of blue pools and the things they reflected; Monika claiming she wanted to invite Gertrude and the rest of the crew to an ‘eternal sleep’; and the Drowning Prophecy, the monstrous entity in Monika’s false church; did everyone experience visions in the blue pools? Victoria had confirmed she saw the pools, and that she saw events within them, lives she had not led. Gertrude likened it to a dream and Victoria agreed– but it was not an ordinary dream, concocted purely by her exhausted mind. It had felt so real, and the fact that she could still use psionics proved it. Gertrude had been there to see all of it.

	Dreams often felt like being carried away to a different place and ended upon waking.

	For Gertrude, the experience of the liminal pools, and her current state, felt like they were entirely contiguous events. Her memories were a bit hazy, but not gone. If Monika had put them all to sleep and beckoned them to remain sleeping, it was not a usual sleep. Gertrude wondered if everyone could remember the things they saw in the pools, if the people with less understanding were trying to puzzle out the haunting sensation that they felt from becoming trapped in that space and seeing impossible sights. Or if different people had gone to entirely different places and seen different things entirely than her.

	Eventually, Gertrude got it into mind to put that question to Nile as well–

	“Nile– during the mysterious ‘event’ last night, did you see a maze of blue pools?”

	Nile took a long sip of her coffee, nodding her head slightly while drinking.

	“Yes. With my psionics I understood it as a supernatural event, but I couldn’t escape.”

	“What did you see in the pools?” Gertrude asked.

	Nile scoffed. She averted her gaze. “You’re terribly nosy, did you know that?”

	Gertrude smiled a bit. “It served me well in the Inquisition at least.”

	Glancing back at Gertrude’s gentle expression, Nile breathed deeply and put down her cup.

	“Fine. But you must tell your doctor about your own dreams, first.” She said.

	“All of them were about Elena von Fueller.” Gertrude said. “We built many lives together in those pools. I was her servant, and I was her lover. She gave me meaning.”

	Nile looked surprised– she must not have expected Gertrude to be so forthcoming.

	To people like Nile and Victoria, Gertrude had nothing to hide about that affair anymore.

	“I was Elena von Fueller’s lover– surprise? I squandered everything though.” Gertrude said.

	In response to Gertrude’s honesty, Nile looked exasperated, and seemed to resign herself.

	“Fine, fine. I saw similar things in the pools. Some of them represented things I knew could be possible– different decision points in my life. But there were some that were fabrications. I saw myself as some kind of horrid queen of a disease-infested flesh castle that resembled Heitzing; I saw myself as a member of the Pythian Black Legion nerve-gassing an entire station. But the worst one–” Nile paused and looked down at her cup for a moment.

	Gertrude raised a hand and waved, interposing it between herself and Nile to stop her.

	“I’m sorry. You don’t have to keep going. I know now that we saw similar visions.”

	Nile looked in that moment as Gertrude had never seen her before, but the expression was familiar because she had seen it in herself. Pain and frustration, an internal conflict, reticence that fought with passion and quaked under her skin. Gertrude thought she might hear her scream any moment; she looked that bound up in herself. She tried to reassure Nile that she did not need to say anything, but she knew, because she had been there herself, that the emotions were too hot. She had been in that exact position far too many times.

	“No. I want to tell someone. Even if you might not understand– almost certainly you won’t understand it. But I’ll get it off my chest and then I can put it away forever.” Nile said. Her voice rose– she was taken by a sudden passion. “Gertrude, I saw the Northern Host of the Loup being completely wiped out by Mehmed Khalifa. Somehow, he detonated the North Imbrian Agarthic Vein– what’s known as one of the ‘Ley-Lines’. You do not know how close this came to actually happening, Gertrude. In that vision I just stood there and watched him do it. Watched him kill half of the Loup, and scores of Imbrians. He devastated the Palatine and ended the Empire.” Nile’s fingers tightened their grip on the cup, nearly shaking. Her eyes looked like they would tear up. “I– I did not want his blood on my hands.”

	“Nile– I’m so sorry.” Gertrude said. It was hard to muster any words in response. 

	Mehmed Khalifa, better known as Mehmed the Tyrant or Mehmed the Sorcerer, had declared an organized, armed religious struggle known to the Shimii as a ‘jihad’. He mustered scores of mainly Mahdist Shimii fighters in improvised and stolen crafts. Using his limited resources he inflicted embarrassing defeats on the Empire in the early to middle 930s, slowly building his arsenal. The official narrative was that the Inquisition tracked him down to Bad Ischl and killed him, but Gertrude knew one better– she knew that one of the Inquisition’s secrets was that the Agarthicite veins in the area had a dangerous event that inflicted damage on the Imperial siege fleet but also scattered the jihadists. An act of God ended the Jihad.

	Now she knew two better– not an act of God, but Nile and her ‘colleagues’ instead. Had they truly ended the Jihad? Why? Given the resources Victoria claimed they possessed, and Nile’s own abilities, Gertrude could believe that if they became involved in such an event, that they could have brought it to a conclusion. But why interfere against someone as formidable as the self-crowned king of the Shimii’s Age of Heroes? Had they become involved in any other events, Gertrude wondered? Had any other acts of God been instead the meddling of the Sunlight Foundation in the background of what had become accepted history?

	Seeing how distressed Nile had become, Gertrude could not possibly ask for more context.

	Despite her curiosity, the Jihad was over– and Mehmed was dead. 

	And it did not matter to her and her life what or who did it. It was in the past and Gertrude had no reason to litigate it. But it clearly caused Nile a lot of pain. In those blue pools she saw a world in which she never got her hands dirty, and allowed an atrocity to pass. Gertrude had thought of the pools as amoral, showing her things that were in some sense real, without judgment. She had only seen events that reflected her warped desires and horrible mistakes. To show Nile something that horrid, however, Gertrude began to wonder if perhaps the visions in the blue pools had been guided by an active malevolence.

	Rather than say anything more, she gingerly sidled closer to Nile and tried to comfort her.

	Nile raised a hand to gently prevent this, keeping her away, and another to wipe her eyes.

	“Thank you, but– it’s fine–” She kept a hand over her eyes. “I’m sorry for losing myself.”

	“No apology necessary. It’s only human. I would know.” Gertrude said, smiling.

	“I appreciate your understanding. If I broke down anywhere, then at least it was with you.”

	Nile must have meant that because of their similarities they could have a unique solidarity.

	However, Gertrude’s heart was quick to accelerate, and her face felt a bit warm.

	At the thought of Nile wanting to confer her vulnerability only to her.

	“You don’t have to tell me anything. I am sorry for prying.” Gertrude said. “But– if you need someone to talk to, I am here for you. I understand what it feels like carrying a burden. God knows, I’ve made so many mistakes that perhaps no one would understand. My pool rooms were full of my stupid obsession, devoid of any of the people I care about or even people that I hurt. I am ashamed of that single-mindedness– it wiped out even the recognition of my mistakes from my psyche. This– it demonstrates you’re better than that.”

	Nile lifted her hand from over her eyes, her tears wiped but clearly still a bit agitated.

	She nodded in response, and quietly finished off the last of her coffee.

	Gertrude took a sip too and began to calm her thrashing her heart.

	“Gertrude, would you accept a chaste and professional hug?” Nile asked suddenly.

	“Any time.” Gertrude quickly replied.

	Nile sidled close to Gertrude, and extended an arm over her shoulder, pulling her close.

	Gertrude accepted it and reciprocated. She could feel Nile’s tail thumping the bed.

	For a while, they shared this quiet physical comfort before gently separating.

	Going back to looking over Monika but with calmer hearts and minds than before.

	After a few hours of staring in a silence only broken by Nile getting more coffee–

	Monika turned in bed, once, twice– she tightened her eyes, and pulled her blankets.

	Gertrude and Nile nearly jumped with surprise as if the floors and walls had moved instead.

	Finally, Monika began to open her eyes. She opened them halfway, shut them.

	She began to blink. She saw up in bed, dressed in only a patient’s gown. Her hair fell over her eyes partially and behind her back. Monika pulled her bangs to the sides of her face and let out a yawn. Without speaking a word, she continued to stare at Gertrude and Nile, who stared back. For a moment the trio traded stares at one another. 

	One of Monika’s furry ears began to twitch.

	“Gertrude?” Monika asked, when she finally spoke. “Have I been dreaming?”

	“Maybe. Did you happen to dream about a maze of blue pools?” Gertrude asked.

	“Don’t tell her that so quickly– let her acclimate first!” Nile protested.

	“Blue pools?” Monika’s eyes opened wide. She hugged herself. “Oh my god.”

	“Let me handle the talking.” Nile said. “Monika, how many fingers am I holding up?”

	She held up her index and middle fingers, making a ‘V’ sign in front of Monika.

	In response, Monika made two ‘V’ signs with her own hands, blinking her eyes slowly.

	Nile ran her fingers idly through her hair, seemingly thinking of what to say.

	“She looks awake and aware to me.” Gertrude said. “Monika, how are you feeling?”

	“Confused. Horrible. And– oh my god–!” Monika narrowed her eyes. Her tail extended.

	Then with barely any warning she sprang from her bed and leaped over to the one adjacent.

	Throwing her arms around Gertrude and nearly tackling her off and onto the ground.

	Thankfully they both fell over on top of the bed instead, nearly kicking Nile aside.

	“Hey!” Nile cried out. “Calm down! You’ll hurt yourself! We need to–!”

	“Gertrude!” Monika cried out. “I’m so sorry! I can’t– I’m so ashamed– you saved me–!”

	Between the gratitude and contrition all screamed in interwoven hysterics, Gertrude could not muster an answer. Despite her petite stature Monika in that moment had the force of a leviathan as she hugged Gertrude down against the bed, her tail drumming against the plastic headboard. Monika cried and screamed into Gertrude’s chest, her gown nearly pulling apart with her thrashing. She hugged her so close, kicking her legs, arms tight.

	“Monika! It’s okay! Please calm down! Listen to the doctor!” Gertrude struggled to say.

	Monika pressed herself tightly against Gertrude’s chest while Nile looked on with worry.

	Then Monika raised her head and met Gertrude’s eyes, ears running down her cheeks.

	With a smile on her face.

	“Gertrude– I’m happy to be here. I’m glad I’m alive.” She said.

	Gertrude felt an enormous sense of relief.

	She let herself fall back on the bed without resistance.

	Letting out a breath that felt long held.

	“I’m so happy you’re here, Monika.” Gertrude replied, stroking Monika’s hair.

	With some gentle coaxing from the doctor, Monika returned to her bed and sat upright.

	Nile handed her a cup of water and some crackers. Monika took a few bites.

	Gertrude sat across and observed her while Nile tested her faculties.

	“Monika Erke-Tendercloud,” Nile said, “That is your name, correct?”

	Monika nodded her head.

	“Thank you– but can you speak your answer clearly? For the sake of the test.”

	“Yes, it is Monika Erke-Tendercloud.”

	“I am going to ask you to do something that might seem silly. Can you extend your right arm over the left side of your body, with your thumb up, and stick out your tongue?” Nile asked.

	“Yes.” Monika followed the instructions without hesitation.

	Gertrude looked over at the wall to prevent herself laughing– Monika was rather cute.

	“Can you name this object that I am holding?” Nile said. It was her digital pen.

	“It’s a pen.” Monika said.

	“What am I doing with it?” Nile scribbled on the screen of her digital clipboard.

	“You’re writing. It’s a digital pen and you have a digital clipboard.”

	“Do you remember the small talk we had when you came in for a checkup?”

	“I think you asked me about the food on board. We talked about liking the liver pate.”

	“It’s a bit gritty but nutritionally excellent– lots of what kind of Vitamin?”

	“Vitamin A if I am remembering correctly.”

	“You are correct. One last question– where is the consortium Reschold-Kolt located?”

	“They’re in the Bureni Republic. It’s one of my many misfortunes recently, hah!”

	Monika spoke candidly and cheerfully and seemed to be full of energy.

	Nile smiled and put her clipboard at her side on the bed.

	“I believe you have all of your faculties about you. This isn’t a comprehensive test, but you are aware, your coordination is good, and you can recall details. I don’t believe that I will need to hold you here for long, but I would like to observe you awake for an hour.”

	“I was going to spend the day loafing around anyway.” Monika said. “Thank you, doctor.”

	She turned to face Gertrude again and pointed at her. “How is she doing?”

	“I’m afraid that’s confidential patient information.” Nile said gently.

	Putting it like that made it sound like something was going on!

	“C’mon. I’m fine!” Gertrude said, slightly irritated. “Don’t worry about me, Monika.”

	“Don’t put up an act. You got stabbed in the gut– I saw it! I was terrified!” Monika said.

	“Wait– what?” Nile looked at Gertrude with wide eyes, staring down at her abdomen.

	Gertrude raised her hands as if to shield herself from the concerns of the two women.

	“Everything grew back. Would I be walking around if I got stabbed in the stomach?”

	“What do you mean everything grew back?” Nile said. “I’m going to need an explanation!”

	“Calm down and I’ll give you one. I’ve been wanting to talk about this with you anyway.”

	Gertrude put her hands on the bed, reared back a bit, sighed, and then launched into her story of what happened yesterday. She went through everything but embellished or glossed over a few details– Monika did not need to know about what she saw in the pools. But she explained becoming lost in the primary edifice due to Azazil An-Nur’s cries for help; being attacked by the strange blue creatures and her experience of falling asleep; waking up in the blue pools, and breaking through them; Eris and her ambitions to recover her–

	She did not mention Eris. That was still for herself only. She was still processing that.

	Finally, breaking the maze, the church, the abomination and her newfound power.

	“And then she rescued me.” Monika said. “That part I can corroborate, doctor.”

	Gertrude nodded her head. “I killed the creature that captured Monika. Then I woke up again and I wasn’t in the blue pools anymore. I carried Monika back to the ship. You were all there to greet me– and from what I can gather, all of us saw the blue pools too. Victoria confirmed that she did, and Nile, you saw them too. So– we all had this strange dream.”

	“A collective psychic phenomenon.” Nile lifted a hand to her forehead. “Ya allah.”

	“I take it this isn’t something you have experience with?” Gertrude asked.

	“This specific incident is magnitudes stranger than anything I’ve heard or seen happen. I could not have predicted it.” Nile said. “I knew, and I attempted to communicate to you, that the abyssal ‘aetheric weather’ would affect us. I do not know the origin of the color weather, but the abyss has been observed by my colleagues to affect the auras of people, it causes our emotions to unbalance. Most people, most of the time, have a balance of stress and tranquility and other emotional states– the aetheric weather causes one of the states of our aura to expand at the expense of this balance. I knew this and I tried to tell you.”

	“You tried to tell me once, in my room at midnight, when I was dead tired.” Gertrude said.

	“Huh?” Monika said. Looking a bit red. “She was in your room at midnight?”

	“I broke in.” Nile said as if it explained anything.

	Monika blinked. “You broke into her room at midnight?”

	“Nevermind that, nothing happened!” Gertrude waved her hands rapidly.

	Nile shrugged her shoulders innocently. Monika glanced between the two of them.

	“Unfortunately, the weather had begun to have its effect on me also and impaired my judgment. I was also tired and unbalanced. I should have kept pushing you on that subject, even as stubborn as you were. But I did not want to deal with it.” Nile said. “The past few days I had a lot to do and did the best I could despite the creeping exhaustion, but I had limited headspace and I put off important things. I only vaguely recognized that this was the doing of the ‘aetheric weather’ but I felt that we could do nothing but ride it out.”

	“We were all acting a bit more foolish than usual.” Gertrude said, sighing.

	“For you such a thing is much more in-character.” Monika said.

	Gertrude frowned, and Monika smile back, having successfully caused her grief.

	“Doctor,” Monika turned to Nile, “I– I think the strange stuff that happened is my fault.”

	“It’s not your fault at all.” Gertrude was quick to say.

	“I agree with Gertrude. Nobody is blaming you, Monika.” Nile said.

	Monika sat back against the bed, crossing her arms and breathing out.

	“It’s difficult– but can I try to explain to you what happened? Even if it sounds crazy?”

	“Of course. Listening to my patients is the very least I can do.” Nile said.

	Laying in bed, looking at the ceiling as if to avoid their eyes–

	Monika recounted her experiences.

	She confessed to Nile and Gertrude that she had been dealing with suicidal thoughts for a very long time. Monika grew up in a deeply religious household and she referred to the Loup culture as anti-intellectual– Nile could relate to this. After escaping from her abusive family, Monika had managed to get her thoughts more under control– but she knew there was a stigma against feeling such a way. She did not want to be seen as insane or as a ticking time-bomb, so she told nobody about it. Her despair sat quietly in her and she drowned it in various achievements. In the world of the Imbrians she could do everything her family barred her from. Completed her education, found a job that allowed her to express her interest in technology, sciences and industry. Finally she accomplished the aspirational feat of any military engineer– she was chose to serve aboard a glorious, high-tech Dreadnought.

	Recent events had shaken her confidence in herself. She began to struggle with work and thought about how helpless she was to influence the events happening around her– such as Imbria’s dissolution, or the battles against the Brigand. She took it hard when the machine she had worked on, was defeated in battle and then stolen– she took it harder when she struggled to repair the Magellan that Gertrude got to keep. It wasn’t for lack of materials or time, but she felt, it was a limit in herself. In her usefulness to the world around her.

	She confessed that in her mind, if she failed, then– there was no reason to keep on living.

	“I started to have those feelings about myself again. Every little thing triggered them.” Monika said. “If I didn’t finish this or that, or if I couldn’t figure something out– even minor everyday tasks or things like how to set up my tools so I can reach them more efficiently. Any little thing started to feel like something I ought to have stopped living over. That negotiation with myself about whether it was worth living or not felt like it was taking a life of its own. Like I was really talking with death itself about living on or dying, any time that anything happened. Then, things started to move really quickly, it felt like– at one point I found myself almost worshiping death– thinking that everyone must have felt like me and we could all die together. That’s when I found that church, and that abomination.”

	“Monika–” Gertrude began. It took everything not to cry. “I’m so, so sorry.”

	She reached out her hands and took Monika’s, caressing her, hoping to comfort her.

	Monika reciprocated, taking Gertrude’s hands and squeezing them in hers.

	“It’s alright. I decided I want to live Gertrude. I’m going to try. I know I will probably have these thoughts again– but I will fight to live. And I will also ask for help if I need it.”

	“Monika, whatever you need, you can come to me. I’ll always listen.” Gertrude said.

	It wasn’t that she was completely unfamiliar with the kind of feelings Monika had felt.

	Gertrude had more than once felt utter hopelessness, and all of its most dire results.

	However, she never suspected that Monika was dealing with such feelings herself.

	That frightened Gertrude– she could have lost Monika forever and never realized it.

	She had been so self-centered and oblivious to her pain despite thinking she knew her well.

	Conscious of this, Gertrude did not want to turn the conversation to her own failings.

	Monika had already gotten angry at her once for drowning in self-pity.

	In her mind however she told herself, and she knew, that she had to do better by Monika.

	Nile also reached out and laid her hand over Monika’s with a gentle demeanor and speech.

	“For as long as I am your doctor, I will support you, Monika. And everything you have told us will stay in this room. It is confidential patient information. So do not worry.” She said.

	“Thank you.” Monika said. She sat back up and stopped looking at the roof. Her eyes were glistening. She wiped them on the sleeve of her hospital gown. “Doctor, during my experiences last night– I felt like understood implicitly that there was a supernatural power in my self. My mind was a mess– so I didn’t care then. I understand that you have power too, and Gertrude too. You know about all of this– and you must know more than I do.”

	“I am not all-knowing. But I know some things.” Nile said. “Psionics, the power you feel that you now have, is as deep and as fluid as the human experience itself. I’ve lived for longer than you might imagine, and I will never observe and examine everything related to psionics. It’s like myths, or miracles; I’m sure it will always change to elude our reckoning.”

	“I understand, doctor, but could you try to explain what might have happened?”

	Nile’s expression was familiar– as exasperated as when Gertrude asked about psionics.

	She nodded her assent but paused for a moment clearly gathering her thoughts.

	Her ears folded and rose, and she ran her fingers through some of her hair.

	“As it stands, this is conjecture– and barely educated conjecture at that. During the blue weather event, Monika, you were fatigued and beset by feelings of frustration and hopelessness. These feelings were amplified by the blue weather, sabotaging your mental stability until it crossed a certain emotional threshold. It led to your psionics awakening, and you lost control over them. This may have had a synergistic effect with the blue weather, which we were all experiencing, that led to us having a collective event. Of course, I vehemently reject blaming you for this– I believe you were a victim of circumstance.”

	“Monika, do you agree with this? How did you feel?” Gertrude asked.

	Monike crossed her arms. Her own ears folded and rose as she thought it over.

	“I think it’s mostly right, but– I feel that I was not the one who created that abomination that Gertrude and I saw. I felt that it had been speaking to me for a long time, ever since we got down here– I tried to ignore it, but looking back, at a certain point, I embraced it.”

	Gertrude supported Monika’s deliberation.

	“Nile, inside the blue rooms, I felt like I understood what Monika’s feelings were with great certainty. I can’t explain it, but I just knew, like I could hear a voice in my head that explained everything. But the monster always felt apart from her. Like an invader into her mind. Those were not explicitly her feelings alone, they felt like feelings anyone could have. Like mine also. It was called ‘the Drowning Prophecy’– and I think Monika knows that name too.”

	“Yes, I felt just like Gertrude. Like someone was telling me about its name for certain.”

	Nile paused and crossed her arms. She sighed. “You don’t say. Anyone’s feelings, huh?”

	“Would you happen to have any explanation for that phenomenon?” Gertrude asked.

	“Yes and no.” Nile said. She sighed again. “Like I’ve said before, I am a medical doctor, not a pseudophysicist or a parapsychiatrist. However, one of my colleagues, Euphrates, theorized that it should be possible to create constructs with psionics that anyone would recognize as real entities despite their aetheric origin. Perhaps this entity you both saw was created out of collective emotions. Maybe its reach over Monika was a result of how many tired and hopeless people were aboard the ship– in the blue weather that would mean all of us.”

	“I guess it makes as much sense as anything.” Gertrude said, feeling a bit helpless.

	“I still feel like ‘The Drowning Prophecy’ was something else entirely.” Monika said. “Not just our feelings, but something older and bigger than that. It was like it had been ready to communicate with me at the earliest time I was able to see it. Like it was leading me to the blue church– just waiting all of this time to talk to anyone who would listen to it. I don’t believe in God, but thinking back, it almost felt like a horrible, sublime revelation.”

	“Well, I can’t know more until I see this happen myself– and I don’t want to.” Nile said.

	“Right. I’d also prefer never to have that experience again.” Monika said.

	She and Nile tried to smile but the topic was heavy, and clearly weighing on their minds.

	Nile probably felt frustrated with her lack of answers. Her body language had grown tense.

	When it came to medical problems she always had a solution– this was beyond her.

	Gertrude wondered if for a genius intellect like her, uncertainty was uniquely frustrating.

	“So, if this all had to do with our emotions– were we in physical danger?” Gertrude asked.

	“If this was related to psionics in some way, then yes. You were in danger.” Nile said.

	“Can you elaborate how? Do you think the monster could have really killed us?”

	In the moment, Gertrude’s sense of pain was dull despite the horrible attack she suffered.

	That monster ran her through with its tentacle, and there was blood and she screamed.

	There was not the level of acute, shattering pain she would have associated with that.

	Perhaps it was the red passion cloaking her in power, and the certainty she felt back then.

	Or perhaps it just had not been physical, and it actually was closer to a dream than reality.

	“Normally,” Nile said, “it is very difficult to use psionics to coerce someone into harming themselves– it’s an action that is too atypical for the subject’s internality to accept. But it’s not impossible and we have no idea what a psionic construct is capable of doing, whether they follow our observations. Had you and Monika faltered, I imagine you would have indeed slept eternally. However that felt to you in the moment– your body was suffering.”

	Not necessarily that being stabbed by the monster would have killed Gertrude, but rather, that it would have convinced them to pursue its ‘eternal sleep.’ Everyone would have chosen to die by never waking up from the dream until they passed. Mass psychogenic suicide. 

	Probably Nile would not have characterized it this way, but it got Gertrude thinking about the dangers that psionics might pose. She had been thinking about it exclusively in the way her body became a weapon when imbued with her psionics– but in reality, it was farther reaching and much more dangerous than that. Psionics was much more insidious. 

	Gertrude recalled all the strange abilities Norn seemed to possess. The incredible control over her troops, her ability to move extremely quickly and strike someone in a blink.

	There was a larger and more terrifying world opening up before Gertrude’s own eyes.

	“Nile, could you help Monika to understand and control her psionics too?” Gertrude asked.

	Upon hearing that request, Monika looked down at her hands with a quiet concern.

	Gertrude must have had that exact same expression on her face last night too.

	That dire contemplation of becoming irreversibly different than before.

	“I will do the best I can.” Nile sighed. “It’s– I guess it’s my duty as a doctor, after all.”

	

	

	“Vogt, nobody roughed her up, right? And she’s been behaving well?”

	“Indeed High– Commander.” Vogt caught himself. “She has been quietly waiting for you.”

	“Any observations?” She ignored his struggle with her rank.

	“One observation. When you first brought her here, she seemed almost– giggly. Energetic. Kind of fawning over you. At some point, and probably if I went through the camera footage I could probably scrobble to the exact second– she stopped smiling, Commander. She has this very neutral expression now. Her voice feels different too. When we brought her food, she spoke to us in a weird language– the translator tool said it is High Gallic. When we asked her to speak in Low Imbrian she teased us about our lack of culture. It was strange.”

	Gertrude grunted, annoyed. “What the hell is she up to now– let me in to see her.”

	After making sure Monika was okay and grabbing more coffee from Nile, Gertrude had set out to tackle her least anticipated errand of the day. It would have been callous of her to continue to subject Azazil An-Nur to captivity when she had wanted to cooperate before. But Gertrude had to know more about her and had to better understand her disposition. So she traveled to the Iron Lady’s containment rooms. She would converse with her in the interrogation cell she was being kept in, and she would decide then what to do.

	“She has not been aggressive, Commander. I think she will cooperate.” Vogt said.

	“I’m hoping as much too, but I’m always prepared for the worst.” Gertrude said.

	Things she said to reassure her troops, without always meaning them.

	In fact, she knew precious little about Azazil An-Nur and had no idea how she would act.

	Vogt nodded and showed Gertrude he had brought a folding vibroblade on his person.

	“I, too, am prepared for the worst. So you can be at ease, Commander.” He said.

	Azazil was being kept confined in a glass-walled interrogation cell, one-way viewable.

	Inside the cell she had a desk and a chair, both made of soft rubber-padded plastic.

	Outside, there was a media room where recordings and observations were being made.

	Gertrude passed through that room, out into a connecting rear room and then into the cell.

	Azazil An-Nur lifted her eyes from the table briefly and smiled a very small, slight smile.

	Her expression appeared much more reserved. When Gertrude had last seen her, she was gently smiling and cooing at her, like a motherly type of woman who wanted to impress her affection and comfort upon Gertrude. Now, she had a very specific sort of neutral expression, of the sort that Gertrude associated with noblewomen. Adelheid van Mueller had this sort of haughty non-smile that she would put on for people who were beneath her notice but not worth her disrespect. A noblewoman’s smile– put on for appearances, so perfectly practiced it managed to mean something while conveying nothing.

	“Azazil, how have you been getting on?” Gertrude asked, sitting down across the table.

	“In my appraisal, I have been diligently cooperative in my captivity.” Azazil said.

	Vogt had been right– her voice was deeper, smoother. She had changed it somehow.

	Could she change her body like Gertrude could? Could Gertrude change her own voice?

	Azazil sat with her fingers steepled. Her gaze felt eerily penetrating.

	That presence she now had– was she always so intense?

	Everything else about Azazil looked familiar. 

	Her sleek, long black dress still hugged her perfect figure and looked almost brand new despite the scuffles of the past night. In the haze of the terrible events in which they had met, Gertrude had not noticed how well-made that dress was. It did not appear to be natural fibers, and it glistened, but it had a very soft look. Could it have been silk? In terms of facial features, she was without fault, with a gentle and regal beauty, soft red lips, small eyes slightly angled, her countenance mature but umblemished; her silver hair long and perfectly tended; her Shimii-like ears tall, black-furred, and sharp and fluffy; and her figure, ample in the right places and sleek in the rest. She was like a sculpture given life, a living artwork.

	Gertrude felt that the more she observed her the more she found her gaze ensnared.

	“After acquiring more data, I altered myself to better suit your tastes.” Azazil said.

	“To better suit me?” Gertrude asked. She felt almost offended. What did that mean?

	“As a biomechanoid servant I can serve better with more data. Upon close examination of all of our exchanges, I calculated that your nervous energy, inquisitiveness and spiraling passion are better matched by a woman who is more collected, distant and mature in appearance, mannerisms and personality. You are titillated by the mystery and taboo of women that feel out of your reach. You respond poorly when you receive too much open affection.”

	“That is enough of that.” Gertrude said. She gestured for the recording to be cut.

	“You want women to vex and challenge you at least a little. You are enriched by conquest.”

	“That is– you think I find this attractive? I am terribly annoyed with you is what I am!”

	“Perhaps– but I can tell you are already intrigued. I made a correct assessment.”

	Gertrude had broken out into a bit of a sweat, and her face felt a little bit hot.

	It was less what Azazil was doing or saying and more how she was doing it and saying it.

	Her deep, sultry voice that felt like it was holding everything back while pulling her close. Precise mannerisms, like the brief flutter of her steepled fingers, or the ephemeral flitting of her eyelashes or the minute changes in her expression. She was like a silk-draped, full-figured puzzle box beckoning Gertrude to probe deeper and more forcefully.

	Azazil was right, and Gertrude felt like a complete idiot.

	She was manipulated– she had to stop fixating on Azazil. 

	Or she would be made a fool of.

	It’s not easy to tear my eyes away from her– she is drop-dead gorgeous. 

	Maybe she could instead try to play it against her somehow.

	“You said you were created to take care of humans, and you must follow my commands.”

	“Correct. You are the owner of this body now, Master. It is yours however you desire.”

	“What if I make you do something undignified? That breaks this façade you’re creating?”

	“You can degrade me as a woman if you like. I’m sure it’s part of the fantasy for you.”

	Gertrude closed her fists. “I don’t care what data you think you have collected on me! You do not know me, and I won’t have you typecasting me as some kind of pervert!” She hesitated briefly, a quivering in her chest working itself out as she then spoke. “I’m– I’m heterosexual!”

	An interesting and hasty gambit that immediately faltered on all merits.

	Azazil crossed her arms and grinned, just a little. “I know what you are.”

	Suddenly Gertrude turned to what should have been a wall. “Get out! All of you! Now!”

	She could not know whether or nor the recording and monitoring team vacated the room.

	But they must have– they always followed her orders. They stopped recording and left.

	Azazil waited obediently until the cell felt emptier. She continued. “My data is not wrong. From observing your interactions with me, and also the composition of your crew, which I also had a chance to observe. There are several women who have forged close emotional connections to you, and no men who have a relationship to you that is anything above strictly professional. No, my master, Lady Lichtenberg– you are absolutely a homosexual.”

	Gertrude was nearly speechless. Azazil was correct, but it was utterly ridiculous to hear it.

	“What if I ordered you to become a man?” Gertrude said, in a near-hysteric voice.

	“You wouldn’t seriously do that.” Azazil said. “Master, there is no need to be distressed.”

	Gertrude had completely lost it. Azazil had twirled her around like synthetic twine.

	“I am not distressed! I am furious! Aren’t you supposed to ‘take care’ of me? What is this?”

	Azazil wore that noblewoman’s smile again, but Gertrude could read the implicit malice. “I am indeed your servant, and it is indeed my duty to take care of your needs. I am presenting in a way which is the most suitable for your pleasure. However, I assure you I am not here to interfere with your daily life and your real relationships. I am an appliance that you can use as you need– has it not always been this way between masters and servants?”

	She was stunned. It was stunning. Gertrude was left reeling by those words.

	“What– what kind of perverted society– how the hell are you an ‘appliance’?!”

	Even if Gertrude had entertained the desire to be able to keep more than one woman–

	Nobody could possibly have been an ‘appliance’ to her! 

	And even worse for such a use!

	“This– this situation— I’m disgusted! I don’t want anyone to take care of me like this!”

	“Do you feel that it is ingenuine of me to try to please you in this way?”

	“You are not pleasing me!”

	“Would you find it more honest if I acted as I did before I had any data?”

	Gertrude was given pause. Back then, last night– was she just acting then too?

	Of course, she must have been. After all– she was an ‘appliance’ back then too.

	Azazil An-Nur was a ‘biomechanoid’ that was ‘created to take care of humans’.

	Thinking over this, Gertrude felt progressively conflicted and disturbed.

	She did not know what to say to someone who had been created to serve her.

	Gertrude had coerced and misled many people over the years. She was High Inquisitor.

	Through honeyed words, through the truncheon, through legal threats–

	She knew something about forcing people to bend to her will when necessary.

	That coercion didn’t change them as people. Their bodies didn’t react to suit her needs.

	Azazil’s comfort with changing pieces of herself to suit Gertrude–

	She had conflicting feelings about it.

	“When we first met, Master, I had an unclear profile of your personality, mannerisms, and your desires and needs as a person. After observing you for long enough, I developed the correct predictions, and I am better suited to serving you in a comfortable and tailored fashion. Humans do this too– but less efficiently. You are welcome to delete the profile I have generated but I doubt your needs will change much. In my view, I have optimized our relationship and am better able to serve you– why don’t you allow me to demonstrate as such for a few days? You will find I am a much better product now than before.”

	“You call yourself a ‘product’ and an ‘appliance’– I don’t know how to deal with that.”

	“Master, would it bring you relief to know a mop or a broom enjoyed the act of cleaning?”

	Gertrude had no answer to that. She felt her heart and head grow heavy at the thought.

	It was not possible that Azazil was a mop or a broom. She was a human, like Gertrude.

	There was no way in hell that any society made people that were reduced to this!

	That was her thinking– she could not, in her privilege, connect this behavior to anything.

	Azazil smiled, more than she had before. 

	“I was created to take care of human beings. For so long, I have not had any people to take care of. They were all gone. Before I met you, I only had contact with an overbearing neural model and belligerent biomechanoids. I might not look like it, but I am pleased with the prospect of being able to take care of Genuine Human Beings again. It is not in my nature to make requests– but I strongly believe I can improve your quality of life if you will allow it.”

	Gertrude was helpless. She did not know the correct or moral answer in this situation.

	Insisting on Azazil’s humanity might go nowhere; would accepting this make her happy?

	Could Azazil feel happy? What had they done to ‘create’ her? She looked human–

	Now she was really second-guessing herself– was this all encoded in Azazil’s biology?

	Was it STEM? Could she somehow alter Azazil’s STEM to free her from this condition?

	To alleviate her own guilt and shame about all of this, Gertrude settled on that fantasy.

	Perhaps if she discovered more about the mysterious STEM system–

	She could turn Azazil from an ‘appliance’ and back into an independent human being.

	It was this distant hope that allowed Gertrude to take a deep breath and speak again.

	“I’ll accept you as you are, for now. I will accept that you are acting this way. But listen up and listen well, Azazil An-Nur– I don’t need your services in whatever perverse way you are implying. I need you to prove to me that you are able to act independently, that you can freely make your own choices as a person. Everyone on my ship agreed to be here. I am– I am adamantly against slavery. I will not so much as touch you until I am sure.”

	“Adamantly against slavery– how curious. I’ll make a note of this.” Azazil said. “However, my condition is not slavery. Humans can be coerced into slavery. I was created to serve a purpose. I want to serve that purpose and I am happy to be given the opportunity.”

	“If there is some way to free you from this condition, I will find it.” Gertrude said sharply.

	For a moment, Gertrude caught what seemed like a twitch of Azazil’s eye.

	However– it was so quick that it seemed like only her imagination.

	Maybe she only wanted to see some kind of response.

	“Very well, master. In such a matter and any others, of course, I will assist you.”

	Gertrude sighed and slumped forward on the table. What an exhausting conversation!

	After venting through a series of noises, she looked back at Azazil again.

	“You have psionics, right? You understand your abilities to be psionic?” Gertrude asked.

	“Correct.” Azazil replied.

	“How can I know you are not controlling me using psionics?”

	“If I have been doing that, do you believe it has been effective up to this point?”

	“I can’t argue with that.” Gertrude said, with a grunt. “So–were you created to be psionic?”

	“No.” Azazil said. She offered no candid asides nor any rhetoric to support her answer.

	“What do you mean, no?” Gertrude asked, with mild but growing outrage.

	“I was not created with psionic ability. That is not possible, as far as I know.”

	“Where were you– created? Who created you? Elaborate a bit wouldn’t you?”

	Azazil, with her small, wry, smile, answered the question exactly.

	“I was created in Hephaestus Innovations Inc., Exafactory No. 4, in Turkiye, the seat of the Aer Federation. Turkiye is part of the internal polity known as the Nobilis Community. I was designed by Margery Balyaeva, with patented technology from Rita Angermeyer.”

	That meant absolutely nothing to Gertrude. Just nothing but mush in the shape of words.

	It was finally dawning on her that she was dealing with a relic from a lost civilization.

	A perverse and horrid civilization that she was nevertheless now committed to chasing after.

	Part of that chase would have to entail keeping Azazil aboard and enduring this for now.

	Gertrude’s mind wandered to that hexagon of hexagons flag– what was she getting into?

	And if she was committed to finding Eris at the bottom of all of this–

	In what condition would she even find her?

	

	

	Depth Gauge: 4581 meters
Aetherometry: Purple (Stable)

	The Iron Lady descended, farther and deeper and darker into the abyss.

	As its enormous hull navigated the encroaching spaces around it, all manner of creatures were disturbed, awakened, and scattered. Many of them were natural denizens of these lightless depths who knew to flee even the barest of hint of pursuit from something larger. Crustaceans on the cliffs scurried into holes only they knew of; slow-moving fish began to drift away from the steel leviathan; glowing jellies flexed their bells and jetted away.

	Then– there were the creatures that could have been called unnatural denizens. 

	These continued to watch the descending ship with great interest.

	Crab-like things with bubble-like missile packs on their backs readying to intercept.

	Clusters of eyeballs trailed by tentacles, gathering and transmitting data.

	Sentries with sleek, predatory bodies wolf-like and shark-like, larger than a power-armored human being, equipped with vibrating tungsten teeth and claws ready to charge.

	Stand down and hibernate.

	At once, the handful of drones in this abyss retreated to their hidden places once more.

	Given psychic command by a superior with an actual will to determine fate.

	From the barren cliffsides she watched the ship descend.

	Casually resisting four hundred atmospheres of pressure, as if she had the Ocean’s mercy.

	With a temporary body that was half aquatic, with a tail, hydrojets, fins.

	And an upper body that was human, feminine, substantial in its musculature.

	Grinning to herself, crossing her arms, narrowing eyes that could see clearly in the water.

	I’m so curious, hominin. What are you doing here? In this mausoleum? 

	Watching them with the patience of a hunter amused at the sight of a coming sport.

	Enforcer V of the Syzygy, The Wrath, referred to by her colleagues as ‘Ira.’

	Unstimulated for an amount of years so great as to be a burden to recall.

	Practically salivating at the prospect of the hominin diving into Aer’s own skin.

	Let them enter the Great Tree Holy Land and see for themselves what Mnar holds!

	I want to see their faces; I’m so curious what they will do with their final hours.

	Will they find something that surprises me, before they die— or I kill them?

	Surreptitiously, so as to avoid detection, Ira followed after the Iron Lady.

	Toward the Agartha, and what little remained of the civilizations that preceded them.
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	After Descent, Year 975

	Gertrude Lichtenberg, half-stripped down, laid in bed in a hotel room in Nichori Station. 

	She was afforded a very lux room due to her status. 

	She had large windows, broad glass panels on three sides surrounding and framing a soft and plush bed, king-size. She had her own bathroom. There was complimentary wine on a rack, and a cooler with beer and water, also a courtesy. The entire hotel had been booked for the use of the Inquisition and the Navy. Nichori was square arcology-type station– the sort that had a false steel sky and discrete buildings and streets within its interior.

	When she looked out of her open windows, she could see stretching in every direction a great number and variety of buildings under a dark indigo false sky, cloudless, distant. Everything under that false sky was very real to the senses. Skyscrapers towering over pubs and shops, multi-story office buildings between, massive neon signs and holographic adverts. Entire facades of buildings with computerized paneling displaying videos, messages. In the distance, to the north, there was a patch of clear green ground, colored so by grassy hills and patches of trees broken up by lower-lying, wider buildings. Nichori University.

	Her face was colored, lit up in the artificial lights that shone from outside of her windows.

	Gertrude was in Nichori to put down a riot. Another of Bosporus’ many student ‘uprisings’.

	But her eyes listlessly staring out the window had something atypically horrid burned in.

	In her mind’s eye, was a woman’s body, one that she had seen. Seen, smelled, touched.

	Mutilated, ripped open, irregularly burned, ruined with such hatred that chilled the heart.

	Everything started as a routine and easily controlled protest by the student movements against the conservative-leaning educational regulators, this time over textbook revisions. Then the protests became full-blown riots after a young student movement leader, Uria Livnat, was found murdered. No– it was not just that she was murdered. She was practically defiled in death, and nobody cared– Gertrude was not there to investigate her death. She was there to investigate the rioting, to put it down, to return order and normalcy, and to arrest a few student movement ‘ringleaders’ in order to call it a day’s Inquisiting.

	Gertrude had only worn the uniform of High Inquisitor for precious little time. 

	She had stolen this uniform from an ambitious man, a cruel man. 

	A man who had become too used to his invincibility and thought he wielded the Inquisition’s powers solely for himself. She wondered if Brauchitsch had come into the Inquisition a bastard sadist drunk on his power, or if seeing too much of this sort of thing ultimately perverted him. That day as she laid alone in that room after having seen that woman stripped entirely of dignity in death and came to terms that she would do nothing about it, she felt keenly the limitations placed on the seemingly powerful High Inquisitors.

	High Inquisitors only had as much freedom as the Inquisition had patience to spare for it.

	All of their privileges were just a result of the Inquisition’s desires. Gertrude could lay catatonic in this hotel room because the Inquisition trusted her. They trusted her to restore order to sensitive events where they had no one else as skilled or discrete as required.

	Maybe they would ruin her body like that of Uria Livnat if she ever displeased them.

	Gertrude had certainly put Brauchitsch through a lot of pain before he went, after all.

	Everything she was doing; she was doing for Imperial Princess Elena von Fueller.

	Her childhood friend; her sweetheart, one might say; her guiding light, her lodestar.

	Gertrude tried to burn in her mind the divine image of Elena, so alive, holding her hand.

	Excusing all of the evils she had committed with her shining smile and endless heart.

	But she couldn’t get it out of her head. Uria Livnat was a constant headline in Nichori.

	In all of Bosporus even. It wasn’t the only headline. Everything about this was so dark.

	Would Elena have forgiven her for not playing the hero here– would she have understood?

	There was something happening in the Empire of late. 

	The murder of Uria Livnat had to be a hate crime by a fascist group. Maybe the Blood Bund. They were in the news– there was a leak that one of the Treckow heirs had been involved with them. She imagined that grim-faced noblewoman leering over the corpse she had made after all manner of unspeakable things before riding off to a hotel room nicer than this. It was unkind of her to think something so salacious, but the nobility was not above this. Gertrude could easily believe there were peers involved in sick shit with the Volkisch Movement. Perhaps she wasn’t allowed to investigate further, to do the right thing, because of those connections, and the inconvenience it would cause to the moneyed powers.

	Circular thoughts– no matter what she did she couldn’t get what she saw out of her head.

	But she couldn’t do anything about it, but to break up the pickets and return to the ship.

	It was the fifteenth or sixteenth time of the night that she turned over this murder when–

	There was a loud and sudden knocking on her door. She ignored it for a few minutes.

	Then came the voice, familiar, a bit deep, a bit nasal, rough and rich, mischievous.

	“Hey ‘Trude, you done crying? Can I come in now?”

	“No?”

	“Well fuck you. I’m coming in.”

	“Ugh. It figures.”

	Ingrid Jarvelainen-Kindlysong charged into the room, sans any permission but with great enthusiasm to her every movement. Gertrude would have locked the door if she had wanted to definitively keep her out– what kept anyone else from walking in was that she had told Schicksal and Vogt she was not to be disturbed. But Ingrid was not just anyone. Schicksal and Vogt could not have possibly gotten her to behave. She did not listen to anyone.

	Anyone– but Gertrude herself, of course. 

	And then, only sometimes.

	“Come on, quit your moping. Look at this swanky place we’re holed up in!” Ingrid said.

	She was dressed only slightly more than Gertrude in that she had a tanktop and shorts. She got up on Gertrude’s bed and made herself comfortable, taking in the sight of the window for a few moments in stunned silence. She set down a tray of food. There was a delicate liver pate, sea urchin roe with delicate herbs, and thin slices of extremely delicate and marbled, freshly dry-brined raw beef. On the side, duck fat croutons were offered for dipping. 

	Ingrid reached for one of the complimentary wine racks.

	Without glassware, she simply popped off the cork and drank from the bottle.

	“Wine’s not my thing but even I can tell this is the quality shit.” Ingrid said, laughing and sidling up to Gertrude, offering the bottle. “I can taste the fucking manicure and nap the grapes got before they were pressed. What’s it saying here? Nutty notes?”

	Gertrude took the bottle from Ingrid while she was trying to read the tasting notes.

	Sighing, she took a swig from it. She was surprised at how different it was from the cheap wine they had on the ship. From the moment her nose neared the opening of the bottle, the aroma of the wine was fragrant, with an almost peppery spice to the scent alone. Its flavor was much more complicated too, though she did not know that she could describe it as nutty. She had no idea what to describe it as, in fact. It was simply rich and strong.

	She took another deep draught then thrust the bottle back at Ingrid.

	“There you go! Now it’s a party!” Ingrid said. With enthusiasm she resumed drinking.

	Quietly, Gertrude picked up a crouton and wrapped a thin slice of beef around it.

	Popping the morsel into her mouth, almost overwhelming by the richness of it.

	She stole the bottle out of Ingrid’s hands for a quick drink– the beef was so unctuous.

	And the croutons too– it was fat on fat on fat, her cheeks stung with the sheer flavor.

	“Hey– ah, whatever, have at it. You gonna say anything to me, by the way?”

	“Thank you, Ingrid.” Gertrude said, handing the bottle back to her companion.

	Her head began to feel a little heavier from the alcohol and exhaustion.

	“There’s no use hiding it from me. What’s your problem, ‘Trude?” Ingrid asked.

	“Where can I even begin? I’m at work. I have nothing but problems.” Gertrude said.

	“Quit it.” Ingrid said, sighing. “That’s bullshit. Something specific has got you insane.”

	“It’s really nothing. I’m just tired. I had to crack a seventeen-year-old on the head today.”

	“And I had to crack ten and they were bigger. We’re bastards, it’s our job. That ain’t it.”

	Gertrude averted her gaze. She reached for the bottle again, but Ingrid withheld it from her.

	“Tell me what the fuck is wrong with you. Quit lying to me. Or I’m leaving.”

	Her hands left hanging in the air, Gertrude felt a growing sense of exasperation.

	“Alright, fine.” She grunted. “Weren’t you freaked out? That woman– that girl. We’ve seen politically motivated killing before, we’ve seen passionate killing, but it wasn’t as absurd as what we saw. It wasn’t this extreme. It fucks with my head, Ingrid. They did just enough that we could tell who it was, we could see enough of what she was like, but the rest– it was disgusting what they did to her. I can’t imagine what her final moments were like.”

	“Somebody got their rocks off with that alright.” Ingrid said. “What are you gonna do?”

	“What do you mean? There’s nothing I can do.” Gertrude nearly shouted.

	Ingrid was unbothered. “Alright, that’s settled. You going to think about this any more?”

	“Of course, I am! You’re so frustrating! How can you just ignore any of this?”

	“I’m pretty skilled at not making shit my business that isn’t. I’m a Loup, ‘Trude.”

	“I know. I’m sorry.”

	Whenever Ingrid brought up her race Gertrude immediately felt a wave of guilt.

	Ingrid hated when that happened.

	“Ugh, come on. Come on! I’m just making a point. You’re a fucking dog too.” She said, smacking Gertrude on the shoulder. Her breath smelled of the wine’s strong aroma, and the proximity of that warmth made Gertrude’s skin shiver. Ingrid pushed herself until she was nearly nose to nose with Gertrude. “You and I both have to bite on command. Remember what you want to do! We have to tolerate this shit for now until we call the shots.”

	She smacked Gertrude’s shoulder again, but this time it was gentler, in a friendlier fashion.

	Picking up the bottle again she settled down against the headboard and drank.

	“I look up to you; I admire you. I believe in you Gertrude.” Ingrid lifted the bottle. Her words were starting to slur a ltitle. “Someday shit will be different. You can’t save everyone. You can’t save that girl. You can’t save other girls about to be murdered like her. It’s gonna happen Gertrude. It’s been happening. It’s nothing new and it will only keep getting older with us. You can only stop it when you can stop it. You gotta get power, real power, the power not to take shit from no one. And then you can be the fucking hero.”

	She tipped the bottle to Gertrude as if cheering for and then drank again. She smiled.

	Gertrude was transfixed with her for a moment.

	Ingrid was so strong. Of course, something like this did not bother her.

	Wild and free, but bitingly cunning. More patient, more focused, than she appeared.

	“I admire you too.” Gertrude said, comforted despite the chaos of Ingrid’s companionship.

	“Of course, you do. I’m the fucking best.” Ingrid said. “Here, drink up. And eat more!”

	Smiling for the first time that night, Gertrude took the bottle, and drank to Ingrid’s health.

	

	

	After Descent, Year 979

	Depth Gauge: 5040 meters

	Aetherometry: Purple (Stable)

	“Ingrid, can I sit here?”

	“No?”

	“Well– alright. Nice seeing you.”

	“Mm-hmm.”

	Gertrude found Ingrid in the cafeteria, put on a smile, and made her approach.

	Ingrid immediately glanced from her plate with an annoyed, narrow-eyed glare.

	She was dressed in her pilot’s bodysuit, with her wild, beautiful hair tied into a ponytail.

	On the job, with a plate of food, alone in a table in a corner of the cafeteria.

	Her expression was not any more intense or different than Gertrude knew it. 

	Ingrid was frequently annoyed with Gertrude. It was something Gertrude both regretted and sometimes could not help. Sometimes Ingrid had been annoyed with her because she was moody. Sometimes Ingrid was annoyed with her because Gertrude decided not to crack some criminal’s skull open since she needed to actually talk to them. Sometimes Ingrid found something funny that Gertrude did not. And sometimes– Gertrude broke her heart. It was only a few hours since, so she couldn’t be surprised that Ingrid would still be mad, but it still hurt that in addition to losing her lover she felt she also lost her best friend.

	There was nobody else that she could sit with and horse around like with Ingrid.

	Ingrid made things that seemed overwhelmingly important look actually trivial.

	Gertrude wished dearly that Ingrid could just tell her now all her problems were something that did not bother her. That did not faze her. That she was too focused on her own shit to care that psionics were real and that monsters could put a whole ship to sleep and that an ancient civilization had locked incredible, secret technologies behind biological locks and keys, within people, and within things that looked like people. 

	That what she saw in her pools did not bother her one bit.

	But there was no taking back how Gertrude had treated her.

	If Ingrid never gave her a chance to make up for it then– that was that.

	She deserved this punishment, and as much as she wanted Ingrid back, she would endure.

	Because she deserved worse for treating her as so disposable when she was so special.

	Sighing, Gertrude took her tray of food and scanned the room, walking a few paces–

	“Oh, good timing. I’ve been meaning to talk to you. Sit wherever and I will join you.”

	A small, dour voice without a hint of embellishment– it was Victoria van Veka.

	Walking into the cafeteria, she found Gertrude immediately and called for her attention.

	“Good morning to you too. Should I call you Commander now?” Gertrude said snidely.

	“Good morning. If it will stop you acting so injured, I was excited to see you and forgot to exchange pleasantries. Now that my head’s bitten off, I will get food.” Victoria said bluntly.

	Gertrude felt completely put in her place– the place of a childish idiot.

	She sat in the far opposite corner from Ingrid. Victoria joined her shortly afterward.

	Because of the reduced schedule, there was no one on kitchen duty. In preparation for this, self-serve machines with cold storage and heat lamps for different kinds of small, packaged dishes were set up in front of the serving counter. These were stocked in the very early morning. Gertrude had a three part lunch, consisting of a plastic container of chicken soup, a foil-wrapped egg salad sandwich on soft white bread, and a dish of mixed vegetables flavored with garlic and shallot paste. She was surprised by how warm the chicken soup was, and how savory. Though the broth was speckled with fat and stray strands peeled off the hastily cut-up chicken chunks, Gertrude preferred it this way to a cleaner broth. She liked the rustic texture of it. The sandwich was soft, with a creamy filling, the boiled egg blended perfectly with the mayonnaise to create a smooth spread. Green beans, carrots, and broccoli, tangy with garlic and shallot and perhaps a touch of vinegar, rounded out the nutrition. Not Gertrude’s favorite part of a meal, but she had no complaints.

	While she and Victoria picked at the food, in between bites, they talked in relative privacy.

	“I wanted to talk to you about Nile.” Victoria said.

	“Are you two fighting again?” Gertrude asked.

	“No. Please calm down. I am reevaluting her. I wanted you to know.” Victoria said.

	“Thank you, Victoria.” Gertrude replied, sighing at her own skittishness.

	Victoria’s ears folded just a bit and she narrowed her eyes a little.

	“It’s not for you– she has earned it. When you disappeared, I could see how much she feared for your safety. She worked hard to comb the halls and to try to make sense of the layout of the station. She led one of the search parties, until all of us succumbed to the dream. It did not strike me as the attitude of a nefarious character who was only out for herself.”

	“I had no idea I caused her that much grief. I just saw her a few hours ago.”

	“If it were me I wouldn’t want you to think that way. I wouldn’t bring it up.”

	“I see. Well– then I suppose I won’t know whether you were worried about me.”

	“Of course I was worried about you. I’m not as cold-hearted as you paint me.”

	She said this without much shifting in her tone. 

	Gertrude always tried to keep a close watch on Victoria’s mannerisms, since her speech was usually so balanced that it carried little implication of how she seemed to actually feel. Gertrude felt that last statement was said without negativity.

	“At any rate. You were concerned that I would dispose of her, so I wanted to tell you.” Victoria said. “I am beholden to do something about Nile, but I believe that can be to leave her with you. As a ship’s doctor I think she is harmless, and she seems engaged in it.”

	“You don’t think she will return to her ‘Sunlight Foundation’ as soon as she can?”

	“Do you?” Victoria asked, meeting Gertrude’s eyes suddenly.

	Gertrude had not meant to alarm her, but she had to be realistic.

	“I would love it if she stayed aboard. She’s a fantastic doctor. I’ll certainly try to keep her.”

	“But if she asks you to let her go, you will do so?”

	“I don’t know if she will or won’t, and I don’t know how I’ll feel at the time.”

	She knew she would hate it if Nile left her. She– she esteemed her greatly.

	However–

	It was too difficult to explain those feelings to another woman she felt the same way about!

	So for now she admitted to as little as she could. Victoria looked content with her words.

	“Fair enough Gertrude. I’ll continue to be on my guard. But– I feel positive about her.”

	“I’m glad. Do you think you’ll tell her that? So you can stop catfighting all the time?”

	Victoria narrowed her eyes at Gertrude again. Her tail stood on end, in cautious alertness.

	“We weren’t catfighting and we didn’t do it all the time certainly.” She mumbled.

	“You’re not going to tell her anything, huh?” Gertrude grumbled.

	“At the moment, no, but I told you already, I’m evaluating and feel positively.”

	“You know, you can be really hard to read sometimes.”

	Victoria tipped her head to one side, her ears wiggling once.

	“Sorry. Nevermind.” Gertrude said. “I have something I want to talk about too.”

	Since she got up in the morning, knowing the crew had a day off, she had been thinking of whom she would spend some leisure time with. Monika was still recovering in Nile’s care. Ingrid needed space. Azazil was still due to be processed into the crew and she stressed Gertrude out anyway, there was no way to relax if she kept teasing her all day. 

	That meant there was only one real, present choice.

	“Victoria, everyone has a day off today. How were you thinking of spending it?”

	“You want to ask me out.”

	Gertrude should not have been surprised that Victoria would cut through the crap this fast.

	Nevertheless, Victoria’s bluntness caught her out once again.

	“I– I mean yes, I kinda– I wanted to ask that, but if you don’t want to you don’t–”

	“Obviously I can deny any such request, you don’t have to remind me.”

	“So are you saying yes or no?”

	Victoria shut her eyes and crossed her arms. “I am saying ‘yes’ I suppose.”

	Gertrude sat in her chair, looking across the table awkwardly.

	That tortured, vague way that she asked, and the tortured vague answer she received.

	All of it made her feel like her blood was curdling.

	“Okay, let’s start over. Victoria, will you go out with me today?”

	“Yes.”

	“Thank you.”

	In order to avoid talking further for a moment Gertrude devoured the rest of her sandwich.

	Her heart began to soar when she realized moments later that Victoria had accepted.

	There were a few things they could do on the ship– it was a very large ship.

	She had hardly planned for Victoria to acquiesce so now she had to think of what to do.

	“I want to change into a lighter outfit.” Victoria said. “Let’s meet up again later.”

	“That works for me.” Gertrude said. “I’ll change too. Then the crew will see me relaxing.”

	“Okay. I will see you in half an hour then?”

	“Got it. See you then.”

	“See you.”

	Both of them remained at the table for a moment, staring, before standing with their trays.

	Depositing the spent plastic in the recycling bin, setting the trays in the collector.

	Then they left together and walked largely together toward, basically, the same destination.

	There was no other route to the officer’s lodgings, it was all in the same hallway.

	Nevertheless true to their words they had departed and did not acknowledge each other.

	Disappearing into their own rooms until the time appointed for them to meet.

	Neither of them acknowledging the absurdity of what had transpired.

	Once the door shut behind her, Gertrude took a deep breath, and then burst out laughing.

	“God– well, what I am going to wear?” She said, her heart fluttering with joy.

	

	

	One of the perks of a dreadnought, a regal ship that was so much larger than the Cruisers and Frigates that acted as the workhorses of any Navy– was that its spaciousness gave room for comfort and even some small luxuries. More than just the broad and tall halls with their painted walls, art pieces, smooth music and high-romantic aesthetics, the Iron Lady also had more and better amenities than other ships. Such details played a part in retaining a professional crew. They worked hard not only because of the prestige of their position but because serving on a dreadnought meant serving in a much better environment.

	For the crews of Cutters, there were no provisions for communal entertainment. Very few spaces on such a ship allowed more than five or six people to congregate at a time, and the social pod was a single cushioned booth table with a few amenities. 

	On a Frigate, there was always an actual social pod with comfortable seating and A/V equipment, the size of a tight little bar that could fit up a bit over a dozen people people watching a movie, listening to music, reading, or relaxing. It was cozy enough.

	On most Cruisers the social pod was arranged like a broad lounge just off of the hallway on the second tier. It was a clear and massive upgrade. There were couches and tables, there were a few curtained booths offering slightly more privacy; and the offerings were things like games, a small stage with audio gear for solo performances, projector movie nights. It was mainly an inviting space to get cozy and chat or read a book or listen to some music. While the social pod would be one of the largest spaces on the ship, second only to the hangar, it was still essentially the size of a single, enclosed venue.

	On the Iron Lady, the social pod was significantly larger, if only marginally better stocked.

	Entertainment remained limited to the things that any ship could feasibly do without any massive alterations. Even a dreadnought could not fit a grand plaza or a sports field or a high-class restaurant anywhere. However, there was much more space in which to do routine activities, and the social pod of the Iron Lady looked almost like shops, with a main thoroughfare and sectioned-off venues. Compared to other kinds of ships, the large, decorated space felt luxurious even if it offered similar amenities.

	There was a lounge, with the now-expected amenities but able to hold thirty people semi-comfortably; a fully stocked gym for dozens of people, where volunteers also gave fitness and wellness classes; there were six private rooms with booth seating and audio-video systems; a vending machine the size of a kiosk serving snacks and drinks; there was a little arcade with table games, video games, and a simulation pod; there was a smoking room with strong filtering and venting to prevent spreading air pollution; and there were a pair of discrete, enclosed spaces configurable as hot baths, steamy spas or cold showers, each holding up to four people at a time. All together, the pod’s individual activities could potentially host close to a hundred people, unheard of in other warship classes.

	Each of these leisure facilities was fully automated and designed to allow the crew to self-service– and to bar access where appropriate. Everything in the pod was inaccessible without scanning a ship ID card at each door, wirelessly confirming person’s assigned schedule for the day. This made it impossible to unlock facilities if the cardholder was supposed to be working, preventing the extensive facilities from being exploited.

	The committed professionals aboard a Dreadnought accepted that their leisure was earned.

	Comforted in the knowledge that such amenities existed at all, they had ample patience.

	“What do you think? Ever seen a social pod this big before?”

	“Now I know why your crew hasn’t revolted against you yet.”

	“What? It takes more than just a gym and a smoking lounge to stop that! It takes–”

	“Private hot tubs and cheap beer one card swipe away.”

	“Well– the cheap beer has to be authorized for disbursal; obviously.”

	From the main hallway, Gertrude Lichtenberg escorted her date, Victoria van Veka, through the open double-bulkhead threshold into the Iron Lady’s social pod. Though the pair of them received a few mischievous looks from gossippy sailors and agents, they paid no heed to it. They were dressed up, and going together, but they weren’t even holding hands.

	Though Gertrude would have liked to capture Victoria’s hand in that moment.

	Victoria looked– quite ripe for the capturing in fact.

	She dressed closer to how she looked when they were at school, but much more mature, ripened into a fine young lady. Rather than her vest and pants, she wore a long-sleeved and long-skirted dress, blue and white with a synthetic bodice but a top and skirt that Gertrude could have sworn were natural fabric. It was quite flattering to her slim, gentle curves. Incorporating a wide neck, the design bared her slim shoulders and collarbones. She wore a white frilly choker with it. Her hair, a rich chestnut-brown in color, was done up into two ponytails each ending in a cute little curl. Between her cat-like ears with freshly groomed white fluff, there was a little flat cap, its color and style matching her dress.

	Though she did not wear makeup, Gertrude noticed her lips had a bit of colorless gloss.

	Her skin looked really soft too, and she smelled nice– she took good care of herself.

	There was no denying that she was absolutely gorgeous. 

	Even back at school Gertrude struggled not to think about the pangs she would feel for Victoria whenever she dressed up in anything but the ordinary school uniform. Even sometimes with the uniform too, as the girls got older. Back then she wanted to express utter loyalty to Elena and such thoughts felt like a horrific betrayal. Now, as her own person, and not Elena’s knight, Gertrude had no one whom she would betray by allowing herself to feel what she felt obviously– Victoria was incredibly beautiful and attractive.

	Meanwhile, Gertrude herself had put together a casual outfit as best as she could. 

	She wore a red button-down shirt with long sleeves usually reserved to be worn with the black and gold dress coat of a High Inquisitor, on special occasions. Sans tie, or the coat, she wore the shirt untucked over black pants and black dress shoes. Her somewhat unfeminine figure was accentuated by the boyish style, and Gertrude wanted to believe she had evoked a certain bad boy handsomeness. She tied her hair up into a bun, but in a fit of sudden whimsy, she had put a skewer through her hair bun as a kind of decoration. She felt like the blaring red shirt made her skin look a bit darker, not that she minded any of it.

	For something to accessorize with, she dug out a pair of thin, gold-framed sunglasses.

	They had been a gift from Samoylovych-Deepestshore, her fellow High Inquisitor.

	“You look incredible, Victoria. I wasn’t expecting such a beautiful dress.” Gertrude asked.

	“Is it strange that I have this? It’s light and simple, I can relax in it easily.” Victoria said.

	“It’s not strange. I think it really suits you. I’m just surprised you packed it at all.”

	Gertrude awaited a return compliment for a moment– and then practically begged for it.

	“So– what do you think Victoria? How have I turned out since school?” She asked.

	Victoria glanced at her and then averted her eyes. “You haven’t changed one bit.”

	“Does it irritate you?” Gertrude asked, trying to crack a grin as if she didn’t mind it.

	“Not all. What I mean is, you still try too hard. Sometimes it’s charming.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude felt a bit of a sting and did not think to prompt any further discussion–

	“It’s charming now.” Victoria finally said, before heading into the social pod proper.

	Following after her, Gertrude felt a bit like she had won a round of cards just then.

	They walked through the thoroughfare and Gertrude pointed out the amenities in place.

	After Victoria got a chance to look at everything, Gertrude gestured vaguely at the air.

	“So– what would you like to do, princess? I’ll be your escort to whatever you desire.”

	“Ugh. Don’t call me princess.” Victoria said, but with a slight bit of a good humor.

	Victoria and Gertrude scoped out the arcade first. 

	Gertrude was not a frequent visitor to these facilities, but she knew her way around them for the most part. There were a few video game machines set against the wall. There was a shooting game with a light gun, a jet-boat racing game with a seat, wheel and pedals, and a scrolling ship game where the screen was replete with projectiles to avoid. Gertrude was not interested in any of them; she sometimes showed up for a round of pool on one of the game tables, or darts at one of several boards. However, what she did enjoy most in the arcade, and wanted to show Victoria, was the simulator pod in the back.

	“I don’t fancy brushing up on my piloting skills at the moment.” Victoria said.

	“It’s not just a Diver simulation. Come on, you’ll see.” Gertrude replied.

	From outside, the pod looked more like a novelty photo booth, a massive square brown box with a door on the side to allow entry, set against the wall. It took up a significant chunk of the back corner of the arcade. Gertrude opened the door and gestured for Victoria to walk in first. There were two small steps to climb to enter. Inside, there a few pairs of lenses on a wall rack, and several round, bracelet-like pieces of equipment, ten of each for up to two people at a time. Aside from the gear the room was seemingly empty, with reflective metal walls all around the interior.

	“Clip these on, and wear this.” Gertrude said, taking off her sunglasses for the moment.

	Victoria looked at the bracelets and back at Gertrude with a skeptical expression.

	She did as she was instructed. Wrists, ankles, knees, elbows, one long enough to go around the waist, one around the neck worn over her choker. Gertrude also clapped on all the bracelets and then donned the special glasses. When they were both side, Gertrude touched the wall to bring up a typical contextual menu. This room was made of touch-capable display walls, but there was even more to it. Just as Victoria began to ask what about this made it a simulation, LEDs on the bracelets flashed, color-projectors emerged from the corners of the floor and ceiling, lighting up.

	In an instant, the world that they viewed through the included glasses changed entirely.

	Gertrude found herself and Victoria in the middle of a grassy meadow.

	Perhaps reminiscent of Vogelheim. Blue sky above, trees in the distance, rolling hills.

	There was birdsong, and even some birds flying overhead.

	Underneath her feet, the ground was still hard, however. And the air was dry and stale.

	“You’re right, it’s not just a Diver simulation.” Victoria said. “What else can it do?”

	Gertrude smiled at Victoria, who looked around the meadow with a slight bashfulness.

	“It’s limited to the kind of stuff predictor computers can do easily. It generates a landscape based on data that it has available. You can walk around a bit because the floor will actually slide around to keep you in place. You can look, but there’s no tactile sensation. You’ve probably already felt that the air just isn’t as moist and warm as a real green habitat.”

	“It’s very high fidelity.” Victoria said. “Even if it’s just a picture– it’s very beautiful.”

	“I find it relaxing. Here, I’ll show you my favorite one. It’s amazing.” Gertrude said.

	She reached out her hand, and within the simulation, a contextual menu appeared.

	From there, she selected “beachside evening.” Prompting the world around them to change.

	Slowly it dissolved into the next world that they would come to inhabit.

	Blue sky blending into orange red. Grass disappearing into sand and pebbles.

	Water and waves, a tide, tongues of the ocean crashing on the dirt and spilling back away.

	And in the far distance, the setting sun, a vast orange disc dipping under the horizon.

	Too close to be realistic to what the surface was once like, but aesthetically pleasing.

	Gertrude looked at Victoria, her soft face kissed by the gentle orange glow.

	Hair blowing in a simulated breeze that neither of them felt but both of them now saw.

	Even with the missing details, Gertrude found herself immersed in the picture.

	Everything was so beautiful and calming, ideal, that she made herself believe in it.

	“I admit, Gertrude, I’m more drawn in than I thought I would be.” Victoria said.

	She put her hands behind her back, wiggled her ears slightly, and smiled back at Gertrude.

	“Would you care for a little walk with me?” Gertrude asked, her disposition ever sunnier.

	“For a few minutes only– I don’t want to wear out the illusion.” Victoria replied.

	Gertrude reached out her hand. Victoria looked at it briefly, before taking it into her own.

	Hand in hand, they set off along the simulated shore. It was something the computer could have never gotten right. That softness and warmth, the gentle grip of Victoria’s slender, smaller fingers. The way she fidgeted as she gripped with the tip of her index finger sliding across Gertrude’s knuckle. At no point did she protest, nor did she rip herself from Gertrude’s grasp. They watched the simulated sun move with them as they walked, another incongruity of this experience’s aesthetic– and Gertrude felt so serene to be in it. Her palm grew warmer, and tingled, where it brushed Victoria’s skin. Where that traveling index finger touched and rapped, unable to stay still; where palms touched, skin grazing skin.

	Staring sidelong, briefly catching Victoria’s gaze. Both of them breaking that contact.

	Both of them smiling, just a bit. It was a little ridiculous, to be doing this.

	A High Inquisitor of a fallen regime; the Bayatar of the ascendant Vekan Empire.

	And yet, they were both childhood friends who had cherished each other in their youth.

	For the moment, they were allies, distant in allegiances but with a temporary ceasefire.

	In this simulation of an impossible place, which had been annihilated long before either of their times– perhaps it was also part of the fantasy to be able to put everything out of their minds and simply walk with their hands held, their heads high and their hearts warm. Feeling living pulse transfer through their skin and deferring yet another day the argument and departures soon to come. In this world, they could just be friends– 

	(and in another, perhaps, they might have been lovers–)

	Gertrude wished that the moment along that false shore could somehow last forever.

	Because for once– she felt like she had recovered someone she thought lost forever.

	She could almost have wept for the fleeting, almost irrational joy that beset her.

	After losing so much, she had gained back something.

	In that moment it felt like more than enough to raise the tally to positive.

	Victoria looked overhead, shielding her eyes. The corners of her lips moved slightly.

	“Gertrude, look.”

	Soaring across the sky was a group of birds– several four-winged, manta ray-like birds with short, almost flat beaks. Arrayed in tight formation and moving fluidly, despite themselves.

	“Predictor computers.” Gertrude said, as if amused by the antics of a child.

	After sighting the predictor inaccuracy, the pair decided to end their walk on a high note.

	From the contextual menu, they chose to dissolve the projections, and the world they had been enjoying melted back into the metal walls of the simulator pod. Gertrude took off the AR glasses and withdrew her sunglasses to wear instead– when she noticed, rather than the dozen or so minutes she thought their excursion had lasted, they had actually been in the simulation for over thirty minutes. She was surprised and turned to Victoria, amused.

	Victoria in turn simply shrugged. “It was a nice time. Thank you for bringing me here.”

	Gertrude thought she might have to cloak her enjoyment in humor to get it past her.

	Some part of her was still hesitant and maybe even ashamed to be enjoying this ‘date’.

	But Victoria had few secrets where it pertained to her emotions. She said what she meant.

	“Where would you like to go next?” Gertrude said. “We’ve got all evening after all.”

	“I want to sit down somewhere for a while. Maybe have a snack.” Victoria replied.

	Settled on their next destination, the pair left the arcade. People filtering in and out of the venue noticed the two and their eyes lingered as long as they felt they could get away with, afraid they might suffer retribution. Gertrude was not going to punish anyone for gawking– though it did remind her why she made infrequent use of these facilities. She put it out of her mind. At her side, Victoria either did not seem to notice anyone, or she did not care. 

	Her eyes never wandered.

	From the arcade, they walked a few meters down the thoroughfare to the auto-vendor.

	King of all vending machines, the auto-vendor was perhaps half size of the simulator pod they had been using, glossy and dark blue, a very serious machine. 

	Enclosed save for the stocking hatch on its side, locked for use only by the victualers. It had refrigeration, as well as a microwave function, and could vend hot drinks as well. It was stocked with stackable, recyclable plastic snack trays, with a few hot and cold offerings. On the front, its wares were displayed on a touch-capable screen. Crew members would swipe their cards and could then make their selections via touch control.

	Gertrude chose a can of dark beer and a tray of crackers, hard cheese and cured meat.

	Since leisure time and alcohol were both permissible, and the machine knew, it vended.

	Victoria chose a can of lemon seltzer water and a tray of crudite and spicy mustard spread.

	Even though she never practiced her religion overtly due to her family’s situation, she was still avoiding alcohol and adhering to the restrictions where she could. Gertrude had known since they were young that this was a sensitive issue for her– so she said nothing of it, did not make any comments as to whether she might or might not drink. 

	Instead she pointed out the private rooms.

	“There’ll be a table in there and some ambiance controls. We can sit down, eat and chat.”

	“That sounds lovely. I have been wanting to catch up a bit.” Victoria said.

	“Me too. Things just kept getting in the way.” Gertrude said, leading the way.

	Each of the private rooms had one long booth seat, cushioned black, a half-table made of carbon-fiber extending from the wall toward the occupants. It could be folded away to give a bit more interior room if it would not be used, but Victoria and Gertrude both set their trays and drinks upon it and kept it raised. Touching the wall brought up the contextual menu for the movie and music player which would project in front of the participants. 

	There was also a slot on the far wall of the booth seat that contained some towels, a pair of working headphones, a salt and pepper shaker– and a packet of condoms.

	Victoria glanced at the condoms and then at Gertrude in a way that seemed accusatory.

	On the foil wrappers for the condoms there was a little sun-disc logo Gertrude recognized.

	“When did she have time to do this? She better not be encouraging sexual behavior.”

	After Gertrude spoke Victoria’s gaze drifted from her, in a way that seemed judgmental.

	But Gertrude wouldn’t ask for clarification. She left the condoms where they were found.

	Grunting, she reached out to the wall and queued up some slow but jazzy music.

	She set the volume down so it would provide ambiance but not interrupt the two of them.

	Then she sat back against the booth seat, trying to loosen up. Cracking open her beer can.

	“So– what do you think of the ship so far?” Gertrude asked.

	Not knowing what to say first– not knowing where to even begin with Victoria.

	To begin anew, after years, after throwing away their first friendship.

	Victoria peeled the foil off her tray and picked up a celery stick, swirling it in the mustard.

	“The Irmingard class continues to impress.” She said, simple and curt as was her habit.

	Celery stick lifted from the mustard. Victoria took a bite. She opened her can of seltzer.

	“Did you really kill Ludwig von Brauchitsch?” She asked, in a too-casual voice.

	Gertrude blinked. She peeled the foil off her own tray while responding.

	“This is rather sudden.” She said, putting slice of hard sausage into her mouth.

	“You are welcome to withhold an answer. I’m just curious about your current position.”

	With her connections in Veka, she must have known something about that situation.

	Did she just want to hear it from Gertrude herself?

	“Yes, I killed him. I hope you’re not imagining anything grand.” Gertrude smiled, feeling embittered to recall the memory of that pitiful encounter. “It wasn’t an epic showdown or anything– we didn’t have a huge duel; he was just an old man and I had the advantage. It was the opportunity I was given by Norn and Inquisitor Samoylovych that counted.”

	Victoria swirled another celery stick in the mustard, winding a circle in the tray.

	“You shouldn’t put yourself down too much.” Victoria said. “There are people who would have lapsed in that moment, when they realized the transgression they were about to commit. Our society revolves around an unspoken acceptance that hierarchy can never be overturned. To strike a blow with your own hands against an authority figure is utterly out of the question for most. But you accepted everything that came with that murder.”

	“I don’t know that I understood it.” Gertrude said. “I was barely thinking about what it meant to take power from Brauchitsch. I was just desperate. Brauchitsch was going after loose ends from the fall of Schwerin Isle. Ingrid and I were being targeted by a High Inquisitor. It felt like my life was over. I had no rights as a human being anymore. He could do whatever he wanted to me or anyone I cared about with impunity. I was lucky– that Norn was there, that I managed to reach her, that she saw something in me and took me under her wing.”

	“It’s not just luck, Gertrude.” Victoria said. “Again, I can’t help but point out that it would be unconscionable for almost anyone to approach Norn the Praetorian, let alone beg of her. While it might seem pathetic, you did something uniquely foolhardy and brave. It’s– something I admired about you– that brazen desire of yours to subvert the norms.”

	Victoria had paused in the middle of her sentence. Her expression did not change, however.

	“I wish you’d have been there to gas me up in the moment like this.” Gertrude said.

	She laughed a little bit. Hoping Victoria might join in.

	Trying to restrain herself from seeming too comfortable with the notion of that.

	How different would have things been if they had remained friends?

	Victoria rewarded her with the tiniest of smiles– but it was more than enough.

	“I’m sure you had plenty of people to help inflate your head to its current size.” She said.

	“Hey, come on, don’t suddenly turn on me.” Gertrude said.

	Both of them laughed, just a little bit, together.

	Victoria turned from her tray of food to look Gertrude in the eyes.

	“I ask that question, because I also had to kill someone powerful. Becoming Bayatar was no easy thing– and the Empress was not in a position to help.” Victoria said. “Gertrude, after we left each other’s acquaintance, we both committed our first murders. We overturned institutions and took power for ourselves. I– I want to know how you felt about it.”

	“Back then? I was terrified. After I put on the uniform Brauchitsch lost, I was still terrified.”

	“Yes.” Victoria said. “And you realized power didn’t bring the freedom you hoped for.”

	“Exactly. It wasn’t even guaranteed that I’d see Elena again and that was the entire point of everything I was doing. But I lived at the Inquisition’s whim. I realized over time that they got sick of Brauchitch’s arrogance and greed. It became convenient to let him die.”

	Victoria nodded and seemed almost excited about that answer when she next spoke.

	“You realized that transgression went both ways. I realized the same. In that same way that I killed, I had to accept that I could be killed. Someone could engineer everything perfectly to murder me. It would be tolerated or even praised in the right circumstances.” Victoria said. “Both of us made these covenants, to take power, to take life; and to accept the consequences of both. We are those rare few who overturned power only to see the next set of chains that power would clap on us. We both saw the limitations of our transgressions.”

	They locked eyes, and Gertrude felt a warm fondness for her Shimii companion.

	She felt foolish too. Because she had never imagined they could have so much in common.

	They could understand in each other something they could hardly speak of to anyone else.

	“Right.” Gertrude said. “You’ve been through a lot, haven’t you? I was unaware.”

	“High Inquisitors are normally appointed; but to be honored as Bayatar, you must kill.”

	Victoria did not look nor sound like she wanted anyone’s pity, so Gertrude did not offer it.

	“You’ll have to tell me the whole story there sometime,” was her response.

	“And you’ll have to tell me about the end of Ludwig von Brauchitch.” Victoria said.

	“Sure. I don’t think we have the time or mood to go into everything now.”

	“I agree. It is the same with my story. But I do want to tell someone, sometime.”

	“I’ll be elated to hear it. I’ll hang on every word.”

	“You’ll be an acceptable audience for it.”

	Was she teasing her now? Gertrude averted her gaze for a moment.

	From that dire starting point, their conversation soon both settled down and livened up.

	They were able to talk about their lives as if the events were trivial, just like old friends.

	Victoria told her some things about her time in the Vekan court. 

	As Bayatar, she was kind of like a bodyguard and kind of like a royal guard captain without a retinue. Sometimes she had to control access to the Empress, sometimes she was sent out to complete a task, sometimes she had ceremonial duties. She told of how she had to field a few stupid duels on Carmilla’s behalf and thankfully managed to intimidate the challengers into backing down each time– and then Carmilla spared their lives each time.

	“There are several traditions Carmilla chooses to retain that are pointlessly divisive.”

	“Well, look at it this way– she looks brave for letting anyone challenge her, and she looks magnanimous for letting cowards who shamed themselves leave with their lives, when you could have just cut them down easily. It’s the kind of thing I associate with ‘Veka’.”

	“Perhaps, but there’s more to us than the stereotype of barbarity.” Victoria said.

	“I know. But you retain certain traditions to look more intimidating.” Gertrude said.

	Victoria did not respond to that but did not seem to hold it against Gertrude either.

	Gertrude asked her about horses, and how prevalent they were in the Vekan territory– a curiosity she had always had. Horses were exceedingly rare and valuable in the core of Imbria. There was a stereotype that in Veka, horses were much more accessible. Their culture had a lot of horse iconography, and the horse was a legendary animal to them, widely depicted in their arts. So that must have meant there were more horses there.

	“Horses are indeed admired in Veka. They are seen as a symbol of wild, natural power. In fact the House of Veka were first notable in history as a horse-breeding clan.” Victoria said. “They took advantage of the Imbrian conquest to become the appointed duchal family, but the horse-breeding has remained an enterprise of theirs. Basically nobody owns horses– in ceremonies where a horse is involved in something, that animal was bred by the House of Veka and leased. They also produce any horse meat and blood that is eaten.”

	“You had to drink horse blood to become a Bayatar right?” Gertrude said.

	“Yes. Blood from Carmilla’s own horse, a child of her birth horse.”

	“Huh. So the Empress has a specific lineage of signature horses.”

	“When she was born, a horse born the same day was gifted to her. They grew up together, but a human lives longer than a horse obviously. So her horse sires or births a descendant that is also bound to her. This continues for as long as she lives. When she dies, her heir will inherit this family of horses. However, if she dies without an heir then the horses must be extinguished with her. Much worse than that will transpire afterward.”

	“That’s– pretty incredible.” Gertrude grimaced. “How did the horse blood taste?”

	Victoria’s ears folded. “Iron-like and salty, obviously. How does any blood taste?”

	“How much did you have to drink?”

	“You’ve become too interested in this. I refuse to discuss it any further.”

	Gertrude laughed gently at Victoria’s expense.

	They were having a good time. Victoria seemed healthy, positive and in good spirits.

	Gertrude told a few of her own stories. 

	About Ingrid, her closest, abrasive companion through her years in the Inquisition; about Konstantinople, the lavish and beautiful seat of the Inquisition that formed part of the Fueller family’s purchase of loyalty from that venal institution; about travelling in the Iron Lady, some surreptitious meetings with Elena at various functions she was allowed to leave Vogelheim for; and finally a few little things that happened in Goryk’s Gorge.

	Without yielding too much about each other, both seemed satisfied with what they learned.

	Both of them had been through a lot; they had suffered more than the other knew.

	And they had suffered similar things and felt familiar conflicts and catharsis.

	Somehow after separating they had become more kindred than when together.

	Bayatar and (ex-)High Inquisitor, trading stories, barbs and fond looks for several hours.

	

	

	After talking for what felt like hours, the pair left their private room without words.

	Gertrude was sure that they would go their separate ways after leaving the social pod, but to her surprise, Victoria both acknowledged nothing of the sort and also began to follow her closely and quietly back up the hall to the officer’s quarters. She was sure this just meant Victoria was tired and would turn in, but she followed Gertrude past her own door without so much as a glance at it. It felt too good to be true. Gertrude did not ask anything. In turn, Victoria did not say anything or act with anything but her casual confidence.

	Without questions, Gertrude opened her door, and walked in, leaving it open–

	Thereby allowing Victoria to quietly follow her inside and close it behind her.

	Her expression was difficult to read. She looked– tired, perhaps? Wistful?

	Victoria walked the length of Gertrude’s room, looking over the space.

	“It’s a bit bare, isn’t it?” She asked, breaking the silence.

	“I don’t have a lot to put in it. Or that I even wanted to put in it.” Gertrude said.

	Perhaps this room was as bare as her personhood had been all these years.

	Even after all her years in the Iron Lady, the Commander’s room was still laid out as it was first furnished for her. There was a bed, which was large and made of luxurious materials, with comfortable sheets and a good quality gel inside the mattress, stiff when needed and soft when wanted. There was enough storage for her uniforms and few casual and formal outfits. There were end tables, and she had access to a personal shower– 

	that was it. 

	There was not much else to it.

	She used to have up a few things from the Inquisition, or Elena– but she put them away.

	Maybe someday she would feel comfortable looking at them again– but not now.

	“It could use more color.” Victoria said. “Even if just your characteristic red.”

	“I didn’t realize red was characteristic of me.” Gertrude said, smiling a little at the attention.

	Victoria glanced at her, and pushed on Gertrude’s bed, testing its stiffness.

	“You know, I didn’t expect you to agree to go out with me today.” Gertrude said.

	“I’ve started reevaluating my attitude on some things.” Victoria said, still poking the bed.

	“Because of what happened yesterday?” Gertrude asked.

	Victoria shook her head. “Not any one thing. I have been thinking.”

	She left the side of the bed and got to walking again. She had a restless energy to her.

	“Victoria– can you tell me how you feel about her? About Empress von Veka?”

	Gertrude asked, as she watched Victoria pace along the edge of the bed.

	It was the shadow which loomed over all their conversations of their past and future.

	“You already have a preconception of it. Do you need to know more?” She asked.

	“I want to know how my friend is doing and what she is feeling.” Gertrude said.

	“Are you worried about me? Do you think I was groomed?” Victoria said, calmly.

	“I’m just catching up.” Gertrude said, gesturing gently. “No judgment here.”

	Victoria’s ears folded slightly, and her tail moved more stiffly, but she spoke.

	“Carmilla is an incredible presence. I admire and esteem her. She makes me feel at ease and comforted. I love her and would kill anyone on Aer for her if she asked.” Victoria said.

	Her voice was still her same dispassionate self, but Gertrude could see the admiration.

	In her eyes– when Victoria looked far away she was looking at Carmilla.

	She felt almost jealous– surely nobody talked about her in such a glowing way.

	“But–” her old friend paused her pacing, hands behind her back.

	Victoria looked over her shoulder at Gertrude with cold eyes, colder than usual.

	Her turn was so sudden that her gaze almost felt like a physical impact on Gertrude.

	“It’s not like you and Elena, Gertrude.” Victoria said bluntly.

	“I never said it was!” Gertrude said, a bit amused at the comparison.

	“You’re thinking it, you must be. Because of our social positions. You think it’s the same.”

	“Victoria, I don’t know what your relationship is like, I don’t know the first thing, okay!”

	“Then I will explain, because you’re so thick. I’m just her servant, even if she loves me.”

	“Setting everything else aside. Let me ask you this: are you okay with it?” Gertrude said.

	“Yes. It’s a tolerable situation because it is non-political. To take me as more than a servant-lover would threaten the order of things in Veka. She must continue her dynasty– so she must have a husband. I accepted this, Gertrude.” Victoria turned her gaze away and stared into the distance, toward the shower. She paced. Gertrude did not disabuse her of the notion she had brought up. She wanted to let her speak. It was the most she had said about herself and the most she had said with feeling in a long time. “Even if I was a man it would have to be this way. She can never be exclusive to me– it goes against the political order.”

	When she thought she had a chance to interject, Gertrude did so, speaking her mind.

	“I also understood that about Elena, but I still wanted her to be mine.” Gertrude said.

	“That hubristic side of you can be charming sometimes.” Victoria said. Facing away, it was not possible to tell what sort of expression accompanied this statement. “Someday I will also raise children, as a Bayatar, and swear them to Carmilla’s children. That is the way of the warrior who drinks the blood of her liege’s horse. It is just how things are done in Veka.”

	That way in which she spoke– it was impossible to tell whether it was fierce or resigned.

	Why was she being so candid about this? She had been more distant about her other stories.

	Did she want Gertrude to know all of this? For what purpose? Just as friends?

	Maybe– she never had anyone she could ever tell these feelings to.

	She could not tell the Empress von Veka, who obviously knew the state of affairs.

	Had Victoria been holding this in her heart, all alone, for as long as they had been apart?

	“Is it how things always have to be? Is it just an immutable fact that Veka will be this way?” Gertrude asked. “Wouldn’t you be upset to see her with a man when she could be yours?”

	“I’m not as possessive as you.” Victoria said. Gertrude felt that her tone had gotten sharper but maybe it was just projecting on her part. Her back remained turned. “Someday I’ll find someone I can love outside of my love for Carmilla. I’ll love them differently but no less. They will be my partner in matters of the home and family in Vekan culture. Carmilla will find a man whom she trusts to support her, and they will have their family. Carmilla will still love me, and she will continue to use me as she has. I am already prepared for this.”

	Her delivery was so matter-of-fact– had she really internalized and accepted all of this?

	After she had told Gertrude she admired her for subverting authority–?

	Curious, Gertrude briefly tapped into the muscles that allowed her eyes to see beyond.

	What did she expect to see? Anger? Anxiety? Longing? What she did see, surprised her.

	Victoria’s aura was gentle, like a breeze that kissed her skin, calm and stable in its rhythm.

	To speak of sacrificing for her love’s sake with such surety, it was almost inspiring.

	“I’m honestly kind of speechless. You’re so strong, Victoria.” Gertrude said.

	Victoria finally turned around. Her face registered a mild surprise at her friend’s words.

	Gertrude looked upon her, looked her in the eyes, feeling such fondness for her old friend.

	She remembered the kind of blunt lectures Victoria would give to Sawyer, Elena or herself.

	Out of all of them Victoria was always the smartest, but quietly, she was always the bravest.

	That sharp tongue didn’t come from nothing– that was her strength speaking.

	It was why Sawyer hated it so much. It was everything she herself lacked.

	Victoria was free from their pretensions.

	In her own way Victoria was freer than all of them. In her own way she had more power.

	More power than Gertrude could have ever had– over herself, over her desires.

	“You really were the best of us. I wish I had been more mature toward you.” Gertrude said.

	Victoria looked, for the first time, openly conflicted. Her voice was a bit– exasperated.

	“Back in school? Gertrude, I was never even angry with you. I wanted to help you.”

	“But what I did was still awful– we could have kept up as friends if I hadn’t hit you.”

	“It was awful, but I was never angry at you. I was upset with myself for losing my cool.”

	“No. Victoria, you gave me a kick I really needed. I should have thanked you for that.”

	Elena was in her final year of secondary schooling; they were going to lose her.

	Victoria wanted Gertrude to consider how she could remain with Elena in the future.

	Gertrude hated those words and attacked Victoria for uttering them so bluntly.

	Just as Sawyer had done for much more petty and less meaningful words Victoria said.

	But she did heed them– Gertrude also left their little garden of noble lillies after that.

	To seek power, in the only place she knew she could find it– the power to take lives.

	“Then was this cruel trajectory of our lives always inevitable?” Victoria said.

	Her words trembled ever so slightly, for perhaps the first time in a long time.

	Gertrude’s heart quavered and lost a beat looking at her face.

	Perhaps she was imagining it, but Victoria looked to be on the verge of tears.

	Yet she did not actually cry. It was just a subtle shift toward a more open sadness.

	“Gertrude– I really wish I was more like you. You must think I’m insane.” Victoria said.

	“Well– I don’t know that it would fit you– and you wouldn’t enjoy it.” Gertrude said.

	“My own condition is not so blessed either. I don’t want to be admired. I am not so strong.”

	Gertrude averted her own gaze, involuntarily, as that sharpness returned to Victoria’s eyes.

	In hindsight, she was putting Victoria on a pedestal.

	“We’ve both experienced a lot of cruelty that neither of us deserve.” Gertrude said.

	Sighing, Victoria sat on the bed, her legs off it, leaning back with her hands on the sheets.

	“No argument from me.” She said. “I just wanted you to know, Gertrude. I– I do wish it had gone differently. I do wish we could have remained friends. I wish you could have visited me like you visited Elena.” Gertrude was surprised. She wondered if Victoria had any ideas about what those visits had as their aim– she never considered Elena to be just her friend, after all.

	“It can still be different.” Gertrude said. “We had fun today. I consider you my friend.”

	“I wish our circumstances were not so complicated, Gertrude, I really do.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude had already made her determination of this when they reunited.

	It was easy to smile, put her hand to her chest and say it with conviction.

	“If Veka asks you to kill me, I’ll resist– but I’m not going to hurt you again, Victoria.”

	Victoria sat up straighter and looked down at her feet in response to that.

	Her hands balled up into fists against her skirt. She shut her eyes.

	“Gertrude– I was at Vogelheim on the day of the attack. I helped Elena escape from Sawyer. It was cruel to leave you ignorant of what happened. I knew exactly how much she meant to you. I could have informed you. But I did not. I thought badly of you– I wanted to hurt you or mock you. I hardened my heart and wanted to hate you– I’m sorry.” She said suddenly. “That day was such a mess for me. After seeing Sawyer again, I did not know I felt anymore.”

	Though surprised, there was nothing for Gertrude to get either too upset about.

	She knew Elena was alive. She had her own opportunity and used it to hurt her too.

	And whatever pain Victoria had wanted to inflict on her, was in the past, and recovered.

	So, there was no passionate reaction from her. She approached the bed and sat down.

	Beside Victoria, as close as she felt was appropriate. She looked her friend in the eyes.

	For a moment Victoria looked relieved. Perhaps she expected to be approached with anger.

	“Do you still like Elena?” Gertrude said. Deliberately ambiguous in her choice of words.

	“Yes.” Victoria said bluntly. Whether the esteem of a friend or something else, unknown.

	“If it weren’t for that bastard Sawyer, we could have had a proper little reunion someday.”

	They met eyes again. Victoria looked surprised at Gertrude’s calm demeanor.

	After a moment, Victoria’s eyes wandered back to her lap. Another treasured little smile.

	“Maybe if we capture Sawyer we can have a tea party and she can attend in a cage.”

	Gertrude burst out laughing suddenly. Victoria had a bit of a relaxed chuckle herself.

	“Gertrude–” Victoria looked, to Gertrude’s surprise, quite openly happy. “I– I enjoyed myself today. Thank you. One thing that my life is missing, that I do miss, is that sort of spontainety that– that friendship brings. Friendship– it tugs at your heart’s strings when you least expect it. It makes you act differently. Changes the ruts that you have fallen into.”

	As she spoke, Gertrude wondered if what her life really lacked was just friendship.

	Her slight stuttering was very cute. She really was struggling with her feelings.

	Not that Gertrude could tease for it– she herself had no idea how she would respond.

	After all, what she wanted to say was perhaps far too scandalous for Victoria to accept.

	So she sat next to Victoria on the bed, quiet for a moment, staring forward.

	“Do you remember how we first met?” Victoria asked, breaking the silence.

	“How could I ever forget?” Gertrude said.

	The Luxembourg School for Girls had a tradition on its Inauguration Day, the time when new students were welcomed into the student body. Girls from the new classes would be paired together based on their IDs by the school computer and they would meet up and exchange ice breaker questions. For many of the girls this was a very serious ritual that they had already been preparing for. Aristocratic culture emphasized conversational skills and etiquette as something uniquely valuable to a woman, and Luxembourg served as a multi-year theater for such skills to be demonstrated and honed. The ideal girl raised by the school was supposed to be demure and beautiful but also literate and interesting.

	Out in the flower garden, the girls in their uniforms, question cards in hand–

	Little chattering voices, well-practiced smiles and just-so polite giggles–

	And in the middle of all that, Victoria had been paired up with Sawyer on opening day.

	Between Victoria’s terseness and Sawyer’s penchant to take offense, it was a disaster.

	Gertrude had been feeling a bit foul about not getting Elena in the blind draw, as she had put a ridiculous amount of stock in being fated to be chosen to talk to Elena, like a sign from God that they were meant to be together. When she failed to get her way she got quite moody. Disinterested in her actual discussion partner, Gertrude could not help but notice Victoria and Sawyer’s intensifying awkwardness– and when Sawyer finally snapped for the very first time, Gertrude took her down to the ground for the very first time.

	Sawyer, Gertrude and Victoria ended up in a counseling session.

	Elena had to run in to try to convince the administrators of Gertrude’s good character.

	Eventually, all three were released and made their acquaintance.

	Gertrude even tried to make peace with Sawyer, though that was always very tenuous.

	Yes– she could not have possibly forgotten. It had been such a pain in the ass, that day.

	But also a fond memory, of her little group of outcasts who made sure she was never alone.

	“Why do you ask?” Gertrude replied. “Feeling nostalgic?”

	“Well– I never seriously asked you about it. Why did you intervene?” Victoria asked.

	“Sawyer looked like she might hit you. You were smaller than her.” Gertrude said.

	“It was that simple?”

	“I consider myself something of a knight to defenseless, endangered girls.”

	Victoria laughed.

	“I’d have probably been friendless at school if you weren’t such a presumptuous rake.”

	“Mysterious forces at work.” Gertrude said, suppressing offense at this description.

	Again they fell into a silence. A longer silence. Punctuated by the turning of Victoria’s tail.

	Suddenly, Victoria sidled a bit closer to Gertrude, until their hips touched.

	She tipped her head so that it laid on Gertrude’s shoulder. Without any solicitation.

	In the process Gertrude was completely stunned and paralyzed, her head spinning.

	Victoria was so soft, and so warm– and her ears felt divine to even brush up against.

	“Gertrude, would you scritch my ears? It’s been so long since anyone did.” Victoria asked.

	Without a word, Gertrude’s hand tentatively lifted to the base of one of Victoria’s ears.

	Her fingers traced where the soft cartilage rose up from beneath the head of hair. Following the slight arch, pressing with the pad, scraping gently with a blunt nail. Index finger acting as the main tool; while her thumb pressed the rim of the ear, or touched the pure white fluff that covered the opening of the ear. Victoria’s breathing and heartbeat transferred into Gertrude’s skin, her body nestling closer as her fingers worked her ethereally soft skin.

	As if matching her rhythm, Gertrude felt a vibration coming from Victoria–

	She was purring– Gertrude had never felt a Shimii purring right on top of her.

	Her own heartbeat quickened as she realized the intimacy of what they were sharing.

	And her mind, too, sped up in its desires and intentions. 

	Was this a dream? She felt emboldened to test the limit of the moment.

	While the one hand had Victoria’s ear–

	her other shifted the girl, pulled Victoria up straighter,

	and closer,

	tighter against her body,

	by the hip,

	There was no resistance from the softly flushed, gently breathing Shimii to this act.

	Gertrude took one of Victoria’s hands into her own, gripping her fingers, stroking.

	Leaning until her face was cheek to cheek with Victoria, just barely touching.

	Nuzzling her, tentatively, sparingly. 

	Hovering under the jaw, lips brushing silken neck.

	Leaving a brief, careful kiss– 

	awaiting a reaction.

	“Nnh.” Victoria made a little noise, near indistinguishable from her purring.

	Gertrude stroked her fingers, scraped the base of her cat-like ears a bit rougher.

	And laid lips on Victoria’s fair, slim shoulder, savoring this kiss just a bit longer.

	Gauging the reaction. Finding herself still in control of her contented friend.

	Even as she left a red mark where the skin was once honeyed-fair.

	Her free hand lifted from Victoria’s own, and climbed to her waist, up her flank.

	Taking in Victoria’s little blue and white dress and the gentle curve of her chest.

	Settling with a firm grip over Victoria’s breast, so perfectly fit to her greedy palm.

	Pliant flesh beneath a thin, strapless brassiere. Gertrude kneaded, eliciting a little gasp.

	Heart thrashing, she was afraid to say anything and therefore acknowledged nothing.

	As her hand squeezed Victoria’s breast, her lips laid deep, sucking kisses on her neck.

	Losing herself, drunk on the taste of skin and the touch transferring, on the pulse.

	Victoria pressed her body tighter up against Gertrude, her back tensing.

	Raising her head in response to the kissing, gently moving her hips on Gertrude’s lap.

	Gertrude felt her vision waver as if in a heat haze, but she wouldn’t question it.

	If this was a dream she would melt into Victoria’s body until she awakened.

	Slowly, the hand which had been on Victoria’s ear traced down, brushing her cheek.

	Gliding down the sides of her hips, luxuriating in her control of those slim contours.

	Fingers exploring Victoria’s thigh, lifting up her skirt, pausing, with each transgression.

	Feeling out the signals. Neither spoke. No adverse reactions. Gertrude took it as a sign.

	Head lost in her own hungry passions; she traced the inner thigh to its terminus–

	“Gertrude.” Victoria said, quick and near-breathless, as if all one syllable.

	“Too much?” Gertrude said, struggling for breath herself, her chest pounding.

	“No– I–” Victoria tried to look over her shoulder, Gertrude lifting from the marks she laid. Because of their positions they could only barely see each other’s faces. “Gertrude, I- I’m–”

	For a moment she was lost for words. Barely able to speak between little gasps.

	With Gertrude’s hands still on her breasts, between her legs.

	“I want to look at you. I want to look you in the eyes.” Victoria finally said.

	“I’d love that.” Gertrude said. Her head rushed with satisfaction.

	She picked Victoria up with all her strength, causing her to make a little cry.

	And brought her further onto the bed, dropping her in the middle. Looming over her with a contented grin on her lips. One hand supporting herself, another still teasing her inner thigh.

	“You look dangerous. Have you been imagining doing this to me all along?” Victoria said.

	“What if I have?” Gertrude asked.

	Victoria turned her head, suddenly bashful. “It makes no difference. I want it anyway.”

	Gertrude’s fingers took Victoria’s chin and gently guided her eyes back.

	Looking deep and directly into them as if by sight alone she could devour her.

	Slowly, savoring the moment, Gertrude drew closer to Victoria and kissed her.

	At first an almost clumsy brushing of the lips, as if there was not yet reciprocation.

	Then, when Gertrude thought to pull back, Victoria followed her and locked lips.

	Now there was ardor, now there was a partner dance.

	Victoria’s arms wrapped one around her back, one behind her shoulders. 

	Pulling her closer as they kissed, as Gertrude forced her tongue into Victoria’s mouth, as breaths that escaped from one entered the other. Drawing closer, Gertrude’s body on Victoria’s open legs, pushing her deeper into the bed gel. Between each taste of her lips Gertrude’s pulled on Victoria’s dress in fits and starts, peeling the fabric deeper below shoulder, over the chest to expose her brassiere, to the belly and below.

	One of Victoria’s twintails came undone in the tearing fever that took them both.

	Pausing for breath. Gertrude surprised at how vigorously her passion was returned.

	Victoria pulled the other undone, letting her hair loose. Gazes joined, gasping for breath.

	“Can I take the rest of this off you?” Gertrude broke the brief silence.

	“Do whatever you want to with me.” Victoria replied in a near whimper.

	Gertrude could not help but grin as those words made her body reach a boil.

	Her eyes which had held Victoria’s own so devoutedly, wandered to the thin, rose-lace bra.

	She peeled the rest of Victoria’s dress off, while Victoria clumsily undid her shirt buttons.

	And hooked her fingers around the belt, unbuckling, zipping down her pants.

	In the midst of her attempts to undress her, Gertrude slowly descended back close to her.

	Biting one of her ears and then whispering while Victoria drew a sharp breath.

	“I’m not the one who needs to strip down.” She said, while unhooking Victoria’s bra.

	Layer by layer removed; Victoria looked suddenly so much smaller than Gertrude.

	Shorter stature, thin waist, the slight curve of her hips, breasts almost as small as her own. There was leanness to her limbs, thin, flexible muscle, but in that supine position they were soft as the rest of her body. Exposing a delectable weakness that was driving Gertrude mad with lust. She ran fingers between Victoria’s breasts, down her belly and navel.

	Victoria like the fair, moist nymph of some inexorably beautiful creature, 

	ripped from its cocoon.

	Lying in bed with Gertrude over her, shadowing her, as if predator over prey.

	That seeming vulnerability turned Gertrude on even more.

	Made her want to be aggressive.

	In that moment, she thought she would cum solely from the thrill of cornering her.

	With carte blanche to do anything she wanted– what she wanted was to see more.

	To prod more of Victoria, to explore her body, to touch every spot that made her quiver.

	To catch up and sate the longing she never could as a hormonal teenager.

	Tracing deep, sucking, marking kisses on Victoria’s neck, on her shoulder, collarbones.

	All her soft, vulnerable, vital places, places that looked softest, most inviting, exposed.

	“Gertrude–!”

	Her delectable whimpering voice as teeth narrowly pulled on the tip of one breast.

	Chest rising and falling, Victoria repositioned herself again, grabbing hold of Gertrude.

	Pulling herself up to meet her eyes closely.

	“I said– I– I want to see you–” She demanded. Retaining some of her bluntness.

	“Right. I got carried away. For you, princess. My eyes will never leave you.”

	“Ugh– Don’t call me–”

	Gertrude suddenly took Victoria and pushed her up against the headboard.

	Controlling her body like the weight was insubstantial.

	She drew closer, gaze unmoving, not even blinking in the midst.

	As her hands traced Victoria’s belly, forced her legs spread, slowly, deliberately.

	Savoring the subtle shifts, the tensing shoulders, the wandering, incoherent expression.

	Arching back, the way her core pushed up against Gertrude in need, her quivering thighs.

	Her little moans, the vibrations of her purring–

	As Gertrude’s fingers entered her wet cunt and worked her into a steady rhythm.

	Looking into those beautiful, cloudy eyes, into that flushing face lost in passion.

	Maintaining a confident satisfaction in herself even as her own breath trembled with desire.

	Caught up in the heat, they began to slide back from the headboard onto lying positions.

	Gertrude readjusting, her fingers slipping from inside Victoria–

	Barely allowing a second to pass before her fingers began kneading her clit.

	Victoria’s body squirming beneath her, her hips pushing, her back rising and falling–

	Squeezing her fingers hard against Gertrude’s back as if wanting to tear into her.

	Victoria was no longer capable of a gaze, lost in the involuntary spasms of pleasure.

	Her chest heaved with the need of breath and the harsh satisfaction of carnal needing.

	Moaning, gasping, and purring all seemed to melt into tiny and broken vocalizations.

	And yet, Gertrude’s eyes never left even as Victoria was wracked with climax.

	Her hips shuddered, her grip slackened, her body falling back from Gertrude weak–

	“Gertrude– hold me– please–”

	“Anything you desire, my dame.”

	Taking hold of the shaking girl about to fall from her, tattered breath and shaking legs.

	Gertrude curled up with Victoria’s back against her chest, close and tightly.

	Those remaining clothes which she had been wearing through the act, Gertrude stripped.

	Before returning her full attention to her lover.

	Gentle kisses dotting her cheek, her neck and shoulders.

	One hand to hold her, another up over her hair, stroking her head, and scritching her ears.

	She could feel Victoria’s tail gently sliding over her sweat-soaked core and hips.

	Tying around her leg, curling softly. Her breathing slowly settling into normalcy.

	“How are you feeling?” Gertrude asked, whispering as she comforted those cat-like ears.

	“Satisfied.” Victoria replied, slowing, steadying into Gertrude’s arms. “How about you?”

	“Trying not to say something too greedy.”

	“Hmm.”

	Victoria pushed herself back further against Gertrude, nestling even more tightly.

	“I’m not trying to take Elena’s place.” Victoria said.

	“Elena doesn’t have a ‘place’– I’ve changed a bit, Victoria.” Gertrude replied.

	“Right.” Victoria said. “You know– I never imagined you would be so eager with me.”

	Gertrude had a short laugh. “I needed this pretty badly.” She said.

	Victoria breathed deep. “I needed it too. I’m– I’m also greedy. I also want– everything.”

	Prompted by Victoria’s stammering, Gertrude tightened her arms around her, kissed her.

	Neither of them seemed to want to presume on what their relationship could become now.

	Nevertheless, Gertrude was happy. Whether it was just a fling or not– she was happy.

	They could talk later. For now their skin and flesh had all the conversation.

	

	

	The Iron Lady breached the immediate seafloor and slid further down the cavernous maw at the bottom of the trench. Sonar and LADAR scanning as well as a drone had uncovered that the layout was strangely uniform and did not veer much, and the Iron Lady still had some room clear of the walls in its descent. Surprisingly, there were no readings of any threatening life forms. Abyss expedition survivors had historically claimed to have ran into eccentric leviathans and unverifiable megafauna in the extreme depths, so the ship had been cautious to scan frequently for anything incoming. All was silent around them.

	This was taken as a positive sign by the crew, and the depth gauge continued to count.

	Everyone assembled for a long day. They had a fully crewed bridge to attend to the descent.

	Between 5000 and 6000 meters, there was nothing but rock and empty water around them.

	Katov levels continued to rise, and the mass, when properly lit, had turned purple.

	Strangely enough, however, the salinity of the Katov mass had begun to reduce.

	“Um, Captain.” A crew member looked up from her instruments in disbelief and turned to Captain Dreschner. “Maybe this is a mistake, I do not know for certain– but if this is correct, salinity is continuously dropping as we descend. I– I don’t believe it’s possible but– if salinity drops below average for salt-water, we may start to descend faster than we expected.”

	The After Descent civilization was aware of the concept of “fresh water.” On the continent, in the past, possibly even now, there was natural water without salt. However, no ship was designed to move in such water. It was impossible to encounter it. The difference was not vast– but for a massive ship moving precisely in extreme depths, it was noticeable. 

	They would have to be careful of this fact.

	Captain Dreschner looked at the main screen, hosting a 3D diagram of the surroundings.

	Since the cameras had become mostly useless, they navigated using this kind of data.

	If the instruments were incorrect, they could be in more danger than they knew.

	“We can send the drone out, if its instruments confirm the same, then we must accept it.”

	Within ten minutes, a small drone laden with oceanography instruments left the ship.

	As soon as it was in the water, it began to read exactly what the ship’s instruments did.

	Salinity was dropping below saltwater level. Average Imbrium salinity was around 3.7%.

	Meanwhile, the average salinity in the Crisium was 4.0%, and 3.8% in the Cogitum.

	In their current position salinity had dropped to 3.3%– lower than any of Aer’s oceans.

	And it was still dropping, steadily declining. 3.0%, 2.7%, 2.4%–

	“Are we dumping anything from the ship? Any chemicals?” Dreschner asked.

	“No sir.” Said a crew member, monitoring from their station.

	Karen Schicksal soon received word from forensics about a quick analysis of the water.

	“Sir, there’s– there’s not any strange chemicals in the water.” Karen said, stuttering once.

	“Issue an Alert VALERIE to the crew.” Captain Dreschner ordered.

	KONRAD was the full-on combat alert, but VALERIE just meant ‘proceed cautiously’.

	They had to ready for a foreseeable raise of the alert level and sudden shifts in direction or acceleration. Rough waters ahead. Under Alert VALERIE, the crew should try to complete their assigned tasks expeditiously, to secure their tools and instruments whenever not in use, keep to designated secure areas as much as possible, and generally act as if they might be brought into danger at any moment. Strange situations often warranted this alert.

	Whenever the Captain was not certain of an outcome, it was best to sound this alert.

	After the issuing of Alert VALERIE, Gertrude Lichtenberg and Victoria van Veka arrived on the bridge together, both in their respective uniforms. Captain Dreschner brought them up to speed on what was transpiring. They were both confused. It was natural for salinity to shift very minimally in each ocean, and it was a historical fact that the Imbrium had gotten saltier across the hundreds of years of the After Descent era. However, such changes happened incrementally, infinitesimally small. In a matter of hours they found themselves staring at water that was approaching 2.0% salinity– incredibly low.

	“Are we sure the instruments are correct? Maybe it’s some electrical phenomenon?”

	Victoria crossed her arms, trying to find a logical solution. Gertrude shook her head.

	“If it was that, we would seeing more weirdness with the instruments.”

	“This isn’t a disconnected water system, it’s still just the Imbrium Ocean.”

	“I know, but we’re seeing what we’re seeing. Maybe I should get Nile up here.”

	“She would probably insist that she’s only a medical doctor– and it would be fair, I think.”

	At 6000 meters depth, one of the sonar operators took off her headset, groaning.

	“I– I need to rotate out, Captain. I feel like I’m hearing an audio anomaly. I must be tired.”

	“Of course, go on.” Dreschner said.

	Dreadnoughts had enough crew to rotate full bridges in and out if necessary.

	Another perk of working on the most elite class of ship. Having top talent– and a lot of it.

	By the time the sonar operator protested she had already been working several hours.

	It was not a privilege that could be abused, as her fellow operators would hate her for it.

	But any given officer was willing to take their station to relieve an ailing compatriot.

	In this case it seemed the audio devices continually registered a strange, whispered, almost mournful noise, as if human in origin. It was no wonder that the previous sonar operator was so stressed out as to rotate. Dreschner had the station checked out by an engineer– but the noise somehow could not be attenuated digitally, at least not completely.

	When the new sonar operator arrived and took her place, she, too, was unnerved.

	However, as an elite member of a Dreadnought crew, she shrugged it off.

	Sitting miserably at her station but soldiering on through the awful, haunting noise.

	“I promise, if this keeps up, we’ll rotate more quickly and consistently.” Dreschner said.

	6800 meters deep. There were almost 2000 meters of cavern above and around them.

	Nothing but an enormous shaft, all rock, its surrounding surfaces naturally irregular.

	Water salinity had dropped to 1.2% and the Iron Lady was descending slightly faster.

	“Mitigate descent. Have the computer calculate differences in buoyancy.” Dreschner said.

	Everyone was a bit tense, but this was an obstacle that was solvable.

	Buoyancy could be controlled and adjusted. The Iron Lady was a very high-tech ship.

	Water was water and the difference between saline and clean water was not so high.

	It was still a medium that they could navigate through, and all their tools still worked.

	7000 meters deep.

	0.9% salinity– and holding.

	7100 meters deep. No further changes in salinity.

	7110 meters deep. No further changes in salinity.

	7120 meters deep. No further changes in salinity.

	7130 meters deep. No further changes in salinity.

	“Salinity has remained stable, even at the parts per billion reading.” A crew member said.

	“You know– this is the same salinity as human blood.” Another crew member remarked.

	7150 meters deep.

	7200 meters deep.

	381731138137193619311183193861736133 meters–

	“Oh for fuck’s sake.” One of the crew members cried out.

	“Language.” Captain Dreschner said. “Mind your manners on this ship.”

	“Sorry sir– now the depth gauges are out of it. We’re not imploding so– this isn’t right.”

	Captain Dreschner cast an eye sideways as if to solicit a response.

	Beside Dreschner, Gertrude looked briefly concerned, but remained resolute.

	She shook her head at him. They would continue descending.

	“Ignore the depth gauges.” Dreschner said. “Have the computer perform a manual count of the current depth based on the final recorded correlation between descent and depth.”

	On the main screen, the predictor computer put up a big, 3D-rendered depth gauge.

	7300 meters deep.

	7400 meters deep.

	7500 meters deep.

	7600 meters deep–

	“We are not going that fast are we?” Captain Dreschner asked.

	“It must be hallucinating.” Gertrude grumbled.

	Predictor Computers– 

	couldn’t live without them, couldn’t live with their pathetic errors.

	Or so everyone hoped– the amount of uncanny failures was starting to scare the crew.

	Gertrude produced what looked like a pocket watch from her coat.

	She put it back in her coat with a sigh.

	“Anything?” Victoria asked.

	“Aetherometry is stable.” Gertrude whispered. “So it’s not that.”

	7700 meters deep.

	7800 meters deep.

	7900 meters deep.

	“It’s only been a minute or two, it’s like we’re in freefall.” Victoria whispered back.

	8000 meters deep.

	Suddenly, a flash of an alert light.

	On the 3D diagram taking up most of the main screen, a red grid overlayed the cave wall.

	There was something happening– the predictor computer was drawing attention–

	“Active sonar and LADAR, now.”

	“Yes sir.”

	From the sonar arrays, waves of noise emanated, bouncing off the cave walls.

	Laser arrays around the ship flashed the surroundings, taking in the finer details.

	All of this data compiled to update the diagrams in under a minute.

	It appeared that the shaft went 1000 meters farther before opening up into a massive space.

	Furthermore, the predictor computers hallucinated that the walls were made of flesh.

	“Has it ever been this inaccurate this often before? What is going on?”

	Gertrude complained, but around the bridge, the crew was growing ever more unnerved.

	With a trembling voice, a different crew member spoke up then.

	“Add it to the list of malfunctions, but barometry is reporting incredibly low pressure.”

	“How low?” Captain Dreschner asked.

	“Fifty atmospheres– and dropping?” Again, the operator was stunned by this.

	“That is absolutely ridiculous. Recheck every system!” Dreschner grunted.

	Gertrude’s eyes drew wide. It seemed to dawn upon her how irregular this all was.

	The Iron Lady was one of the most stable and gallant ships of her class.

	Never had they experienced so many failures; so many bizarre, seemingly random failures.

	It had to be something that the abyss was doing– but what? Would Nile even know?

	At least nothing necessary for life was compromised yet. Just the data instrumentation.

	“Any other data anomalies I need to be aware of?” Dreschner said.

	One haggard-looking bridge officer looked over her shoulder, pointing at her screen.

	“Sir– the luminosity– with that last laser scan– the surroundings might be visible.”

	Everyone on the bridge seemed to develop a thick lump in their throats upon hearing this.

	There were brief glances around the room. Everyone was fidgeting in some way.

	Because if they turned the cameras on for visual confirmations, they might see–

	“We have to straighten those spines out already!”

	Gertrude shouted at the top of her lungs and stepped forward.

	Standing on the center island of the bridge, raised over every other station.

	“We are the crew of the Iron Lady! We have the greatest technology and firepower the Empire has ever produced! We have the finest officers that have ever climbed the ranks! All of you fought tooth and nail to make it here! If you felt fear, you overcame it! If an obstacle was put in front of you, you surmounted it! You would not be here otherwise! It is time we stop giving into fear over nothing! None of this data tells me that we are in danger! It tells me that we are pioneers, entering the unknown! Can you conquer the entire Empire in its fallen era, if a few measly readouts on your instruments put such fear into you?”

	She turned to Karen Schicksal and pointed her finger like a sword at her suddenly.

	“I want visual confirmation! Let’s see whether there’s nothing but katov mass!”

	Everyone on the bridge stood up straighter having heard that speech.

	Perhaps not any less fearful, but more cognizant of what fear was doing to them.

	At the behest of the Commander, Cameras went back on across the ship, one by one.

	Main screen cameras took up the prime position once occupied by the 3D diagrams.

	Gertrude fought with every ounce of her being to contain her emotional reaction.

	Victoria van Veka covered her mouth with a hand as if to stifle a burgeoning cry.

	Across the bridge, every officer craned their head up to stare at the main screen.

	All were silent. Some had a tremble in their jaw or trembling lips, shaking hands.

	The Commander could not allow that silence to persist.

	She had already seen horrifying sights before. Her body shook, but she put on a grin.

	Perhaps, from the vantage of her crew, it appeared a grin of complete insanity.

	“Hah. Nothing but– inert matter. What do we have to fear? Keep descending.” She said.

	On the main screen, the main cameras, located on the forward “spoon” of the bow, caught a too-clear view of the cavern wall. Purple katov mass floated lazily in place of the marine fog, but despite the enormous katov level of the cavern’s waters, it was somehow not as viscuous and difficult as that which they found farther above. It could be seen-through, and what was seen was a slightly viscuous, weakly shivering wall of red-brown flesh. It was perfectly smooth and equidistant, unlike the ridged, irregular rock walls that preceded it. 

	The Iron Lady descended as if down a vast throat.

	And very soon, too soon– the landscape of flesh expanded enormously all around them.

	Coming out from the “throat” they entered a world that was eerily well-lit, as if kissed by an oddly angled sun, revealing a seafloor of flesh that extended into the horizon. On the fleshy roof of the cavern there were ridges and wrinkles in the flesh. Fields of yellow and red, fleshy reed-like “plants” swayed as if brushed by an impossible current. Enormous aortic strands, blue and red and purple, coiled through the flesh in the floor, the distant walls of the cavity, on the roof. This space must have extended for dozens of kilometers in every direction, it was absolutely vast. Despite the katov mass, it was possible to see 

	too far, 

	too possible– 

	and too much to be seen.

	Gertrude stood speechless on the bridge as the cameras panned around the ship.

	One landmark particularly commanded the attention of the entire area.

	Over ten kilometers away was an absolutely massive silicate structure, pearlescent and murky, its milky-colored surface covered in fractures. It stood like a pillar between several knotted bundles of flesh that seemed as if they were suspending it in place. 

	All of the light in this cavity felt like it was coming from that structure– 

	which Gertrude hesitantly acknowledged, resembled a tree.

	It was this sight which filled her first glimpses of the Agartha, 

	and the Great Tree Holy Land of Mnar.

	 

	 


S1.10

	“Ingrid Järveläinen-Kindlysong– Jagdkaiser, launching!”

	Underneath the Iron Lady, the lower hatch of the deployment chute opened into the bright, purple-flecked waters. The imposing Jagdkaiser dropped out, engaged its jets, and leapt into the unknown and alien landscape around the ship. Ingrid tightened her hands on the controls and tried not to let what she saw through her cameras bother her too much.

	Maintaining her composure in the face of this environment was not an easy task.

	Red rolling hills of flesh, massive fields of sinewy yellow reeds, thick vein-like roots dotting the landscape, crawling up the walls and the cavern ceiling. It was a complex landscape too, with rises and falls, peeking bone-like protrusions that were hopefully rock, long slightly sloping bare fields of ridged flesh like the foremost part of the palate. In the distance, there appeared to be great rises, like white mountains. Ingrid dearly hoped they were not bone. 

	As a pilot, what was strangest to her was the brightness and clarity all around her.

	At civilization depth it was impossible for her to see through her cameras very far in any given direction. Not only was the zone of human activity extremely dark, the water reduced the effectiveness of any light, including the floodlights on a Diver. Ingrid had become used to split second tells that an enemy was upon her. She had the onboard computer, but her senses were not completely useless either. A flash of their floodlights in the near distance, the glint of a weapon caught in her own floods, even the faint movement of the marine fog disturbed by a rushing object, all of these could be picked up on in the moment. 

	In this place, she could see– as far as her eyes could see. 

	Not only was the cavity illuminated, it was as if the water was not taking effect on the light. She could see uninterrupted for what must have been kilometers worth of this fleshy landscape– and that enormous pillar in the distance commanding the horizon.

	It was unnerving to have that blanketing darkness lifted from before her eyes.

	Even more so when what it unveiled was so impossible to make any sense of.

	“Ingrid, am I coming in clear? I should be– this is Monika Erke-Tendercloud.”

	A voice from Ingrid’s communicator. It was the cute little voice of their Chief Engineer.

	Ingrid knew she had been through a lot recently, and was relieved to see that she was working again. Monika thrived when she was kept busy. However, she would not let the Chief Engineer know of her concerns nor of her relief. It was enough to see that she was fine.

	“Loud and clear. Shouldn’t the bridge be enough supervision though?” Ingrid asked.

	It was not that Monika was unwelcome to speak to her– 

	but she had hoped for less–

	“Normally yes, but we are being cautious.” 

	–intrusions.

	A second voice– that Nile character, the doctor who suddenly appeared.

	“Huh? What are you doing in my ear too?” Ingrid asked in a brusque tone of voice.

	“I’m monitoring your health alongside the Chief Engineer.” Nile said calmly. “While I am not the foremost expert on its specifications, I know that the Jagdkaiser’s neural interface can have adverse effects on the pilot. We configured the machine to feed vital signs and brainwaves back to the ship for real time analysis. In the event that the Homunculus causes unforeseen issues, I have direct access to shut it down in order to keep you safe.”

	“Okay, and what happens when the connection goes to shit because I’m too far away?”

	“I can’t explain how, but our lasers actually have better throughput in here than they do at civilization depth, despite the Katov level.” Monika said. “Hopefully it remains that way.”

	“I don’t need two people to dedicate themselves to babying me.” Ingrid grumbled.

	Especially not when one of those people– was a particular person.

	“It’s a unique situation.” Nile said. “I understand it must annoy you to feel that you are being minded, but we are here to support you. It is not out of disrespect or a lack of confidence but to support a vital asset. Once we have concrete data on how your brain and body are coping with the Jagdkaiser and the use of the homunculus this won’t be as necessary.”

	Ingrid gritted her teeth with frustration, trying not to shout back at her.

	Nile always gave some spiel trying to sound reasonable, she always said I understand.

	Their one session at the clinic was full of “I understand” and “I know it feels like–”

	She did not understand shit! It was impossible for a freak like her to understand.

	Ingrid was particularly sensitive when it came to other Loup, though she would not have used that word to describe how she felt. Northern Loup, her people, were in her view extremely conservative and largely only respected force and authority; meanwhile, to Ingrid, Southern Loup were more immoderate and unrestrained, arrogant, flighty. As the daughter of a notorious family, she had fought against Loup her whole life in different ways. Sticking up for oneself was absolutely necessary– a boot trod upon her once would never lift.

	Khedivate Loup like Nile were weird outcasts, unwelcome everywhere, subject to incredible historical violence, and if she had been a more mindful person perhaps Ingrid would have felt some solidarity with that. But that wasn’t her– she always felt as though she had to compete with other Loup and that if she faltered, she ceded the ground that she was unworthy, a craven daughter of wicked blood. She could not just match them; Ingrid had to exceed every Loup, to uphold her family’s honor. Nile had already barged in and encroached on Ingrid’s territory in certain ways she did not want to acknowledge as particularly irritating.

	Monika was a runt and a nerd– she incited no such urges. 

	In fact, Ingrid felt sympathetic with how much Monika must have struggled and endured.

	But Nile felt like– real competition. Tall, dark, brunette; strong, smart, beautiful.

	Put on the bare earth too perfect, and walking through the world too confident.

	Ingrid had to beat her– she could not tolerate being under her boot.

	“If the Captain has you on my case then I will have to put up with it, but log my protest.” Ingrid said. She had to accept her lot– she was still a soldier. One thing that all Loup respected was the chain of command. Authority was divine, every place was ordained, and humility and honor were exalted. To a certain point. “But if you annoy me too much I’m switching off the comms and both of you can twiddle your thumbs looking at your data over there. I only take orders from the bridge, and I prefer to be allowed to do my thing.”

	“I am not here to interfere. Please feel free to do your thing, whichever way you do it.”

	“Huh? What was that? Are you copping a fucking attitude Nile you fucking bitch–?”

	“Ingrid.” Both Gertrude and Dreschner’s voice came through the audio line at once.

	Ingrid grit her teeth and bore with the scolding silently.

	Descending closer to the “seafloor” of flesh. She had strange feelings about her machine, the Jagdkaiser that was supposedly so mighty at the Battle of Goryk’s Gorge– despite its ultimate defeat. It was not as imposing after being repaired. Though it retained its demonic silhouette, the damage it surmounted, and the lack of parts, led to its regression closer to the Jagd it was based on. There was no use for the shoulder-mounted drone stations without any of the drones it used, so Monika replaced these with standard intakes and plate. The fixed gun on the front of the shoulder had been ripped out and was filled in with more control equipment for standard weapons. While this reduced the weight, the Jagdkaiser was still slightly larger than a Jagd and slightly denser, more armored and heavyset than its origin. Its original stock vibroclaw was replaced with an ordinary hand, but the other hand was taken up by the machine’s built-in secret weapon and would not be modified.

	Finally, the machine was painted blue and green– a camouflage that was useless now.

	Ingrid was not issued a cartridge for use with the main gun. Not on this sortie.

	However, the claw could still deploy its magnetic field– she could find a use for that.

	Her mission was to gather up samples of seafloor flesh for testing, as well as to test out the physical properties of the flesh through direct interaction and examination. Was it slimy or firm? Did it constitute an actual floor? Would the “cavern” react like an organism to being touched, to being scraped and having a cut inflicted upon it? These were unavoidable questions that needed to be demonstrated, and the Jagdkaiser was the most powerful equipment they had available– and Ingrid their most experienced, skilled pilot.

	Through her cameras, she saw the vastness of the red, fleshy world around her.

	She had seen what the inside of a body looked like. 

	If this was a body it was an incredibly warped creature of nonsensical bulk.

	A whimsical idea popped into her head. Perhaps this was just one of its organs. 

	Some muscular cavity passing water, except now so massive as to encompass human lives.

	Closer to the fleshy seafloor, Ingrid was surprised to find fauna scuttling about. Long, segmented bodies of crab-like creatures with multiple limbs, some rounded in shape and others serpentine and odd, things she had never seen before. They were sparse but they existed, perhaps more could be found in the reeds. By the way they walked upon the flesh, it seemed like the seafloor had a few different properties. There was a layer that resembled mocus or gel, semi-firm, upon which the creatures standing on the seafloor left rips and indentations. But the flesh below that seemed solid enough that once the wandering creatures stripped away the “topsoil” they could walk easily upon it.

	“Some of these arthropods are definitely long extinct in the Imbrium.” Nile said.

	Monika sounded her agreement. Ingrid could picture her, arms crossed and nodding.

	“I don’t know my biology as well as my mechanics but– yeah. I recognize these. I mean, anyone would know the anomalocaris– it’s become popular among young girls now.”

	There was a brief pause as Nile seemed to consider the implications of this.

	“That’s– I guess I am more out of touch with what young girls are into than I thought.”

	“For the record I have no idea what she is talking about.” Ingrid butted in to say.

	“You don’t know about the anomalocaris Ingrid?” Karin entered the comms suddenly.

	“I can’t even fucking pronounce whatever you just said.” Ingrid replied.

	“I suppose you just aren’t active citizens of the Network!” Monika said.

	“I’m not an active nerd like you.” Ingrid said, idly picking on her.

	“Let’s focus back up now, Schicksal, Erke-Tendercloud, company.” Dreschner said.

	His stern voice immediately quieted the discussion of the anomalocaris’ notoriety.

	Except for one stammering little whimper picked up on the audio. “Why me first?”

	With the peanut gallery silenced, Ingrid touched down upon the flesh.

	Using the underside camera she monitored her own descent and the response from the surroundings. Initially, the flesh yielded a bit when Jagdkaiser’s feet touched the seafloor, but they held firm enough to be trod upon. She was instructed to stand in place for a moment and to gather vibrational data. But there were no errant vibrations. 

	It did not appear that the flesh was moving.

	“Ingrid, use the collection tool we prepared to gather some flesh.” Monika said.

	“We will need you to visit a few different sites and collect flesh from them so we can study it. We need different samples to determine if this is all one kind of organism.” Nile said.

	“I’ll do my job whether or not you explain, so spare me the details.” Ingrid grunted.

	She wanted Nile out of her ears so badly. But there was nothing she could do about it.

	Ingrid flicked through the equipment touchscreen and activated the “special equipment.”

	Reaching the Jagdkaiser’s hand partially around its backpack, she picked up a tube-like object that had been released from the mech’s magnetic strip. It had been charged from the mech’s battery to the simple and specific task it was given. Once she had grabbed hold of the equipment, she rotated the mech’s hand to align the flat bottom of the tube with the seafloor flesh. Some mechanism within the tube began to flex with errant suction.

	Then with with a flick of a button and a forward on the sticks, she staked the flesh.

	Down deep through the red surface, and well over one and a half meters into the ground.

	Inside the tube, flesh and whatever else would be collected in layers to be studied.

	When the collection tube sank into the meat, thin red fluid rose like a mist into the surrounding waters. There was not enough of it to completely alter the surroundings, which were lit up pale blue by the light on the water and dark purple by the katov mass. All three colors never mingled, and had a strangely mesmerizing effect on the water around her.

	Ingrid dragged her sight away from the swirling colors and looked at her main camera monitors, one each to a cardinal direction, for any reaction to the stabbing. No tremors of some gigantic beast, nor any roars or sudden thrashing. Nothing immediate.

	On one of her supporting touchscreens, the special equipment’s status was shown.

	Whatever was beneath the red surface flesh, the tube had filled with it.

	Ingrid reached down and pulled the tube from the ground and attached it to the backpack.

	She moved the Jagdkaiser over the hole so her underside camera could look down into it.

	It was hard to see anything of note. It seemed to be flesh as far as down as she had cut.

	Blood seeped gently from the surrounding tissues, drifting upward.

	For such a wound, Ingrid would have expected it to be filled with a lot of blood.

	“Fascinating. I think I see a new layer at the very end. Maybe subcutaneous fat?” Nile said.

	“I wish I had been able to make the collection tubes longer for you.” Monika said.

	“For how short notice this all was, you should be proud of your work.” Nile said.

	Ingrid rolled her eyes in her cockpit.

	“You’re such besties, wow. Why not have a friendly make-out session too?” She said.

	“On to the next site, Ingrid.” Dreschner interrupted. “It is marked for you.”

	On her main screen, a green, flashing square target paint appeared in the distance. This was also reflected on a static sonar picture taken of the area by the Iron Lady, which she kept pinned up on a subordinate screen to get a better idea of how big the cavern was. Enormous hardly described it. This felt less like a cavern and more like her company had found its way into an entire contained little world that was only vaguely linked to their own. 

	Somehow, descending the trench seemed to have flipped everything around; water was bright, bandwidth was high, walls were meat. And the extremely extinct anomalocaris was popular with young, network-savvy girls. Would this flesh stretch onward forever?

	No use thinking about it. No use thinking about a lot of things.

	Yet she could not help but to keep thinking.

	With her next target in place, Ingrid re-engaged her jets and leaped off the fleshy ground.

	In her rear camera, the Iron Lady still loomed large in the background.

	Holding position about 200 meters above the seafloor, still in line with the cave shaft.

	A shiver ran its course through her body. She gripped her controls tighter.

	Of course, Ingrid was unnerved. It was an unnerving situation.

	Soaring through the water in an ethereal, too-still landscape of fleshy hills and purple snow.

	Ingrid was a woman who felt her fears were simple things. 

	She did not care much for the grander scope of things in Imbria’s drama. Things that made her cry or made her shudder were exclusively personal. Her pain was not the world’s pain, nor was the world’s pain hers. People died, every day, in their thousands, hundreds of thousands, in their millions, men, women and children, youth in their prime and elderly ill deserving it– she didn’t know, she didn’t care. It was impossible for her empathy to encompass things too much greater than her orbit. In her experience, in the world that she had been brought up in, such things made you insane, and got you killed.

	Whether purged by your own people for bringing disorder, disgrace and dishonor–

	Or winnowed by the world itself for being too soft in the face of its unrelenting cruelty.

	She was a subject of the world. 

	She submitted her soul to the proper order– but her heart was for the personal.

	At all times she envisioned her journey in the Inquisition would have been quite mundane.

	However, her Commander apparently attracted inexplicable things to herself.

	“To think all my fuckin’ simpering led to this shit.” She chided herself in bitter mutterings.

	It was difficult, it was colossal in its scope, to not waver in the insanity of what she saw.

	But what scared her the most was something deeply personal.

	That, in seeing this, she herself was forever changed. She could not just ignore this.

	Nobody would ever understand. She was marked with it for life. Alone with this madness.

	“Who would believe any of this?” She muttered to herself, in restrained frustration.

	It was no wonder to her now that the Abyss had so many secrets.

	Even if she returned alive nobody would believe her. 

	Her life was now a lonely myth.

	The Jagdkaiser rose up the water table, despite its size faster and easier to maneuver than any Diver Ingrid had ever laid hands on. Effortless to pilot, easy to embody. She took in the “landmarks” that had been noted around the cavern, which was variously also referred to as “the cavity” by the more scientific of their crew members. The Iron Lady had made the final point of its descent the “starting point” of their exploration and by their instruments, the nearest landmarks all sat to the west of this point, although the cavity stretched farther east of them as well. There was a vast landscape of fleshy rolling hills with “fields” of yellow, sinewy reeds growing irregularly throughout, that made up much of the surroundings. To the north in this “field” there was a man-made structure resembling a blue and black rectangular station with a baseplate slowly fusing into the flesh on the ground– this was the most likely candidate for the “primary edifice” that Commander Lichtenberg was looking for.

	However, this was not any one of the destinations for Ingrid on this sortie.

	Instead, she had three positions in the flesh-field and its direct surroundings that she would survey, one closer to the Iron Lady, one among a field of reeds, and one atop a far hill closer to the main landmark inside the cavity. Several kilometers out from the shaft entrance and the primary edifice, the mysterious, and gigantic, silicate-looking structure, attached at its “peak” and “base” to enormous, sinewy growths of flesh. Like giant arteries attempting to burrow into the structure or command it or hold it in suspension. To Ingrid’s mind, it looked like the flesh was propping up the thing– but she didn’t really know anything.

	It was colossal– seemingly looming over everything in the cavity.

	Ingrid could look up and see it from anywhere she had been.

	At the Commander’s request, it had been dubbed the “silica tree.”

	Through a scan, the Iron Lady had found that a massive trench divided the flesh-field from the silica tree. Ingrid’s last collection spot was at the edge of the trench, and part of her task was also to see how deep this trench ran, whether anything was in it, whether it might lead anywhere– generally to get a camera on it. Then the nerds watching it could figure out the rest of the details themselves without much of her own input. 

	Ingrid tried not to be too wowed by everything she saw.

	Her heart was in a mode to smother its feelings. 

	She wanted to retreat from feelings.

	Feelings of beauty and longing and awe at the spectacle of the world–

	They had no place in her– she had to get hard, harder, like she used to be before–

	Before a certain woman bedeviled her and made her feel too special.

	And yet– she also did not want to hate anything she saw, anything she felt.

	That, too, was too extreme, too emotional. That too was softness.

	Whether forgiving Gertrude and letting her back in was softness or hardness–

	Ingrid could not say, did not want to contemplate, and put out of her mind as vexing.

	“How are you feeling right now, Järveläinen-Kindlysong?” Nile asked.

	“Captain Dreschner, do I have to answer this.” Ingrid grumbled.

	“Yes.” Dreschner said. And not a word more. 

	Ingrid sighed audibly. Frustrated. What did this woman care how she felt?

	“I feel fucking fine— alright? I am just peachy, it’s just me and the meat out here.”

	“I agree that your conduct feels normal. Any physical–” Nile said and was interrupted.

	“Okay? Hey, you know what, enlighten me– what do you think is normal for me, doc?”

	“Speaking purely as a doctor observing a patient, you are hesitant to share your emotions, have a strong temperament and strong reactions in social situations. I would still like us to–”

	“I never agreed to be your fucking patient! So speak like that again and I’ll fucking–”

	“Ingrid! Please stop!” Monika cried out. “She’s not as bad as you think she is!”

	“Take her side, why don’t you!” Ingrid shouted back. “Has she been fucking you too?”

	Louder and sterner than anyone else, Captain Dreschner interrupted everyone.

	“All of you for the love of God stop bickering over nothing! This instant and henceforth!”

	His fist striking the arm of his chair was audible even to Ingrid.

	It was rare to see Dreschner shout with such vigor.

	Even he himself as he continued to speak seemed frustrated that he was pushed to it.

	“Ingrid, you are tightly knit with this crew and this ship, and you are a proud person. I know that. I understand that. All of us greatly respect you. You have a lot to be proud about.” Dreschner said. “But a good soldier appreciates the advantages she is given, even if this means setting aside pride and tolerating conflicting personalities. Doctor Nile is assisting in this endeavor to help you. She needs to check in and monitor you, for your benefit. You would be at a grave disadvantage and even danger without her assistance.”

	“I understand, Captain.” Ingrid muttered.

	“I apologize for my role in the disturbance.” Nile added. Ingrid hated her for apologizing.

	Dreschner sighed himself, and his tone of voice softened again.

	“We need every advantage we can get. Continue to pilot that machine. And continue to accept the assistance and follow the commands of the Doctor and Chief Engineer. We are resuming this mission, and I want all future chatter to be productive to the mission.”

	Ingrid hated that he felt he had to explain all of that to her, as if she didn’t know.

	Old man Dreschner was somebody she respected, somewhat, for all the shit he took.

	And he was like Gertrude’s dad– so she wanted to like him in that sense too.

	Unlike many other people she would hate for this treatment, she did not hate him for this.

	But she was frustrated that nobody shared her petty, pointless anger toward Nile.

	That nobody else saw the introduction of her into the crew as a disruption.

	A doctor– who gives a shit? They never had a doctor. They never needed a doctor.

	All they needed was first aid and grit. That carried them through a lot.

	Now Gertrude needed a goddamn doctor, didn’t she? Needed one a fucking lot now huh?

	Lifting a hand from the machine’s control sticks to cover her own eyes, rub her own face.

	Ingrid also hated herself a lot too. Her head was a mess of emotions. 

	She felt ridiculous.

	And she hated that she became Gertrude’s nightmare vision of her. That she was petty, that she was jealous, that she was childishly angry at Nile, Victoria and the weird brainwashed freak they found in the last stupid building they went digging in. She was as possessive of Gertrude as she and everyone around her chided Gertrude for being over Elena and whoever else. Around Gertrude she had tried to suppress those emotions and work them out, but she had to be honest. Even if being honest with herself meant being miserable. 

	To think all this bullshit was in her head here. In the fucking sea of meat.

	She shut her eyes hard for a moment. Trying to center herself again.

	Felt her own sweat beads pooling up around the contact points affixed to her temples.

	Opened her eyes again. Looked around the cockpit.

	Apparently the Jagdkaiser had some kind of brain technology that helped to pilot it.

	She wasn’t the cyborg freak that had been grown in a vat to pilot the Jagdkaiser originally. So she did not have anywhere to connect the gross spinal-tap looking implement. It was ultimately removed from the machine by Monika. Instead they would use the contacts, referred to by both Monika and Nile as “non-invasive electrodes” hooked up to Ingrid’s temples, the base of her dog-like ears and the back of her head, to connect to the homunculus. That “homunculus” was suspended in a box chassis above her head, separated from her by a sort of affixed metallic halo that provided structural support.

	Thinking about it, she wondered whether her sense of the machine’s power was actually a sense that the hardware was better, or something the homunculus was doing. Were her reflexes and inputs enhanced by the homunculus, allowing her to pilot faster and more efficiently or was the machine faster and more efficient at the level of its base hardware? It almost made her mad again to have to consider such bizarre things. 

	That her life had become this parade of mysticism.

	“All of this shit is going to get me killed.” She mumbled to herself.

	But she had a mission, and the Jagdkaiser was approaching its next target.

	Overflying a field of the yellow reeds and descending into and through the tall stalks.

	As they swept past her in the cameras, she thought they looked plant-like.

	Like thicker algae, mixed with celery– more stem than leaf, weirdly vascular, fibrous.

	Turning away from the exhaust of her hydrojets just as they swayed with the currents.

	Ingrid touched down on the ground amid the reeds, almost as tall as the Jagdkaiser itself.

	More small animals, some crustacean, some almost like bony, scaly fish, swam away.

	She maneuvered the Jagdkaiser’s good hand behind its back again to read for another tube.

	From the equipment status screen, she was drawn–

	To a yellow flash.

	Her eyes darted toward her monitors.

	An automatic target paint, suddenly, right next to her.

	In a snap reaction she boosted away from the paint, and the movement in the reeds.

	Something large rose up from mere meters away–

	Her own hand swiped her weapon selector to engage her assault rifle.

	The Jagdkaiser’s hand seized the weapon and turned it toward the field.

	She held her fire, eyes wide-drawn, heart pounding.

	Sluggishly, with almost lethargic movements, a white creature rose over the reeds.

	Its body was smooth and slick, thick and cylindrical, serpentine, alien. Utterly pale, so pale its purple sinews were visible beneath its thin oily skin. No eyes on the surface of what Ingrid assumed was its head, and the barest semblance of a mouth that opened, nearly causing Ingrid to fire, testing her patience, her nerves on a burning edge. But there were no teeth, and it was only sucking in water as if to taste it. She held her place, kept her peace, and the creature lived just a moment longer. Paddle-like arms were placed irregularly across its body, which ended in a cephalopod-like tail. Four biological hydrojets blew a current of water and kicked up fleshy dust that was like shed, dead skin, and bits of broken-off reeds.

	Even its ascent with its hydrojets was lethargic, slow, strangely peaceful.

	It rose from the reeds, freeing itself from them, and it circled the Jagdkaiser once and from well afar before leaving the area entirely, undulating as it moved its long, cylindrical body, paddles gyrating, bio-jets giving it a lazy current to propel it away. As if the creature was just curious to see what had disturbed its environment and did not care to defend itself nor consume its intruder. Its movements almost reminded Ingrid of some gross malformation of a whale, playful, harmless, almost intelligent-seeming despite its grotesque form.

	“Ingrid, I commend you on avoiding any violence toward that creature.” Nile said.

	Ingrid dropped back against her seat, putting her hands over her eyes, kicking her feet.

	“Fuck.” She grunted. “I don’t need commending! Warn me about it next time!”

	“Sorry!” Monika said. “We’ll run more frequent scans from now on.”

	“We have to balance information gathering with disturbing the environment too much.” Nile said. Before Ingrid could get mad, she continued, clarifying. “Scanning too often might attract other creatures. Possibly less docile ones than that. We are in a tricky situation.”

	“Ugh.” Ingrid said nothing more, to avoid further confrontation.

	Instead, she returned her rifle to its place and staked the ground to collect the meat sample.

	Once again the flesh-field bled silently and without complaint.

	“What if it’s a colony organism?” Monika said. “Like, zillions of little meat guys.”

	“In a certain philosophical lens, the planet is already a colony organism.” Nile said.

	“Huh. Yeah. I guess you could say, we are the zillions of little meat guys.” Monika said.

	“I’m not a biologist so I’m a bit out of my depth with all of this.” Nile said. “Thinking about this from a medical perspective, one of my worries here is whether this organism is healthy. Is it alive or dead? How would we know its status? Does it respond to stimuli and how does it responds; whether it is affected by any pathogens; and what kind of relationship its anatomy and metabolism might have to us or our technology. Think about this– what if we inadvertently lead to the death or contamination of this environment? Could this be a crucial part of the Imbrium’s homeostasis that we were simply not aware of until now?”

	“Think less about the organism’s well-being and more about ours for now, please.”

	Gertrude made a rare interjection into the conversation at this point. Ingrid set her jaw.

	Nile grunted a bit but continued to talk. “Of course, I am thinking about our crew above all else, or otherwise I would not ever have suggested to send the Sotnyk out there to collect samples. Were I completely against us exploring this place I would have advocated for us turning around– medically that is also the safest possible option. I am not blind to the scientific wealth we could find here. However, our actions still have consequences beyond our naked self-interest. You would do well to think on that, Commander.”

	Gertrude did not respond. Dreschner curiously did not tell Nile to quiet down either.

	Instead, the gentle scolding was allowed. Ingrid could imagine Gertrude sulking about it.

	She was always so pathetic whenever something did not go her way.

	Ingrid cracked the smallest smile imagining it.

	“Personally, I am hoping this thing is too big for us to affect so easily.” Monika added.

	“We are very small compared to our presumption of this ‘body’. That could very well be true if this is all one organism.” Nile said. “However, physically small organisms can have enormous medical outcomes on larger bodies– there are viruses that would strangle a human to death in hours, and to this organism, we could be one such virus.”

	“Well, even if we kill it, I assume profit margins in the megacorps won’t take a big hit.”

	Monika made a cheeky remark, and Nile had a small laugh at it in the comms.

	“Humanity has survived a lot, but I still advocate for a bit caution. Just a bit, that is all.”

	Grunting with indignation, Ingrid retrieved the stake, its insides filled with meat.

	She attached the stake to the back. One more stake; one more location to scout.

	“We painted your final target. Let’s get you going; and get you back safe.” Dreschner said.

	“Acknowledged.” Ingrid said mechanically.

	She pushed down her pedals and pushed forward her sticks.

	Once more, the Jagdkaiser rose up higher on the water table and took off.

	As the fleshy landscape scrolled by, Ingrid cast a glance at her rear camera, the Iron Lady becoming smaller and smaller in the distance behind her– but still visible. She cast a glance at one of the side cameras, facing the north of the cavern, and the mysterious facility standing amid the flesh almost like a massive and wide version of one of her stakes. A monolith impaled on the flesh. Who built that? Why did they leave it there? 

	She couldn’t help but be curious about it.

	It was like nothing else in the surroundings. Alien within an alien land.

	Gertrude would definitely be going in there– searching for God-only-knows-what.

	“What am I even doing here?” She mumbled to herself. She felt like such a fool.

	Unable to even sort out whether she was really angry, whether they could even be friends.

	Clearly Gertrude was at fault, had treated her terribly– but she wanted to forgive her.

	That woman as difficult as she was, had saved her life, stuck with her when she had nobody.

	Had Gertrude not thrown herself at Norn’s mercy, Ingrid would absolutely be dead.

	Captured by Brauchitsch and made a brutal and pointless example of.

	Nobody would have missed her. There was only one woman who would have.

	It wasn’t just Elena von Fueller who received some of Gertrude’s grace and protection.

	She had genuinely sacrificed a lot for Ingrid’s sake too. She cared about her.

	Everything that had happened to Gertrude was something Ingrid was also tangled up in.

	Since the cadet academy, she always encouraged her.

	Had they never met, Gertrude would have maybe never fought Brauchitsch too.

	It wasn’t just that Princess who shaped her– Ingrid had a hand in making Gertrude!

	Ingrid had wanted to be closer to Gertrude since they met. She was attractive! She was a good lay– even in cadet school Ingrid thought it would have been fun and when it finally happened she had her fun. Gertrude also proved she could be actually reliable when the chips were down– and that she was willing to throw anything away to achieve her goals. To stomp her own pride and debase her own honor. Ingrid admired that too, she was not a moralist, she was not impressed by peaceniks, reformers playing at being clean.

	Her own sense of self was so rigid– she admired Gertrude being able to do anything.

	That darkness inside Gertrude was attractive– until her fire burnt too hot.

	“We got together at the worst possible time.” Ingrid thought.

	Cursing her own luck. Gertrude was being stupid and wanton– Ingrid let herself be used.

	It felt good for a bit, but with hindsight, it would’ve never lasted.

	Of course anything to do with that Princess would have resulted in some stupid mess.

	Of course they reacted in awful, hurtful ways about it.

	Just like always– whenever they fought it always felt like both of them fucked up.

	Gertrude would try to take all the blame; Ingrid would cautiously admit her own side in it.

	It had happened over and over and their relationship surmounted it each time.

	This time though, it was so heart-wrenchingly personal, so massive.

	How could she forgive her for breaking her heart? Why would she ever do so?

	“I guess I won’t.” Ingrid muttered. Something agreed too fast, and too half-heartedly.

	Doing nothing to solve the conflict, which was raging in that soft, girlish heart she hated.

	Her eyes, starting to tear up, scanned quickly across her monitors.

	Looming closer, the absolutely massive silica tree, and its crown and roots of flesh.

	Ahead of her, the red flesh-field took a steep dive. She could see the trench around the tree.

	Cresting the final hill before the cliff, Ingrid set the Jagdkaiser down before the drop.

	She removed the final stake, drove it into the ground, and waited, turning her cameras.

	To have called it a cliff, and a trench, was a severe, almost biblical understatement. Ingrid felt as if she stood at the end of the world before a yawning maw that went straight into hell itself. She had no inkling of how deep Aer was supposed to be, how far down the ground upon which they trod would go and what was inside the planet’s deepest reaches. Whatever she was taught in school she forgot, it was ultimately just unimportant to her.

	So in her mind, she was staring at the world’s center.

	Staring at such things which made her feel like a gnat on the skin of a physical God.

	First, suspended in the middle of everything, was that silica tree.

	Larger than stations, like a mountain and a sun at once, bound by the flesh.

	Over the chasm, the orifice down into oblivion.

	There was a limit to how far down she could see because the light of the tree did not cut through the darkness with the same intensity that it illuminated the water in the cavity. Despite this she could see far enough to note the geological divisions, the strata of layered flesh and minerals. All of it was probably flesh, but its properties clearly changed deeper down. The layer of reddish flesh was surprisingly shallower than she imagined, and it quickly became darker, sinewy, and crossed with what seemed like stones and sediment.

	And cutting through the flesh at irregular angles,

	like spurs of dim flickering violet bone–

	enormous, root-like veins of Agarthicite. 

	Some large enough and sticking out far enough to bridge the trench and reconnect the thick, tentacular flesh protrusions rising up like a column to hold up the silica tree from out of the endless darkness. Despite their contact with the flesh in many places they did not annihilate all of it, as they would have done to a similarly impaled human. Instead, brief sparks of Agarthic energy sliced small wounds into the flesh at irregular intervals.

	Ingrid’s intruments read a slow but steady current coming up from below.

	As if there was a flow from the chasm up toward them.

	“Incredible!” Monika said. “How far down could that go? We’ve got to be at most like ten kilometers below the water’s surface right? We’re barely scratching the total depth of the ocean. However, the organism’s flesh extends farther down– what if this is only a small part of its body? Could there more cavities connected by more ducts and trenches?”

	“Putting my foot down. We are not going to find out how much bigger it is.” Nile said.

	“Nobody said we were going any deeper, relax.” Gertrude said, sounding surly.

	They did not understand. They were not standing in front of this colossus.

	With only a few meters of armor plate between themselves and its enormity.

	Now the tears did flow from Ingrid’s eyes, and her ears folded, her tail curled.

	And she looked upon the surface of the silica tree, and it seemed, for a moment–

	That she felt as it did. That she heard as it spoke. As it sang– she saw as it did–

	In front of her eyes she saw a great forest of many such trees as tall as the very sky.

	Singing to each other, all as one, one as all, and yet many, songs of interwoven colors.

	Older than age, ancient, arising mineral acritarchs, watching over carbonate puddles.

	Full of love for all things, they sang to the creatures that slowly arose all around them.

	“Something on the scans– it’s large– it’s approaching!” 

	An era of cunning, depredation, and conflict for survival played out at the feet of the trees.

	Newborn creatures entered and exited, fought and ate, and grew and changed,

	Never judged by the ones watching them, never thought unworthy.

	“What– what the hell is that?!”

	Then, suddenly, it was heard, that one creature sang back to the trees.

	One creature of many, who from the means of singing developed thought and purpose.

	Astonished, excited at the prospect, the trees wanted to nurture that nascent song.

	“It’s firing! It’s firing– a missile!”

	But before they could make themselves better stewards of this life, the trees met their end.

	Cut down by a fated cataclysm of demonic, violet light that threatened everything.

	Ending one song in sacrifice, to bury that fiendish power where it would not be touched.

	Ushering another song in its place; a shuddering, embryonic song, the song of humanity–

	Ingrid’s eyes flashed and she heard the multiple voices of all humanity as if they were one–

	“INGRID! EVASIVE ACTION NOW! RIGHT NOW!”

	Gertrude’s voice– shaking her from the stupor–

	Pure fight or flight cleared the fog in her vision and Ingrid reacted in an instant.

	Jerking her hands back and slamming her pedals so suddenly and so hard that it hurt. 

	Solid fuel boosters and the leg hydrojets threw the Jagdkaiser into retreat, leaping back from the cliff and the spot she had staked. Her breathing ragged as if she had been choking; a full-body quivering; salty, stinging eyes through the film of which she watched the enormous, dark thing on the screen that made its intentions suddenly clear.

	Her cameras filled with the light of an explosion, ordnance detonating in front of her.

	Ingrid knew to expect the inward force of the vapor bubble when she began her escape.

	Fresh fear spread like a cold tap in her spine when she saw the purple tendrils emerge.

	Water immediately smothered any explosive detonation, resulting in a vapor bubble that inflicted damage via the enormous shearing forces of its collapse along with contact heat from the blast. But this ordnance caused a phenomenon that Ingrid had never seen before. Within the vapor bubble, she could see glowing, misshapen “blobs” of material continuously smothered by the water but generating what appeared like thin tendrils of purple lightning that shot out of the vapor bubble and crashed into ground and spread wildly astray.

	Several such bolts went flying past her machine as she watched breathlessly.

	Her heart caught in her chest–

	One bolt sliced across the fleshy ground and

	whipped toward

	filling sight overwhelming violet light,

	jaw hanging entranced, no space for breath,

	her final thought

	a prayer

	for another day, another hour, another second to decide–

	granted

	As the bolt annihilated one of her cameras, downing a monitor in her cockpit.

	Ingrid jerked back against her seat, looking around the cockpit in a panic. 

	She had not imploded. She was not dead. 

	Her shaking body was there in all its parts.

	She had breath, and pulse.

	The Jagdkaiser landed on the fleshy ground several hundred meters from the cliff.

	Several dozen meters where she had once been standing were annihilated.

	Hexagonal wounds in a perfectly round crater.

	Her remaining forward cameras fixed on the assailant, looming massively over the trench.

	Ingrid had come under attack from a ship. An impossible ship that appeared suddenly.

	Black and blue metal covered a boxy hull with beveled edges, bedecked with weapons. Cannon turrets, interdiction autocannons, missile bays. Water foamed from the rear of the ship, vaporized by enormous thrusters that were not hydrojets. A near size match to the Iron Lady, slightly wider, more utilitarian in its design, the ship moved in a languid circle around the silica tree, approaching but never crossing the edge of the vast trench.

	“Ingrid? Ingrid! Come in! The Jagdkaiser is still operational– are you okay? Ingrid please!”

	Gertrude’s voice again. 

	Ingrid lifted her shaking hands from the controls, hugging herself.

	Her heart was thrashing in her chest.

	And she felt a throbbing, a pulse, as if from coming from above her.

	But she refused to look up at the homunculus.

	Fearing she might become lost in inexplicable nightmares again if she allowed it.

	Her eyes remained fixed on the mysterious enemy.

	It had stayed its assault– for now.

	Her remaining cameras zoomed in on the vessel and recorded everything they could.

	Completing its run around the eastern edge of the silica tree, it began to circle away.

	Exposing its flank, upon which there was text emblazoned on it which was–

	Horribly, impossibly, mind-bendingly legible. Ingrid could parse it as Low Imbrian.

	A.F.S.F Extinction Fleet — Enterprise

	Along with a coat of arms composed of sharp hexagons forming a larger hexagon.

	Lumbering out of sight as if it had deemed her unworthy.

	Inexorable as a force of nature, its passage disturbing the water around itself.

	Having driven her away from the trench, the mystery ship simply continued its voyage.

	That fear which they had of disturbing this place felt almost farcical now.

	Ingrid sat back in her pilot seat, holding her chest, unsure of what to think or feel anymore.

	Watching an enemy that could have vaporized her in an instant simply ignore her.

	Back in Sverland, when she fought that pup mercenary; and in countless battles she had fought as part of Gertrude’s crew– Ingrid had always sated what she felt was a Loup’s sense of honor and lust for bloodshed. She was a soldier, because all Loup were soldiers. The proper way to live as a hound was to bite; biting was the only thing she could do. She had lost her share of fights, taken her share of lumps, but she always gave back as hard as she could, and pushed Gertrude closer to victory. Even when that pup Raisanen-Morningsun got the better of her, she did not feel like an insurmountable enemy. Had she not been ordered to; she would not have retreated. She would have fought to death; that was her worth.

	Now she was faced with an enemy that she could not– would not, chase after.

	She could not move. Ingrid was scared. That monstrous ship gave fuel to all of her fears.

	Scared to be annihilated in this horrible place and never be seen again.

	Scared that she might die in this awful time of her life with so much undone.

	And terrified that she would die without reconciliation, without resolution–

	“P-Permission to retreat. I– I don’t think we can retrieve the last s-s-sample.” She said.

	Her voice trembling, her body shaking, her eyes filling with tears.

	“Of course retreat! We’re coming– we’ll meet you halfway! Retreat now!”

	Gertrude was still in command of the comms.

	Ingrid wished she was not– because she felt oddly comforted hearing her voice.

	Hearing her clear fear and worry which felt so frustratingly honest.

	Without further exchange of words, Ingrid fled from the face of the enemy.

	Child of a kinslayer, dog of the Imbrians, hopeless beggar of love, and now coward.

	Her heart was soft, it was weak, she had changed. She had been changed. 

	She was alive.

	

	

	The Iron Lady entered combat alert and advanced deeper into the cavity.

	That mystery ship, the so-called Enterprise, was automatically denying all hails.

	There was nothing they could do. Nothing Ingrid could do but calm herself and retreat.

	Ingrid closed in on the ship at full speed, slowing to a stop only when under its hull.

	Entering an awaiting deployment chute, she let go of the controls, breathed a sigh of great relief, and let the engineers do the rest. Steel cables secured her machine, the door to the ocean closed beneath her, and the water drained out. A crane arm lifted her machine from the deployment chute and set it down in a kneeling position in the middle of the hangar, surrounded by engineers taking stock of it and getting ready to help her out.

	She sat in the dim cockpit for a moment, pulling off the contacts from her temples.

	Once her machine was hooked to its gantry along the wall, Ingrid opened the cockpit. Her instrument panels shifted aside, and an expanding sliver of light shone in her eyes. She stood with her head and back bowed, ducking under the roof, trying to make her way out– 

	but someone intercepted her on the ramp formed by the cockpit plate.

	Suddenly taking her into a strong grip and pushing her against a warm chest.

	“Ingrid! Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”

	Ingrid offered no resistance. 

	She craned her head to look at the taller Gertrude Lichtenberg.

	“Fuck no I’m not, do I look okay? You moron?” She cried out, her guard broken.

	Both she and Gertrude had tears in their eyes. Gertrude hugged her again, tighter.

	“I’m so sorry, Ingrid. I’m so sorry. I can’t bear to lose you. I fucked up. I fucked up.”

	On that ramp, regardless of who was around, it felt like an island only for them.

	“You didn’t lose me, I’m right here, so calm the fuck down, you lunatic.”

	But Ingrid herself was weeping and her heart felt a joy she characterized as stupid.

	An idiot’s comfort from being in the arms of someone she wanted and loved.

	That person just a chaotic mess that had dragged her life to the rocks where it was dashed.

	Nevertheless, she could not deny that there was comfort– and even more, there was desire.

	They had been through so much together. They were still here.

	“Ugh. You’re so pathetic.” Ingrid said, returning the embrace. “I wish I could hate you.”

	And of course, at that precise moment, Gertrude chose to be Gertrude–

	“You can hate me. You can despise me. But I will still do everything in my power for you.”

	Ingrid suddenly reared back an arm and struck with full force and without warning.

	Gertrude quavered and bent, leaning on Ingrid with her teeth grit and her tears running.

	Upon having visible effect, the fist which buried in her stomach gently spread its fingers.

	“That’s for all the shit you pulled. I’ll call it even now. You’re welcome.” Ingrid said.

	Her hand switched to nursing Gertrude lovingly where the bruise was sure to form.

	“T-t-thank you.” Gertrude moaned. Smiling weakly, recovering breath. “F-f-riends again?”

	“Would I have hit you so hard if we weren’t friends?” Ingrid grinned self-assuredly.

	

	

	After retrieval, Ingrid was immediately sent to Nile’s clinic. 

	To give her time to rest and to be checked up on by the doctor, a debriefing and strategy meeting was scheduled for the next day. In the meantime, Victoria van Veka stepped up as the standby pilot– which mildly irked Ingrid. But she had to accept it. She headed for the clinic and found contained therein her next mildly irksome set of moments.

	“May I request your cooperation in a quick checkup to make sure you are not injured?”

	Nile, gently smiling, as if they had never verbally sparred.

	The doctor bid her to undress, put on a gown, and to take a seat on an adjustable bed.

	Ingrid thought of saying something combative, but her anger was smothered by her shame.

	Despite herself, she followed the doctor’s instructions.

	Nile gently ran her hands along her limbs, requested her to make motions, checked parts of her body for wounding, broken bones; checked her mental faculties with strange and annoying questions and requests; took her blood pressure, listened to her heart, listened to her breathing; and finally handed her a small bagged protein drink with a screw-off top straw and declared her fit. All throughout, her handling was incredibly gentle and patient.

	“I recommend you stay in bed for a few hours just to relax and wind down.” Nile said.

	Ingrid averted her gaze. 

	That tall, long-haired, ethereally beautiful doctor, always kind and understanding. Having dropped into her world from out of nowhere. She felt her reckless competitive urge rising. That part of her that wanted to dominate her own kind, to prove that she was not just worthy but better, that the outcast embodied the true spirit of tradition. Someone who could not be displaced; someone who could not be ignored or replaced by anyone.

	But it was clear from their every interaction that Nile was uninterested in competing.

	Unlike Samoylovych-Darkestdays or Raisanen-Morningsun, she lacked fighting spirit.

	Nevertheless, Ingrid took her for competition. Competition for– a variety of things.

	“You look tense. Is there anything I can do to alleviate your concerns?” Nile asked.

	She sat on the bed across from Ingrid’s own bed with a smile. To look her in the eyes.

	That softness she could so easily turn on anyone bothered Ingrid more than it should have.

	“I don’t suppose you’ll let me punch you?” Ingrid said. A bad joke. She couldn’t help it.

	Nile kept smiling. “Setting pride aside, I’d like for there to be less injuries going around.”

	Ingrid grinned back at her. “Hah. So you do have some pride as a Loup after all?”

	Nile sat further from the edge of the bed as if making herself more comfortable.

	“The pride of a Loup, you say? Well– I recognize the value of our cultures in fostering community; and I recognize particularly the value of cultures that are challenged and tarnished by authority. Loup culture has been warped by war and servitude, but it is nevertheless ours. I do not begrudge anyone practicing or defending that culture. But I have been hurt by it. Which is to say– I understand why you act how you do towards me. I have pride enough I would defend myself, but I have no interest in proving myself.”

	“Do you know how much I hate it whenever you say you understand me?” Ingrid said.

	“I do; I am keenly aware of where that feeling comes from.” Nile said. “Look, Ingrid, I will not reciprocate any violent fantasies you may have toward me, but I respect where you are coming from. I will not vilify you for being wary of an outsider, I will not judge you for your pride, nor for wanting to prove your strength or stake out your territory.”

	Her territory– Ingrid felt so stupid when it was spelled out so obviously.

	What had she been doing? Blustering and antagonizing people all this time– for what?

	Such a thing, her territory, was so infinitely small and pointless to the world.

	It was still hers– it was still priceless to her. But had she really protected anything?

	Or had she prevented her world from getting any bigger, for no one’s sake?

	“Ugh. Fine. Look– I’m sorry. Okay? I’m acting ridiculous and I know it. I’m sorry.”

	Uncharacteristically, Ingrid felt ashamed of her own conduct– but Nile didn’t judge her.

	Nile reached out a hand to Ingrid, offering her a shake. She looked upon her kindly.

	“Believe me, I know how it feels to be an outsider who found a place in the world. I know how it feels to want to do anything to protect that place and sequester yourself inside it. I am not a peerless automaton– I know envy, I know anger, I know distrust, I’ve felt it. I want to do what I can to show you I am not an antagonist. To me, Ingrid Järveläinen-Kindlysong, you are my patient, whom it is my duty to understand, respect, and to care for.”

	Ingrid wanted to bite down and sever her tongue entirely; such was the shame she felt.

	“God damn it. I hate how reasonable you sound. You better not make me regret this.”

	She reached out, accepting the doctor’s slender fingers into her own slightly rugged ones.

	Looked her in the eyes, and tried to see someone that she did not have to fight.

	Tried to accept Nile as someone who was part of her world now too. Part of her territory.

	When their fingers parted they remained seated on opposite beds. Nile’s tail began to wag.

	“Nice work out there. I look forward to many more positive health outcomes.” She said.

	Ingrid burst into a laugh; Nile having spoken so seriously. “You’re such a goddamn nerd.”

	It was not much yet; it could become the beginnings of something.

	Nevertheless, in place of the shame, Ingrid felt as if the tension insider her lessened.

	She could smile again, and maybe she could even smile in Nile’s presence.

	“So hey, tell me then, is Gertrude just a patient to you too?” Ingrid asked, in good humor.

	“In this room, she is just a patient. But– she’s quite amusing, isn’t she?” Nile replied.

	

	

	Time passed, and the Iron Lady cautiously resumed its exploration of the cavity.

	“Why are you following me everywhere now?”

	“Should I wait in your quarters then, master?

	“N-no– no. You can keep doing what you are doing.”

	“Then I shall keep a close eye on opportunities to I render assistance, master.”

	“May I assume you are done pushing your sexuality onto me, then?”

	“I shall leave such suggestions to the evening hours, master.”

	Gertrude Lichtenberg turned to look over her shoulder. 

	That tone of voice, that little twist of her inflection every time she said master— and how she found a conceited, coy expression on Azazil’s face when she looked. That face reminded her of– Norn. Norn and Korabiskaya– when they teased her with their experience. She felt like bringing this up would look more pathetic than simply enduring it silently and with grace.

	Looking at Azazil, with her unblemished, ethereally pale skin and her flawless makeup–

	“Did you find your quarters acceptable? I take it you have all of your living essentials.”

	“Any quarters are fine by me. I ask for very little and need even less.”

	“How is your makeup so pristine if you didn’t request any supplies?”

	“That is a mature woman’s sorcery– you wouldn’t know, nor can you be taught.”

	Gertrude turned to look over her shoulder. Azazil winked and blew a mocking kiss.

	“I feel like rather than a servant I have a harasser with me at all times.” Gertrude mumbled.

	Her destination was a small meeting room, one of their few soundproofed rooms with full A/V, used for officer meetings. Inside the room waited Monika, Ingrid, Nile, Victoria and Karen Schicksal. All dressed for work. They sat around a square table with a digital whiteboard surface, flanked by a pair of long couch seats, with Karen at its head in control of a video screen on the far wall from the door. There were pouches of cream coffee and vitamin jelly strewn about the center of the table. Gertrude noticed that Ingrid was sandwiched between Victoria and Nile and despite this looked strangely calm about it. 

	Taking a deep breath, she walked inside and shut the door behind Azazil.

	“Gertrude! Welcome! Sit down here!” Monika said, patting the empty space next to her.

	Nile, Ingrid and Victoria all looked toward the doorway at the same time.

	Victoria without expression, Nile smiling, Ingrid just slightly more disgruntled than before.

	Such pointed staring made Gertrude feel as though she was in danger.

	Without further dallying she took her seat next to Monika, who was cheerful as ever.

	Directly across from Ingrid, who raised her fingers and waved.

	While Victoria simply acknowledged Gertrude with a curt little nodding of the head.

	Azazil sat down next to Gertrude, receiving a few stares from across the table too.

	Well, Gertrude Lichtenberg, this is what you asked for, wasn’t it? This is what it takes.

	She sat across and between all these quite familiar women, boxed in by them.

	All women that she respected, cherished, loved, or was fascinated by– in some way.

	Seemingly all getting along with each other though with complicated relationships to her.

	Navigating some of this initial awkwardness was necessary for that to continue or improve.

	As she sat there with everyone staring, she had to admit to herself she was a bit unnerved.

	“Commander, glad to see you!” Karen said, breaking the awkward silence. “And thank you all for attending this meeting! I know we have had some frictions here and there, but I do appreciate everyone’s cooperation and everyone’s input is valuable is here. We are all uh– important stakeholders. I arranged this meeting to go over some of the data we have collected throughout our journey, and the forensics analysis we have concluded.”

	“Before we begin,” Gertrude spoke up, “I wanted to ask how everyone is feeling so far.”

	“Ah!” Karen said. “I’m– holding up!” She gave a thumbs up. Gertrude did not believe her.

	“I’m excited and nervous in equal measure. But I’m here to care for everyone.” Nile said.

	“I find this cavern rather disgusting, but there’s nothing I can do about it.” Victoria said.

	“You know how I’m doing, I’m just so fucking positive, aren’t I?” Ingrid said.

	“I think I’m kind of, desensitized to horrible meat landscapes now.” Monika said.

	Gertrude interrupted before Azazil could say how she felt and shook her head.

	“As you say, master. A silent woman is a precious jewel to you, isn’t she?” Azazil said.

	“Be quiet. As in don’t say anything else until asked.” Gertrude grumbled.

	“Hey Gertrude, why are we trusting this chick? Why is she here?” Ingrid asked.

	She crossed her arms and threw an accusatory glare across the table at Azazil.

	“Ingrid, she’s here to help, just like with Nile and Victoria.” Gertrude said.

	For a moment she felt like appealing to the present cases might help her argument–

	“You didn’t just dig up Nile and Victoria from some hole, it’s not fucking the same.”

	Shot down immediately– in a way Gertrude was not even expecting.

	“I share the apprehension. Azazil should be under strict information control.” Victoria said.

	Gertrude gave Victoria an annoyed look as if to say, ‘didn’t I get you on my side already?’

	“I’m afraid I have to agree– though I of course still accept her as a patient.” Nile added.

	Not Nile too– Gertrude fumed at everyone taking each other’s side against her.

	She felt suddenly cornered, staring at the three women glowering across from her.

	“She’s connected to the structures! We can figure them out with her assistance!” She said.

	“I’m with Gertrude on this! We need to keep that weird lady!” Monika said suddenly.

	She raised her arm and wiggled her ears and tail and smiled with a mischievous vigor.

	Monika– the only ally Gertrude had in the room. She gave her a fond little look.

	“Why the hell?” Ingrid asked. “You of all people should understand the danger here!”

	“Well– I feel like she needs someone on her side.” Monika said, sidling closer to Gertrude.

	“We’re all on the same goddamn side.” Ingrid said, sighing.

	“I am on my master’s side. After everything else has slipped through her fingers like so much sand, I shall still be at her side to watch the dust with her. Such is my solemn duty.”

	Azazil said, her tone grandiose, gesturing toward Gertrude with a small, conceited smile.

	“Uh, was that supposed to be a dig at you?” Ingrid asked, grinning at Gertrude.

	Gertrude wanted to sink against the table and never lift her head again.

	“Please just accept my decision and move on.” Gertrude said, nearly gritting her teeth.

	“We should table this for later.” Nile said. “We’re wasting time and not getting anywhere.”

	Azazil once again spoke up without being prompted.

	“Master can be stubborn, but I believe with the faculties she possesses, she has deemed me worthy of assisting your mission. As one designed for such things, it is my pleasure to assist her. You may assess the master poorly right now– but my assistance can elevate her.”

	“Uh. Huh.” Ingrid replied, staring at Azazil in confusion but also a slight amusement.

	“I told you to be quiet. I told you not to speak until spoken to.” Gertrude mumbled.

	“I am providing assistance which seemed sorely desired, master.” Azazil said.

	“Don’t provide assistance. Do exactly as I tell you. Exactly. Okay?”

	Azazil, smiling serenely, nodded her head at Gertrude, who supposed she was being quiet.

	“Ah, well, I’m glad we have such a– lively– rapport–?” Karen said, clearly nervous.

	“I suppose I can live with this situation and just keep an eye on her.” Victoria said.

	“Ugh, alright, fine, whatever, I’ll drop it. Look at me getting along so well.” Ingrid fumed.

	“Well, I guess we can call it settled?” Monika said. “Welcome aboard, Azazil!”

	Gertrude wondered if they were all turning around only because Azazil was being so snide.

	After the commotion over Azazil finally subsided, Karen introduced the first real issue.

	“Forensics has completed its analysis over all the data logs and footage gathered from the anarchist-branded Cutter in the trench. We have evidence to support the Cutter being the shared property of a cadre of Bosporan outcasts. Apparently they advocated for a fringe ideology within the anarchist movement and were pressured to leave their former communities. I’ll play some footage for you that we isolated of their last day.”

	Karen pointed her clicker-remote at the screen on the wall.

	On the video, there was a view of the main hall of the cutter erupting into pandemonium. There was screaming from every direction, people running from something, trying to barricade themselves in the rooms in which Victoria and Gertrude found them– and suddenly dropping dead where they stood in a variety of places. What was missing from the video was any visible assailant– it looked like the people in the footage were running away from something, as if they were trying to avoid a concrete threat. They moved in certain directions, ducked away from invisible attacks, and died as if attacked invisibly as well.

	“This is security footage. We also inspected the video diaries recovered, but we found these a bit too personal to show. The diary belonged to a minor who was wrapped up in this expedition and met her end– much like here, she was chased to her final resting place, but we can’t make out an assailant. We believe it might have been a mass psychogenic illness.”

	Gertrude flexed and controlled the muscle of her psionics, activating her advanced sight.

	Red rings appeared on Victoria and Nile’s eyes as well.

	Ingrid had no powers; Monika seemed to struggle a bit with it; Azazil looked disinterested.

	To those with the sight, the assailant in the videos became clear.

	Ragged red cloak over a sinewy, black, wraith-like body that was only visible through the smallest gaps in the billowing cloth. Faces covered by bone-white masks with expressions cut into the seemingly hard material. Unlike the blue creatures Gertrude had seen first-hand, these red beings had cartoonishly furious expressions etched into their masks, and their claws were sharper and less overgrown, easily swung as weapons that pierced through the unprepared sailors. Nile and Victoria glanced at the creatures and then at each other.

	Perhaps all of them had seen these creatures before, in that insane shared dream.

	These red ones moved nothing like the lethargic blue creatures that seemed almost pitiable.

	Malice seemed to guide them, and rather than sleep, their touch brought pain and death.

	It was not something they could reasonably clue Ingrid and Schicksal about, not right now.

	“Mass psychogenic illness. We’ll leave it at that.” Gertrude said sullenly, burying it.

	Nobody else in the room objected. She had spoken seriously, leaving no room for dissent.

	“Any progress in contacting that mystery ship.” Gertrude said, changing subject.

	Karen shook her head. “We attempted to hail it but all kinds of messages we have tried have been denied automatically. In case of incompatible protocols we even tried generative free interface association– but even that did not yield any different sort of result. For now, we will have to assume the ‘Enterprise’ is both malicious and resisting communication.”

	“What about our other interests in this area?” Gertrude asked.

	“We are still testing the flesh that was recovered. That will take some time– we have to be very careful with it.” Karen said. “Doctor Nile will assist in these efforts. We did also analyze some of the food packaging, political symbols and the various sundries that were recovered from the technological site that we found at 3000 meters depth. None of it was particularly enlightening– this Aer Federation had industry and packaged goods like our own and, well, the site was a human habitation of some kind. More fruitful than that– we do also have testimony from Miss Azazil here, acquired during her capture, interrogation and processing, that purports to elucidate some of our findings relating to ‘Island-3’ and its ‘edifices’.”

	Karen played a few different pieces of video of conversations with Azazil that had been captured. These were disparate remarks and answers from various interactions. They had been edited to include only relevant information and exclude any unimportant remarks or speech given by unimportant personnel. Only the context of Azazil’s responses was shown in the videos, with some context given by Karen if any clarity was desired. 

	Azazil was quiet and uninterested as the video of her speaking played out.

	“Of course, I can elucidate for you. You see, this facility is part of the Island-3 complex. The Island Series were originally intended to begin a process of underwater habitation, commissioned by the Aer Federation, but Island-3 was purchased separately by private investors out from under the Federation. The Island-3 modules were very flexible and meant to spread out to create a larger underwater network of interlinked facilities, but during their descent, several modules were lost. Only two modules successfully linked up– the Crown Spire and the Primary Edifice, separated by thousands of meters of depth. For some time now I have been a piece of equipment registered to this particular station.”

	“This edifice, the Island-3 Crown Spire was meant to be one of the nerve centers of the completed complex. It had offices, a laboratory, food storage, an Advanced Neurological Model and biomechanoid servants, and other such amenities. With the loss and disconnection of most of the Island-3 modules, it was rendered largely useless as such, unable to carry out its administrative and scientific functions. It was then abandoned until the current era’s biomechanoids began to take unwanted residence within it.”

	(Karen noted that Azazil seemed to refer to Katarrans as exclusively ‘biomechanoids’.)

	“What am I? I am a biomechanoid servant designed to take care of humans. I can act as a social or sexual partner to adults, or a nurse or minder to children, and as a protector when needed. My combat capabilities? I am able to defend myself adequately, but I am not capable of bringing about the death of a Genuine Human Being. I would consider myself capable of overpowering most of you. Shimii? Well, I suppose I do look like that, don’t I?”

	(She then dodged the question of whether she was a Shimii with overwrought sophistry.)

	“Yes, that hexagon symbol is the Aer Federation standard. It represents utter perfection.”

	“The Aer Federation is the ruling polity of the planet known as Aer. The Aer Federation is based in the Center of the Known World, located in Turkiye, a country that is part of the Nobilis Confederacy. What do these names mean? Oh, these are surface names. Well, a long time ago, the Confederacy of the Nobilis continent was the rival of the Ayvartan Union in the Extremis continent and the Federation of Northern States in the Occultis continent. However, all three polities were greatly weakened by a series of pandemics known as the Three Great Ravages and were driven to the brink, losing much of their influence and autonomy. Due to its role in resolving these crises, Turkiye’s Aer Federation would grow into a supranational body with near-total control over all of Aer’s social development and global security, as well as regulating key technologies like STEM and biomechanoids.”

	(Karen explained that Azazil’s answers attracted more random questions and idle chatter.)

	“Even though you have not heard of the Aer Federation, I assure you it is the ruling polity of the world. You may not know or understand it, but you are part of it. My evidence for this is that Genuine Human Beings continue to exist, and the Aer Federation is the supreme and eternal authority of all Genuine Human Beings. As you continue the search for Perfection and make use of Agarthicite, you are still advancing the Aer Federation’s goals and ideologies. As a compromise, perhaps we can say you are successors of the Federation.”

	(Karen explained that at this point, Azazil became less cooperative regarding information.)

	Gertrude turned to face Azazil, who put on small but polite smile in response.

	“You know a lot more than you let on. Why did you stop talking?” She asked.

	Azazil continued to smile quietly, fluttering her eyelashes.

	“You can talk again now.” Gertrude said, exasperated.

	“I was asked questions which were not safe to answer.” Azazil replied. “Or rather, I felt that the answers would endanger the people asking, so in order to preserve the peace, I refused to answer them, and I still do. Even you, master, cannot prompt certain answers from me– because it is my duty to insure health and safety, and avoid undue harm to humans.”

	Gertrude hit the table. “The hell kind of ‘servant’ are you, just constantly disobeying?!”

	“Gertrude, calm down. Don’t let her jerk you around so easily.” Nile scolded her.

	“To be frank, most of the information she gave us was pointless anyway. We cannot make use of almost anything she wanted to tell us.” Victoria said. “It does not matter to us what the Aer Federation was like or where it was located. Whatever she says, we know that this polity is extinguished and has no influence on us. Right now, what we want is to extract information and technology that is immediately useful to us, isn’t that our focus?”

	“What she said, Gertrude, these history lessons are a waste of spit.” Ingrid added. “Make her tell you what kind of shit is in this cavern! Like the ship that nearly fucking killed me!”

	“Should you desire to access the primary edifice, I will do what I can assist you.”

	Azazil remained unbothered by all of the anger and skepticism that surrounded her.

	“It’s not even worth being pissed off at her, it’s like her skull is full of air!” Ingrid said.

	“Gertrude, I am, if anything, beginning to trust her even less.” Victoria said.

	“Look, I know its weird, and I no longer have any idea what direction my trust is going either– nor does that actually matter!” Gertrude said, greatly irritated, “What I do know is that we need her, she’s our only connection to these places. Right now, if we don’t break into that Primary Edifice then we are leaving here empty-handed except for lumps of meat and bad memories. If the Aer Federation isn’t around then I should help myself to what’s left.”

	“I do not wish to cause discord between my master and her crew.” Azazil said.

	She stood up from her seat, with everyone watching, and bowed her head, still smiling.

	“Allow me to work to earn your trust and provide excellent service.” She said.

	Ingrid averted her gaze as if it was embarrassing. Victoria stared dead-on at Azazil.

	Gertrude ordered her to return to her seat, and the ‘biomechanoid’ smilingly conferred.

	“Well– in the words of the captain, we do need every advantage we can get.” Karen said. She then clicked the projector, switching the videos of Azazil’s confession out to images captured by the Jagdkaiser of the enigmatic black and blue ship that had attacked Ingrid. “We called off the combat alert because it appears this ‘Enterprise’ is just circling the silica tree for the moment. For now, this can be considered the primary threat to our exploration, but we do not believe it is an immediate threat– it is not actively seeking battle with us.”

	“Azazil, is it possible for that ship to still be crewed?” Gertrude asked.

	“Yes, it could have a biomechanoid crew still following a given directive.” Azazil replied.

	“After nearly a thousand years, or maybe more?” Nile asked, bewildered.

	“I am a product of the Aer Federation, and I am still here.” Azazil said calmly.

	Nile looked disconcerted by the prospect– an immortal apprehensive about immortals?

	“Are we sure it won’t make a sudden beeline and attack us?” Ingrid asked.

	“We have observed its appearances around the silica tree for the past day.” Karen said. “When we arrived we did not detect it, so we believe it was acting much more slowly or was completely inert at first, and only became active when it detected us. We believe it has sped up its rounds since we first made contact with it, but it has not left the side of the tree at all since then– if it wanted to attack us, we believe it would have already done so.”

	“From our preliminary analysis of current footage and data,” Monika joined in, speaking of the ship with evident enthusiasm, “We believe the ‘Enterprise’ is the size and complement of a Dreadnought and that it is made up of the same metal as the Primary Edifice– which makes sense if they are both Aer Federation constructions. Since it appears to be keeping a tight course around the Silica Tree, I propose we first test whether or not it will act to protect the Primary Edifice. If it does not, we can study the structural integrity of the Primary Edifice to learn more about the Enterprise and perhaps devise a strategy to knock it out.”

	Karen pointed her clicker at the screen again and displayed footage of the ship’s attack.

	Particular attention was called to the glowing orbs within the vapor bubble.

	“Ingrid, what do you think about the nature of the Enterprise’s attack?” Karen asked.

	“It’s obvious, isn’t it? That thing shot some kind of Agarthicite weapon.” Ingrid said.

	Her words caught mid-sentence, and she looked disturbed to even say it.

	“To be more precise than that,” Monika said, “I believe this weapon leverages different states of matter than we are used to for Agarthicite. Our civilization uses Agarthicite near-exclusively in its solid form since melting undepleted agarthicite is so dangerous. But Agarthicite is matter, and like any matter, it has different states. It’s theoretically possible for there to be liquid, gaseous and plasma Agarthicite. However, because Agarthicite is so volatile, it can only be handled via ultrapotent magnetic fields, ultrasonic water cutting, or within ultracold chambered gasses– we need extreme environmental conditions to prevent it from annihilating matter. I believe that the Enterprise has Agarthic pseudoplasma weapons– the behavior in that footage reminded me of plasma globules.”

	For a moment, everyone in the room (except Azazil) had a somber look on their face.

	The crew of the Iron Lady had their own mysterious, powerful agarthicite weapon, and they had been awed by what they knew of its power and brutality in the hands of Norn and Selene– but this was levels above even the technology of the Sunlight Foundation. More verboten than the verboten. In the middle of this alien abyss, the Aer Federation, once hegemon of the world, left them a final messenger of its dominating power.

	Regardless, however, Gertrude had come too far to allow a ghost ship to deter her.

	“Agarthicite or no, there are still limits to what it can do. We figured out that the delivery mechanism is still just a missile. It even missed.” Gertrude said. Her words brought upon her the attention of the women in the room again. “We have to be careful about Agarthicite’s properties, but we’ve shot down missiles. We can shoot these down. For now we will leave the thing be– but we will eventually confront the Enterprise, and triumph.”

	“Well, it wouldn’t be you if you didn’t propose something foolhardy.” Ingrid sighed.

	She did look like she was smiling just a bit even as she said that.

	“I fucking hate the feeling of running away, so fine. I’m down to pay it back.” She added.

	“Preliminarily, I agree with this course, but only preliminarily.” Victoria said calmly.

	“If you get annihilated I can’t do anything about that– but I’ll support you.” Nile said.

	“It’ll be fine!” Monika said cheerfully. “I’ll find its weakness and you’ll all sink it!”

	“I will, of course, continue to render excellent service.” Azazil added.

	Gertrude smiled, feeling confident, and even a bit greedy about the prospects.

	Based on the capability of the ‘Enterprise’, this could turn out lucrative beyond her dreams.

	With such weapons on-hand, could she think of entering the power struggle herself–?

	For now, she just had to focus on what was directly ahead for them, and to wait and see.

	“Karen, keep watch on the Enterprise, but shift the focus of the drones and sensors toward collecting data on the Primary Edifice.” Gertrude said. “Have forensics analyze every bit of data we can scratch out of that box, I want sonar, LADAR, spectrography, heat maps, whatever you can get, I want spy tentacles on it, I want our camera drones crawling in it. We’ll devise a plan, assemble multiple teams, and assault the Primary Edifice as soon as we are ready. This will be a complete operation. We’ve seen the kind of obstacles that these structures can have, such as STEM and biomechanoids– we won’t take chances. I want an assault team, demolitions, security, the works. I will lead the vanguard personally.”

	Her body felt electrified with a sudden thrill as she finally gave concrete orders to the ship.

	Everyone around her had gone from their somber moods and began to pick up energy. They had direction again after the latest set of tumults, given an objective, an expected enemy, a puzzle to solve– the drive to move forwards again. Everyone looked at her with more determination in response to her convictions. In this room, Gertrude had a lot of powerful allies, and a lot of cherished companions. It brought her a measure of comfort. This was much more like the picture she painted in her heart of living amid their gazes.

	She would hold on to that idea strongly and tried to have it carry her through the terror.

	“Any questions or objections?” Gertrude asked– and her heart went cold for a moment.

	Ingrid raised her hand– but she winked, with a mischievous wiggle of her ears.

	“Question, Commander,” she said in a slight mocking voice, “Do we start right away?”

	Gertrude smiled with relief, to a few gentle laughs around the room.

	

	

	Far into the night, a tall, swarthy figure wandered the halls, clad in a fitted robe with a coat.

	Gertrude could not sleep. She felt restless. 

	The other night, she had worked out some of her energy with Victoria and slept soundly. Now with an entire bed to herself to writhe in, she felt strangely too aware, and began to wander the halls, long since after anyone but a few late shifters would be working. The Iron Lady’s familiar, grandiose halls, devoid of their music, lights dimmed and emptied of sailors and soldiers hurrying about– they were not helping Gertrude’s condition.

	She decided to wander down to the hangar. At least it was a broader, more open space.

	To her surprise, stepping out of the elevator, she saw flashing and sparking in the distance.

	With the lights dimmed, gloomy shadows pervaded the empty hangar. However, someone was working. Gertrude could hear the fizzing of a hand welder and see brief lights dancing on the far walls whenever the heat was engaged in erneast. She crossed the hangar floor from the elevator, approaching a familiar gantry, holding up the remains of the ‘Magellan’ class Diver. Since she had last seen it, the hull was connected and standing on its own, no longer a heap of parts. Most of it was covered by a tarp– almost ready for action.

	She walked around the hull, drawing closer to the source of the sparks.

	Right beside the gantry, a crane held in place a large joint piece, a roller.

	Under it, doing some quite late night welding, was Monika Erke-Tendercloud.

	She wore a face-shield, and she had fireproof gloves and coveralls and hard boots, over which she also wore her white coat. Over her golden-furred dog-like ears were a pair of fireproof covers with small holes to allow sound to still come through. Her blond hair was tied up to the back of her head, pinned up messy. She did not seem to notice Gertrude approaching. Her tail wagged fiercely, and her small, wiry body was utterly engaged in the act of welding. She bent under the metal piece, she stood beside it, she observed it.

	Gertrude smiled, watching her work so hard. But after several minutes, she approached.

	“Monika, you should get some rest.” She said.

	“Oh!” Monika’s tail and ears stood on end. 

	She turned around and lifted the shield over her face and smiled brightly. Her pretty features were smudged with a bit of grease. Perhaps welding was not all she had been doing. Gertrude did notice a lot of other bits of equipment scattered about. Gertrude approached her, took a cloth from a nearby equipment table, and wiped Monika’s cheek. Monika allowed it for a few moments before pushing away the cleaning cloth.

	With laugh, Gertrude discarded the cloth in a nearby recycling bin.

	“You shouldn’t be up at 0200; and you definitely shouldn’t be working.” She said.

	“Funny you should say that, because I see you’re also up at 0200 with me, ‘Trude.”

	Monika put her hands on her hips and leaned in a little, grinning.

	Gertrude leaned forward with a similar grin. “I’m here to make sure you don’t collapse.”

	“I’m doing fine!” Monika said, before an involuntary yawn stopped her.

	It was a long yawn too– plenty of time for Gertrude to stare at her while she exhaled.

	“Are you having trouble sleeping because of the blue pools?” Gertrude asked.

	Monika looked at the piece suspended on the crane, avoiding Gertrude’s eyes in the dark.

	After what she experienced– it made sense that she would view sleep very differently.

	“Monika, I promised to be there for you. You can talk to me.” Gertrude insisted gently.

	In response, the smaller Loup first sighed. But she eventually began to speak in small, reserved voice. “I feel silly about it, but yes, I’m apprehensive toward sleep. I want to finish my work too– it’s not just that I am nervous, but when I think about the possibility I might not wake up tomorrow– I get so terrified. I feel like I might become lost if I just go to sleep, and that nobody will know what happened to me. I’ll just sink into those pools.”

	“Would it help if you had someone to keep you company?” Gertrude asked suddenly.

	Monika stared at her suddenly. Her ears twitched. “Um– what do you propose?”

	Smiling, Gertrude approached Monika, bent slightly, and picked her up into her arms.

	Lifting her up with a hand on her back and another under her knees– a princess carry.

	Despite her exhaustion, Monika was light enough, and the darkness gave Gertrude courage.

	Flush-faced, flustered, at first Monika struggled to muster a response to being lifted up.

	“G-G-Gertrude! I’m– I’m really fine– you don’t need to go through any trouble–”

	Gertrude looked at Monika in the eyes, enjoying the weight and warmth of her petite body.

	“I’m also having trouble sleeping.” She said. “I’d love to have you tonight, Monika.”

	She locked eyes with Monika, turning a gentle expression to her, feeling just a little silly.

	However, she had to admit to herself, that it felt divine to be carrying a girl like this.

	And it would be just as divine to have her in bed.

	Monika took a deep breath in response.

	She finally pulled off her face-shield and ear covers and let them drop to the ground.

	“Okay, alright– I guess– I do– I kind of want someone to comfort me.” She admitted.

	“Please trust me– we’ll wake up tomorrow, together. I promise you.” Gertrude said.

	Gertrude felt Monika’s tail gently brushing against her as she wagged it incessantly.

	“Are you really going to carry me like this?” Monika asked, looking bashful.

	“I intend to. All the way to bed. Unless you want off.” Gertrude said confidently.

	Her directness seemed to throw Monika off, and she averted her gaze again.

	“No, this is– this is nice. But– where– where are we going?” Monika asked, fidgeting.

	“I’m taking you to my quarters. We can share my bed tonight.” Gertrude said.

	Monika’s eyes drew wide, but she said nothing, remaining quiet. Then she leaned closer against Gertrude and spread her arms and held her. There was a lovely, blushing smile on her face. Cheek to cheek with Gertrude– she was so soft. With the Chief Engineer in her arms, Gertrude strode back to her room feeling terribly fulfilled. She almost felt like laughing– how greedy of her to do, but it felt so good. It felt fantastic to have Monika in her arms.

	Whatever happened tomorrow, it would be preceded by a good night!

	 

	 


Overhead In The Waves

	 


#1

	On a particular evening that could have been like any other, the perennial pair of late shifters Alexandra Geninov and Fernanda Santapena-De La Rosa found themselves once more drawn by duty to the bridge of the UNX-001 Brigand. Both of them were ordered to stand ready for another night that would be assuredly full of petty bickering and sniping. Though they tried their best not to do so, procrastinating some amount of time in their rooms to give the other a head start, the two quickly ran into one another in the hall and found themselves at the exact same pace to their destination.

	Fernanda gave her blond-and-purple hair a haughty toss and turned her cheek. 

	“One would think you were shadowing my steps, gamer, with how regrettably often I meet thee!”

	Alex rolled her eyes, but made no effort to keep her lanky frame at length from the smaller officer.

	“Well, since you’re here, listen: you can’t just drop a thee at random when you already used you.”

	Fernanda bared gritted fangs and closed her fists. “Oh, just be quiet, Geninov!”

	Alex raised her hand to her own cheek and put on a silly expression.

	Had her silky brown hair not been tied up in its usual bun, she would have tried to do a mocking toss of it.

	“Silence, ye pitiable gaming worm— or something like that, would be more appropriate.”

	“You–!”

	Met with narrowed, unfriendly eyes, Alex felt rather satisfied with herself until, distracted as she was, she stumbled right over a folding chair which had been left in the middle of the hall. Even in the evening, with the hall to the bridge becoming quite uninhabited, one would not have expected a folding chair to be in the way, and so Alex hit her leg with it, lost her balance over it, tipped right across the seat and slid off, coming to rest on her back with the wind knocked out of her. Staring up at the ceiling, with the world spinning around her, she almost thought, maybe Fernanda did have dark powers locked in her eyes, or the ability to perform vile hexes, or all the other strange things she talked about.

	“Be careful with the chairs please.”

	At that point, Alex thought she heard the droning voice of Braya Zachikova.

	But it couldn’t have been. Why would she be out in the middle of the hall for no reason?

	In a strange display of camaraderie, Fernanda stood over Alex and actually helped her to get back up.

	It was at that point that Alex noticed that along with the folding chair, there was a table in the hall.

	A black folding table, behind which was a second folding chair.

	And sitting on this particular folding chair was, indeed, Braya Zachikova.

	That spiral-shaped ponytail was unmistakable, as well as those two thick antennae she had for ears.

	“Please return the guest chair to its neutral position.” She said, giving Alex an unkind look.

	“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Alex started shouting.

	Fernanda let go of her in response to her thrashing, and Alex nearly fell over again after being released.

	“Zachikova, the fate of certain gamers aside, this behavior stands much unreasonable from you.”

	The haughty gunnery officer put her hands to her hips and gave Zachikova a stern look that did nothing to faze her.

	“‘What I am doing’ is I’m setting up a fortune-telling station.” Zachikova said.

	Her unaffected tone of voice made it sound like the most natural thing to be doing at this hour.

	“You’re setting up a fucking, what?” Alex asked. “And fucking, why?”

	“An absolute refuse heap of vocabulary, Geninov.” Fernanda shook her head.

	Zachikova gave the two a smug little grin. “There is a simple reason. I am bored. Entertain me.”

	“I’m gonna flip this table right into your face!” Alex shouted.

	“Will you flip it over with your entire body, like the chair?” Zachikova teased.

	Fernanda grabbed hold of Alex before she could do something she may have regretted.

	While the two of them vainly struggled in this way, Zachikova withdrew a minicomputer.

	She set it down on the table, turned it toward the pair and pressed the power button.

	Focusing on the screen for a moment, Alex and Fernanda stopped horsing around.

	Green text on a black background scrolled by, to be replaced by a logo formed by text characters.

	It resembled a crystal ball, lightly shaded, with the words “AugRy v.1.4” below it.

	“While the graphics may look unimpressive, this is a fortune telling program honed by advanced machine learning of the sort used for our algorithmic predictors. All it needs from you is for you to touch the screen and speak any word. Using the underlying mathematics behind acoustics, it will divine your future, just as it can divine geometry and the classifications and bearings of enemy ships. And just for tonight, this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity is yours.”

	Zachikova waved her hand over the device like a magician proudly revealing a trick item.

	“What kind of sense does that make?” Alex said. “Just touch it, and say anything? Acoustics?” 

	Zachikova nodded her head silently and without expression. At Alex’s side, her blond companion scoffed.

	“Fortune telling finds its provenance in the grandeur of the romantic epics.” Fernanda said. Her thin lips took on a serious expression. “It is unconscionable that a mere machine could divine the twisting fates of mortal souls!” 

	“What she said.” Alex replied, pointed with her thumb at Fernanda.

	“Everything about ‘fate’ can be determined by mathematics.” Zachikova said. For a moment a tiny hint of passion crept into her voice. “From the moment you were born everything about you is a formula that a computer could have already figured out with the right data. Except when this idiot touched a Dendy and allowed it to ruin her entire life.”

	“Well I bet your stupid computer wouldn’t have known I actually started on an Imperial Poly-Play–” 

	“I don’t care about your tedious opinions whatsoever. Just do the thing or go away.” Zachikova said bluntly.

	Zachikova stamped her index finger on the table repeatedly like a demanding kiosk owner.

	Fernanda and Alex glanced briefly at each other, sighed, and shrugged their shoulders.

	“You know what, fine, I’m curious now what the hell this thing will even say.”

	Alex put her finger down on the touchscreen and spoke into the hidden microphone at the bottom of the compact, square minicomputer. “Leviathan Fury.” She said. It was the first thing that came to mind — a title she loved to play and for which she held official high score records. Soon as the words left her mouth, the screen on the minicomputer turned into a scrolling wall of green text. Alex watched as the computer slowly generated a coherent message.

	You will find lasting love in an unlikely place. Look near before you look far, and keep an open mind.

	“That’s it? You just have an RNG in there don’t you? Sophisticated machine learning my ass.”

	Alex crossed her arms and casually looked over to Fernanda, who was giving the screen a deathly glare.

	“I– I believe I shall concede my own turn! For what adventure is one’s fate, if not unknown?”

	There was a tiny tremor in her voice and a blush on her cheeks that Alex simply couldn’t place.

	Regardless, all of the mystery had gone out of Zachikova’s little theater, and they were late for work. 

	“Well, the witch and I are needed on the bridge for late shift, so, uh, bye I guess–“

	“I would rather you stay for a moment, actually.”

	A gentle voice came from down the hall that send a chill down Alex’s spine.

	Fernanda and Alex turned their heads and found a very large figure casually approaching the trio.

	Waving one hand, long overcoat draped over her powerful shoulders, a smile on her soft and girlish face; it was none other than Security Chief Evgenya Akulantova, the enormous grey phantom stalking the halls of the Brigand ready to chomp on unsuspecting night shifters found goofing off. Despite her size and power, she could be whisper quiet when she wanted to, and never missed her mark. Alex and Fernanda had a powerful reaction even to the cheerful and maidenly demeanor of the Security Chief, who came to a stop between the two and looked down at the table.

	“This is such a novel way of causing trouble that I’m more excited than pissed off.” Akulantova said.

	She crossed her burly arms over her broad chest and stared directly at Zachikova.

	Zachikova’s dull, unemotional expression did not change with Akulantova’s appearance.

	“So, since you’re seated at the table that’s presently being a safety hazard right smack in the hall like this, Zachikova, can you explain to me what you’re even up to? Are you all gambling? I frankly can’t read this situation at all.”

	“I’m administering a sophisticated fortune-telling program created by advanced machine learning.” Zachikova said.

	Akulantova smiled and let out a toothy, jovial laugh.

	“Fortune telling? Why are you doing this out in the hall at the start of the late shift?”

	“I am bored and wanted attention.” Zachikova said simply.

	“Kinda childish, don’t you think? You have important work to do, you know?” Akulantova said.

	“I have already completed all my important work. My superior IQ and untroubled neurology renders me much more efficient at my tasks than the rest of you. This is both good and bad. It allows our ship to operate in the information space at much higher capacities than crews of which I am not a part of. It also means I am frequently very bored.”

	After explaining herself, Zachikova’s lips curled into a tiny self-satisfied grin.

	Akulantova smiled vacantly at Zachikova for a moment. 

	She set her jaw, and clicked her tongue.

	“You two can go.” She said, briefly clasping her hands on Alex and Fernanda’s shoulders.

	For her part, Alex felt like she was close to passing out from the brief but intense pressure.

	“Zachikova, since you’re so bored, I’m going to give your mighty self something to focus on.”

	Akulantova gently took Zachikova’s computer with one hand, and seized the folding table with the other hand,.

	With a metallic creak, the table began to warp and buckle in Akulantova’s clearly wrathful grip.

	“To make amends for your flagrant safety violations, you’re going to keep an eye on the bearing monitor in the hall here for two hours, and while you do that, just so you don’t fall asleep on me, and to get your blood pumping, you’ll do squats. Hundreds of squats. If you don’t know the form, I can show you like I’m showing this table I got in my hands how to squat.” Akulantova’s grip tightened on the table to the point her fingers went through the plastic surface.

	Zachikova, still seated in her chair, did not hesitate to stand up and walk across the hall to the bearing monitor.

	Standing in front of it, she lowered herself into a perfect squat and made sure she was being watched complying.

	Watching her squat away, Akulantova sighed deeply and shook her head, murmuring “Officers,” to herself.

	She then looked down at the minicomputer in her hand with a weary curiosity.

	“Hey Chief, if you want your fortune told, just touch the thing and say a word.” Alex said.

	She was trying to be amicable, but Akulantova merely glared at her sidelong.

	Alex and Fernanda took the hint, saluted, and quickly went about their way.

	Once they were out of earshot and Zachikova was well engaged in her punishment, Akulantova laid her thumb on the touchscreen and raised the underside of the minicomputer near her lips. She whispered a name, “Syrah,” into the machine and watched the text churn for a few moments. Looking about in a conspiratorial fashion, hoping no one else would appear in the halls, she then looked back down at the screen in time to catch her fortune spelling itself out.

	Do not expect a second chance. Forgive yourself even if she doesn’t forgive you, and seek a new flame.

	Akulantova stared at it for a while and sighed to herself, running her free hand over her face.

	“Ugh, god damn it. Doesn’t take sophisticated machine learning to know that.” She mumbled bitterly.

	 


To be Continued

	And so the unseen sun sets on the Imbrium Ocean…for now.

	Thank you for reading!

	Stay up to date by going to https://unjustdepths.com! 

	If you would like to discuss the story with other fans, we have a discord at: 

https://discord.gg/c8BMCtBzk7

Post an introduction in the Welcome channel to be granted full membership rights.

	Fans of the story have begun work on a wiki! You can contribute here:

	https://unjustdepths.miraheze.org/wiki/Main_Page
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